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      Snowflakes landed on my cheeks, but I didn’t care about the cold. I didn’t deserve to be warm. Not when he was dead, and I was responsible.

      Though my arms were mostly covered in black satin gloves, my shoulders were bare, daring someone, anyone, to brush my skin with theirs. Please give me a memory of him.

      I will feed off it.

      I will savor it.

      I will punish myself.

      I felt the stares of accusation, of pity, as I reached the graveside, but I didn’t lift my gaze. It stayed rooted on the casket. The smell of churned dirt assailed me, and I inhaled deeply, stamping this moment in my memory. It would provide the fuel for what I had to do next.

      For today marked the end of two lives. I wasn’t only saying goodbye to him; I was saying goodbye to the old me. The me who allowed others to suffer for nothing more than being close to me.

      I was finally ready to accept what I’d been denying for weeks—my life had been irrevocably changed. I couldn’t sit back and let things happen anymore. It was time to take control.
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        One month earlier

      

      

      If it got any deader in here, we'd have to call a mortician. And that was saying something—it was an antique shop, after all. Most everything in the room had been around for at least a half-century, including my business partner.

      I pushed up my sleeves and glanced around, determined to find something to do to pass the time. Whitehurst Antiques might be like a second home to me, but that didn’t mean I wanted to spend the day asleep on my feet. Unfortunately, everywhere I looked, I found gleaming silver and dust-free shelves. Even the clearance section was in perfect order.

      George chuckled from his seat behind the counter. “Might as well give up, Adele. There’s nothing left to do.”

      I walked over to him and rested my arms on the glass displaying a collection of Civil War artifacts. “There has to be something.” The same thing happened every year at this time. School was back in session, which meant tourism was down, and shoppers weren’t looking for Christmas gifts yet. “Maybe I should update the website again.”

      He tilted his head to peer at me over his reading glasses. “You remind me so much of your mother when you’re like this. She couldn’t stand to be idle, either.”

      George patted my arm, his fingers grazing the exposed skin between my glove and pushed-up sleeve. I immediately realized my mistake, but it was too late. The vision pulled me under, and before I could take another breath, I was seeing the past through George’s eyes.

      “You really should be more careful,” George says to a woman with long, red hair as she stands on the top rung of a ladder, stretching far above her head to reach the crystal chandelier with her feather duster.

      While George wrings his hands, his anxiety washes over me like a lukewarm shower.

      “Don’t be silly, George,” she responds with her signature tinkling laugh. “I know my way around a rickety ladder. And you know my philosophy—if there’s nothing else to do, dust!”

      “And you know mine—no one can see the dust on crystal way up there, so why bother?”

      She laughs again, but it’s cut short when the ladder sways and she begins to lose her balance.

      “Laura!” George calls out, and my pulse races. Faster than a man of his age should be able to, he runs forward and steadies her moments before she would have tumbled to the ground.

      George’s relief seems to be my own when he swears then lectures her about taking unnecessary risks.

      Just as soon as it came, the vision was gone, and I was left disoriented. An incongruous mixture of joy and melancholy washed over me. Memories of my mother always did that. There was nothing quite like seeing her again, if only for a moment. The visions were vivid, as though she was standing right in front of me. It felt like having her back.

      But as soon as the memory faded, I lost her all over again.

      I was usually more careful, rarely allowing anyone to touch my bare skin. Between the empty shop and my cleaning spree, I’d become complacent. I knew better.

      “Adele? You okay?”

      George’s question snapped me back to the present, and I straightened and shook out my sleeves so they fell back down to my wrists. Catching sight of the glass jar full of keys on the counter, I said, “Yes, I just realized that now is the perfect time to find the key to the secret drawer in my mother’s desk.”

      Ever since I’d discovered the locked compartment a few months ago, it had become a kind of joke between us. Though I had no proof, I felt certain the missing key had ended up in the “stray key” jar. There were hundreds in there by now, and it would take hours to go through them. Luckily, I happened to have hours to spare.

      He shook his head, smiling fondly at me. “Are you ever going to let me call a locksmith?”

      “Now, what would be the fun in that?” I hefted the heavy jar and headed toward the office in the back. “Besides, there’s nothing I enjoy more than proving you wrong.”

      “Good luck.”

      Walking into the office always brought a smile to my face. Little had changed since my mother ran the shop with George—the same artwork lined the walls, and her favorite secretary desk sat in the corner. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was the first piece of antique furniture she purchased, and it had held a special place in her heart. Now that she was gone, it held a special place in mine.

      I flipped through a crate of records, wanting to set the mood with something upbeat. Settling on Michael Jackson, I placed the vinyl record on the 1960s turntable and lowered the stylus. The initial scratching gave way to smooth vocals and the warm sound only a vinyl could achieve.

      Knowing my mission would go much quicker with a plan in place, I draped a sheet over George’s large desk and started removing the keys from the jar. I organized them into groups based on their type and relative age. There was a little bit of everything—regular house keys, the tiny ones that are typically used for luggage, and tubular keys for things like bike locks.

      However, my focus was solely on the skeleton keys. Even if I didn’t find the exact match, it was possible I’d find one close enough to open the old lock. And some of them were worth as much as twenty dollars, so if nothing else, I could display them out front and make my hours of work worthwhile.

      Once I’d sorted all of the keys, I dragged a chair in front of the secretary and pulled down the top. I resisted the urge to peek in the drawers, like I’d done as a child every time I visited my mother at work. Instead, I carefully removed the drawer that concealed the hidden compartment and set it aside.

      One by one, I fit the keys of the approximate size in the lock. Attempt after attempt failed, and I started to lose hope of finding a match. Disappointment seized me, and I didn’t even know why. I had no evidence my mother had used, or even known about, the tiny drawer. But if she had known, I felt certain she would have hidden something in it. It was exactly the sort of secret she would have relished.

      I slid the second to last skeleton key in the lock and held my breath as I turned it. I was met with slight resistance at first, so I adjusted the angle. My breath whooshed out of me as I heard a click and felt the lock yield.

      Hands shaking in anticipation, I tugged on the slim handle and carefully removed the drawer. It was only about three inches wide and two inches deep. And, to my utter delight, it held a small velvet pouch.

      I cradled the bag in my gloved hands for a few moments, smiling to myself as I tested its weight. Though I clearly hadn’t discovered a treasure to rival the Heart of the Ocean diamond from Titanic, the pouch held something.

      Torn between wanting to keep the mystery alive for a while longer and needing to see what I’d found, I walked back to the record player. Maybe it was a fanciful notion, but I had a feeling I would want to remember this. I needed the music to match the moment.

      I selected one of my mother’s favorite records and skipped to the second track. As the first notes of “Dreams” by Fleetwood Mac washed over me, I closed my eyes and soaked it in. The song was familiar in a way that all I could think of was happier, simpler times. Perfect.

      Returning to my seat at the desk, I opened the pouch and let the contents fall into my hand. A silver locket with a broken chain lay there, and I stared at it in confusion. The locket was in the shape of a heart, and two angel wings came together to meet in the middle. Though it was lovely, it probably wasn’t worth any more than a typical sterling silver pendant.

      Why was it hidden away in the secret compartment? If it wasn’t valuable on its own, did it have sentimental value?

      I carefully opened one wing and then the other to reveal a small photograph of two children. Based on their matching brown hair and brown eyes, I guessed they were brother and sister. And as far as I knew, I’d never met them. Who are you?

      I would have assumed the locket was hidden in the desk before my mother purchased it, but the timing didn’t work out. The quality of the photograph suggested it wasn’t more than ten or fifteen years old, and my mother had purchased the desk over thirty years ago.

      Though I usually wished I’d never developed any freakish talents, right then, I regretted that I hadn’t inherited my mother’s abilities. Mom used to say that antiques could talk, that they all had a story—you just had to listen for it. My childhood was filled with tales of battles and mysteries and love, lost and found. To the outside observer, she’d appeared a fantastic storyteller.

      It wasn't until I was older that I comprehended she didn’t need to use her imagination. The tales were real. She merely had to hold an object in her hand to see its history, understand its importance.

      Unfortunately, that realization had come on the tail of my discovery that I had a similar but much less desirable ability—the ability to see a person’s memories through touch.

      Now, all these years later, an overwhelming yearning to walk in my mother’s shoes hit me, and without overthinking it, I removed my gloves. Hands now bare, I held the necklace once again, the metal cool against my warm skin.

      “What is so important about this locket?” I asked aloud, as if my mother was there to answer me. Not knowing why I bothered, I concentrated on the locket, willing it to show me something, anything.

      A surge of energy suddenly pulsed through me, and I gasped as a vision hit me like a ton of bricks. Unlike the crystal-clear memories I usually saw, this vision was murky and unsettling.

      As indistinguishable shadows obscure my sight, my body tenses, and a sweet perfume permeates the air.

      Her voice shaking, a woman says, “We can’t keep it to ourselves this time. We have to tell the others.”

      “We’ll bring Collectors down on all of us, if we do,” a man responds gruffly.

      “I know, but he’s just a child. Imagine if they were after one of ours.” Even in the darkness, a wave of dizziness hits me.

      There’s a long pause before the man says sharply, “Fine. Call a meeting for tonight.”

      My tension wanes as the woman says, “Thank you.”

      My own senses returned to me slowly. It took minutes before I heard Stevie Nicks’s distinctive vocals once again. Then, the perfume was replaced by the musty smell of the antique secretary. Instead of worry and anger, I began to feel a little bit of amazement and a whole lot of confusion.

      I blinked down at the locket in my hands. What the hell just happened?

      I’d never received any kind of vision from touching an object. Why now?

      Convinced it was merely a fluke, I set the necklace on the velvet pouch and walked over to the antique turntable. I gripped the side of the record player and, feeling ridiculous, closed my eyes and said, “Show me what you’ve got.”

      A rush of happy adrenaline flows through me. Sounds of frivolity ring out while a song I don’t recognize plays in the background. A male voice breaks through the buzz of conversation. “Excuse me, everyone. I’d like to make a toast to my beautiful bride.”

      The room quiets, and the man says, “Darling, I’ll never understand why you chose me, but I could not be happier you did. Here’s to you and a lifetime of you putting up with me!”

      Laughter rolls through the crowd.

      Quicker than last time, I returned to the present and shook my head in wonder. How was this happening, now? I’d been seeing people’s memories since I was eight years old. Could I randomly develop a new ability at the advanced age of twenty-four?

      I desperately wanted to ask someone, but I was alone in this. Just like always. No one knew about my abilities, not even the person closest to me in the world—my dad.

      Resigned to accepting something inexplicable had changed, I took my seat at the desk once again and pulled my gloves on. Even though they were plain black work gloves, nowhere near my favorites, they made me feel better. They provided the perception of protection, something I desperately needed.

      Picking up the locket, I studied it, now more determined than ever to uncover the mystery behind it. My mother had clearly placed it in the compartment for safekeeping, but why? Had she seen the same vision I did? A different one?

      Next, I inspected the velvet pouch, and finding no clues, I moved on to the tiny compartment. When I spotted a folded piece of paper in the bottom, I almost shrieked. In all my excitement over the locket, I’d failed to check the drawer.

      I opened the piece of paper and sighed in frustration when it only revealed a name and address, scrawled in my mother’s handwriting.

      Patricia Drake

      1220 Lakefront Drive

      Virginia Beach

      It wasn’t much to go on, especially since the note was at least twelve years and nine months old. Sometimes it was hard to believe my mother had been gone that long. But on days like today, it seemed longer. There was so much I wanted to ask her. Tell her.

      “Adele? You still back here?” George’s head poked around the doorway, and his bushy, silver eyebrows rose when he caught sight of the mess I’d made on his desk. “I thought you might have escaped through the back door.”

      “I’m still here.” Despite my uncertainty over whatever was going on with my abilities, I couldn’t resist grinning in triumph. “Are you ready to hear ‘I told you so’?”

      He stepped all the way into the room. “You found the key?”

      “I found it.”

      “I can’t believe it. Was there anything in there?”

      I held the locket up for his inspection. “Have you ever seen this before?”

      George removed his reading glasses from his front pocket and slipped them on before taking a closer look at the necklace. “Not that I can recall.”

      Opening the wings, I asked, “What about these children? Do you recognize them?”

      Looking baffled, he shook his head. “They don’t look familiar.”

      “How about Patricia Drake? Does that name ring a bell?”

      “I’m sorry, no.”

      I returned the necklace to the desk and tried to hide my disappointment. If George didn’t know anything about the secret my mother had hidden away, no one would. I was on my own to solve the mystery.

      If only the locket was the day’s most puzzling conundrum. Now, I had not one but two freakish abilities to manage, and I had no idea how I felt about it.
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      “By the way, your beau is here,” George said as he exited the office.

      After glancing at the clock, I muttered, “oh, shit.” Trevor was supposed to pick me up twenty minutes ago, and he was usually right on time. George must have kept him out front, chatting about something that had likely made Trevor’s eyes glaze over.

      I secured the note and velvet pouch holding the locket in my bag and slipped into the bathroom. With hurried movements, I touched up my foundation and applied soft pink lipstick to add a little color to my otherwise pale face. My hair needed help, but there was little I could do about it. Since it existed in that awkward plane between straight and curly, my hair tended to do whatever it wanted. Every day was a mystery—sometimes it looked intentionally messy and even a little sexy. The rest of the time, I looked like I’d rolled out of bed and left the house without even checking a mirror.

      After exchanging my work gloves for ones appropriate for going out, I re-entered the shop. Trevor was leaning against the wall as George “entertained” him with a story about his ancestor’s role in the Underground Railroad during the Civil War. It was a fascinating tale, one I knew for certain he’d already shared with Trevor on at least two separate occasions.

      When Trevor’s gaze strayed to me, George winked at me, and I shot him an amused glare. He might be getting old enough to appear senile to others, but I knew better. He had a wicked sense of humor, and he was obviously messing with Trevor. Not that my boyfriend had a clue.

      “Hi. So sorry I’m running late. I got caught up in a project and lost track of time.”

      Trevor’s shoulders slumped in apparent relief, but then he shrugged, like it wasn’t a problem. “George said you were in the middle of something important, so I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      I had to stifle a laugh at that. George was perfectly aware the only reason I’d taken on the key search was because there was nothing else to do. Little did he know my afternoon in the back office had been more significant than even I could have ever predicted.

      “Ready for dinner?” Trevor asked when he reached my side.

      He kissed my cheek, and as always, I thanked the universe for finally sending me someone who was easy to be with. Trevor’s touch rarely resulted in a vision. I chalked it up to the fact that he was a simple man. He was happy with his job, friends, and life. He didn’t spend much time dwelling on the past. And if he wasn’t dwelling on memories, he wasn’t unwittingly passing them on to me.

      “Yep, I’m starving.”

      George followed us to the door to lock up. “You kids have a nice evening. And, Adele, why don’t you take the afternoon shift tomorrow? There’s no reason for both of us to sit here twiddling our thumbs all day.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive. See you tomorrow.”

      “Okay, good night.”

      Once we were out on the sidewalk, Trevor said, “I’ve been craving Italian. You okay with Napoli’s?”

      “Of course.”

      He took my gloved hand without hesitation, and I smiled to myself. If Trevor was ever embarrassed by me, he didn’t let it show. It probably helped that we’d known each other for over a year before we started dating. He worked at the same fire station as my dad and was already aware of my oddities—well, the public ones—before asking me out three months ago.

      Honestly, I’d been rather shocked when he invited me to dinner the first time. He wasn’t the type of guy I’d ever pictured myself with. I was usually attracted to the nerdy or artsy types. Guys who had their own brand of charm but weren’t necessarily considered a catch by most women. And I’d always assumed those were the only ones who would be interested in me.

      Trevor was the opposite of those guys. He was traditionally handsome, with blue eyes and blond hair he kept cropped close to his head. As a firefighter, he took physical fitness seriously, and it showed. His body, tanned from days off spent at the beach, was muscular enough to be featured in a calendar.

      And he was probably the most genuinely nice guy I’d ever met. He became a firefighter because he wanted to help people, and everyone he worked with loved him. Unlike me, he had a huge group of friends and was always up for social events.

      Trevor stopped at the crosswalk and pushed the button. I very obviously looked both ways. “Pretty sure we’re good.”

      He gave me a stern look. “No jaywalking, Adele. We’ve been over this. You never know when a car will come speeding around a corner.”

      Grinning up at him, I said, “It’s a good thing you became a firefighter instead of a cop. I’d have racked up a shoe box full of jaywalking tickets from you by now.”

      His gaze softened, and a shiver went through me. I loved when he looked at me like that. Like he thought I was beautiful and smart and amazing.

      “I never would have been able to give you a ticket. But I would have been tempted to throw your cute ass in jail to keep you safe.”

      The light changed, and he tugged on my hand to cross the street and enter the cozy Italian restaurant. Though we often drove into Virginia Beach or Norfolk for our dates, I was always happy to stay in my small hometown of Whitehurst. It didn’t matter how many times I ate at the restaurants on Main Street, I never got tired of them.

      We were seated in my favorite waitress’s section and ordered our usuals—Caesar salad and lasagna for Trevor, and a house salad and cheese manicotti for me.

      When the bread basket was delivered to our table, I removed my gloves and applied antibacterial gel to my hands. It was a necessary part of furthering my germaphobe persona, and over the years, certain behaviors had become reflexive. Although the story I commonly spouted about not liking germs wasn’t quite a self-fulfilling prophecy, I tended to avoid experiencing the world through touch as much as possible.

      Typically, I ordered food that required utensils to eat. But the crusty bread at Napoli’s was impossible to eat with a fork—I’d tried. And it was way too delicious to pass up, even if it required me to remove my gloves in public.

      Once he’d finished his salad, Trevor pushed the plate aside and leaned back in his chair. “So, do you think George will retire soon?”

      “What makes you ask that?”

      His forehead puckered in apparent concern. “I’m pretty sure he’s experiencing memory loss. He’s told me that story about the Underground Railroad three times now.”

      I laughed softly. “George’s memory is fine. He’s just messing with you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a game to him. He probably wants to see how many times he can repeat the same story before you call him on it.”

      “Are you sure? He’s gotta be what, in his seventies?”

      “Seventy-three,” I said with a shrug. “But he’s still in great health—mentally and physically.”

      “Doesn’t he want to retire?”

      “He already retired from his first career twenty years ago, and he was bored out of his mind. He met my mom at an estate sale, they bonded over their love of antiques, and they opened the shop together a year later.”

      Running her own antique store had been my mother’s dream, but my parents hadn’t been able to afford it before George. He’d brought financing to the table, while my mother brought expertise. It had been the perfect partnership. George adored my mother, and I knew he felt like he’d lost a daughter when she died.

      My mind wandered to the secret drawer and locket again. In fact, I was having trouble thinking about anything else. There had to be a reason my mother locked the necklace away. The name and address suggested she’d found the owner and planned to return it.

      So, why hadn’t she?

      Had her unexpected death been the only thing to get in the way?

      I replayed the vision, searching for clues. The man was concerned about some kind of collectors. Debt collectors, perhaps? But what did that have to do with the child the woman mentioned? And what did any of it have to do with my mother?

      If I held the locket in my bare hands again, would I have a different or expanded vision? I had no idea how it worked with objects. My mother had described her ability as a knowing. She sensed past events surrounding an object, but she didn’t have visions of specific moments in time. I was already certain my ability wasn’t the same.

      With people, I only saw a memory if the person was thinking about it when we touched. And it wasn’t just any memory. It had to be something significant. Or, as far as I could tell, tied to strong emotions. Fear. Anger. Pain. Happiness. Love.

      Maybe the same was true for objects.

      “Adele?”

      I shook my head, hoping to dispel my jumbled thoughts. “I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

      “Are you okay? You seem distracted.”

      “Yeah, sorry. It was a strange day.”

      “Want to tell me about it?”

      The waitress chose that moment to deliver our entrees, and I took advantage of the short interruption to compose myself. A long time ago, I’d vowed to never tell anyone about my psychic abilities. My mother made me repeat the promise every day. It was even the topic of our last conversation. I still remembered how irritated I’d been that day. Yeah, Mom, I swear. Can I go now? I’m going to be late for school.

      I refused to break that promise now. Trevor could never know. If we stayed together, he would remain in the dark . . . just like my dad had for all these years.

      “Why don’t you tell me about your day instead?” I said once we were alone again. “Did you get to rescue a cat from a tree today?”

      He laughed. “No, but I did help a little old lady cross the street.”

      “Oooh, tell me all about it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I let myself into the house I’d lived in my entire life, unsurprised to find it dark. Unless he was working, my dad played poker with “the guys” every Friday night. It was a tradition that had been going for more than a decade. Dad and his friends got together to eat pizza, drink too much beer and whiskey, and gossip like a bunch of old biddies. He denied that last part, but amazingly, he always had a tidbit to share on Saturday morning.

      After flipping on the entryway light, I made my way into the living room and flopped on the couch. Even though I’d begged off the planned movie with Trevor to come home early, the day had felt interminably long. I was tempted to put on my favorite flannel pajamas and climb into bed. But I knew for a fact that sleep would elude me. My brain was too active for something as insignificant as sleep.

      So, I followed my routine for every time I was upset or confused or lonely. I made hot chocolate and dropped exactly five miniature marshmallows into the steaming mug before retreating to my favorite place.

      The back porch was nothing fancy, but it looked out over a small, landscaped yard lined with mature trees that made the space feel private, protected. The early November evening was chilly but not yet cold enough to need more than a sweatshirt. And though it was dark, I could picture the cacophony of yellow, orange, and red leaves that had started appearing over the last week.

      I sipped my hot chocolate, preparing myself for what I needed to do. Logically, I knew my anxiety about touching the locket again was absurd. Still, when I removed the velvet pouch from my pocket, I hesitated. Though the vision from earlier had seemed hazy in comparison to what I was used to, the emotions that had rushed into me were as intense as if they had been my own.

      With deliberate movements, I removed my gloves and closed my eyes. When I was as ready as I could be, I dropped the locket into my open palm. The moment my skin came into contact with the pendant, the vision slammed into me.

      Sweet perfume saturates the air as fear so pungent I can taste it seeps into me.

      “We can’t keep it to ourselves this time. We have to tell the others.”

      My skin heats as a noise akin to a fist punching through sheetrock sounds in the background, followed by a feminine gasp.

      “We’ll bring Collectors down on all of us, if we do.”

      “I know, but he’s just a child. Imagine if they were after one of ours.”

      The fear and anger weave together, until I can’t separate them. They are weighing so heavily on me, I can barely take a breath.

      “Fine. Call a meeting for tonight.”

      “Thank you.”

      I inhale deeply as the weight of their emotion eases.

      “I have a feeling we’re going to regret this, Patricia.”

      “I’ll never regret doing the right thing.”

      Once again, my senses returned to me gradually. The floral scent was replaced by the essence of pine and oak mixed with the faint aroma of hot chocolate. I blinked my eyes open, struggling to decipher my own emotions. I was pleased that I observed a few extra details this time around, including the use of Patricia’s name. But beyond that, my thoughts and feelings were all over the place. Uneasiness settled in my gut even as something that seemed a lot like anticipation pushed it aside.

      My life had become boring, predictable. I had resigned myself to hiding in plain sight, never embracing who I truly was. If things were finally changing, was that really such a bad thing?
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      I tossed and turned the night away, never reaching a state of peaceful sleep. After the day’s revelations, it wasn’t surprising. In a moment, a mere touch of the locket, my life had turned upside down. And, yet, to the outside world, everything remained the same. It was all one big cosmic joke, and I was tired of being the punchline.

      When the first signs of daylight peeked through my curtains, I finally rolled out of bed and got in the shower. Though I was all about the three Rs—reduce, reuse, recycle—I made an exception when it came to my daily water usage. Long, hot showers were the one luxury I could never imagine giving up.

      For someone who generally didn’t like to be touched, I had a strange fascination with the feel of almost-scalding water streaming over my hair, caressing my skin, and molding to my curves. I was addicted. It made me feel alive.

      If I wasn’t careful, I’d end up wasting half the morning standing under my rainfall showerhead, washing away every bit of yesterday’s grime and confusion. Though, to be honest, even the world’s most perfect shower couldn’t do much about my confusion. There was only one thing I could think of that might help—talking to Patricia Drake and, hopefully, finding a connection to my mother.

      Since it was too early to show up at the address in Virginia Beach, I slowly dressed for the day. We didn’t have a formal dress code at the antique shop. George typically resembled an old-school history professor, with his brown slacks and tweed jackets, complete with elbow patches. And my wardrobe leaned more toward Jackie Kennedy with a modern twist.

      I’d learned during my teen years that people were more accepting of my gloves if they appeared to be an accessory to my retro, quirky style. Though I’d never gotten into the habit of purchasing actual vintage pieces, I emulated the fashions that worked best and tried to have fun with them. These days, I tended to choose casual skirts, slacks, and long-sleeve tops in solid colors and paired them with low heels or loafers and coordinating gloves.

      Over the years, I’d gone from getting strange looks as I walked down Main Street to receiving compliments on my simple but chic outfits. Not that the townsfolk didn’t still think I was odd . . . I’d just stopped caring.

      Today, I selected a ruffled navy skirt, a lighter blue blouse, a skinny white belt, and flats with a subtle floral pattern. Professional yet approachable. My hair had decided to cooperate for once and was falling in soft waves around my shoulders. All in all, I thought I looked nice enough.

      As usual, I saved the best part for last. I moved in front of the large antique bureau that I’d retrofitted to hold my extensive collection of gloves and studied my options. I owned a pair for every color scheme, mood, and occasion, though I wasn’t sure what paired best with, “I found the locket you lost over a decade ago.” Eventually, I chose a navy pair with a white lace overlay and called it good.

      I tucked the velvet pouch and address into my purse and headed downstairs. My dad was puttering around in the kitchen, likely trying to decide between a waffle or omelet for breakfast.

      “Morning, Dad,” I said, kissing his stubbled cheek before I reached into the refrigerator for a yogurt cup.

      “Hello, sweetie. You look nice.”

      “Thanks.” I took a seat at the small table in the kitchen and added a few tablespoons of granola to my yogurt. “What are you up to today?”

      “Oh, not much. I need to do some work in the yard. Are you in the mood for an omelet?”

      “Why? You know you want a waffle.”

      He shook his head at me but smiled. “Am I really that predictable?”

      “You like what you like. Nothing wrong with that.”

      After reaching in the pantry for the waffle mix, he asked, “Are you working all day?”

      “No, business is still slow, so George insisted I take the morning off.”

      “I’m surprised you’re up and around, then. You don’t get to sleep in on Saturdays very often.”

      “I need to hit a few estate sales in Virginia Beach.”

      The lie slipped out before I had a chance to consider it, and I immediately regretted it. Though I’d been keeping secrets from my dad for most of my life, I didn’t intentionally deceive him . . . ever. And I wasn’t sure what possessed me to do so now. I could have easily explained the locket and address without mentioning anything about my vision. He would have enjoyed the story about Mom hiding it away in a hidden compartment in her desk. It probably would have made him smile.

      Still, something held me back. I was tempted to call it a sixth sense, but that sounded ridiculous coming from me. Even though I’d suddenly developed the capacity to read certain objects, there was no way that extended to some kind of premonition ability as well.

      “Should be a nice morning for it,” Dad said. “Looking for anything in particular?”

      “A little of this and a little of that.” I mentally referenced my running list of items to keep an eye out for. “I’d love to get my hands on a few more midcentury modern pieces. We’ve sold all of our best furniture over the last couple of months.”

      Not looking up from his mixing bowl, he groaned. “I’ll never understand why people like that minimalistic, straight lines stuff. The furniture isn’t even comfortable.”

      “This, coming from a man who treats his recliner like a throne,” I teased.

      My dad was the best man I’d ever known. But he had absolutely no appreciation for choosing furniture based on aesthetics—he was all about comfort. Not that I blamed him. His job as a firefighter could be stressful and physically demanding. He deserved to be able to relax in his own home.

      It did make me long for the day I’d have a place of my own, though. I wasn’t entirely sure why I hadn’t moved out already. Due to George’s insistence on keeping my mother’s half of the shop’s profits in a trust for me after her death, I was already more than financially stable. But I couldn’t bring myself to consider leaving. I’d lived in this house my entire life . . . and there was my dad to consider. He would never ask me to stay, but I hated the thought of him living in this big, old house alone.

      “Recliners are God’s gift to men. It’s not your fault you don’t understand.”

      “Okay, Pa, I’ll be sure to brush up on my knitting skills,” I said as I rinsed my now-empty yogurt cup before placing it in the recycling bin. “I would hate to waste more time trying to understand manly things.”

      “Have you been watching Little House on the Prairie re-runs again?”

      “Only every night.”

      He threw a balled-up paper towel at my back. “Well, stop. You know I hate when you call me Pa.”

      “Yes, Pa. Whatever you say, Pa,” I said as I waltzed out of the kitchen. “See you tonight, Pa.”

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I got in my Honda CR-V and headed toward Virginia Beach. During the thirty-minute drive, I put on my favorite “driving” playlist and sang along with every song. It was an effective distraction from what I was about to do.

      Considering Patricia Drake’s address was on Lakefront Drive, I was expecting impressive. But nothing could have prepared me for what I found. The Drake property was the kind of estate I knew existed but never anticipated visiting. The tree-lined drive led to a grand white mansion. Though it wasn’t a historical plantation house, between its black shutters and traditional columns, it oozed Southern charm.

      Unfortunately, a heavy black iron gate stood between me and the beautiful house.

      And now that I was here, I felt rather silly. What was the plan? Did I think I could just waltz up to the front door and Patricia Drake would appear?

      I should have at least done a little research before showing up unannounced. A property records search would have told me who owned the estate. The only encouragement I had that it was still in the Drake family was the “D” featured prominently on the gate.

      Though I contemplated backing out of the drive and scurrying away, I didn’t go through with it. Instead, I rolled down my window and pressed the “call” button on the panel for the gate. When there was no response after a couple of minutes, I pressed it again.

      “What is it?” a male voice snapped through the intercom.

      “Um, hi. I’m trying to reach Patricia Drake. Is she home?”

      “Who wants to know?”

      I looked directly at the camera mounted on the fence and attempted to appear as friendly as possible, under the circumstances. Mr. Aggravated was making it difficult.

      “My name is Adele Rose, and I work at Whitehurst Antiques. I found something that may belong to Mrs. Drake and was hoping to speak with her about it.”

      I was met with silence for so long, I worried the line had been disconnected. But, eventually, he said, “Wait there.”

      A few tense minutes later, the front door opened, and a man jogged down the long driveway toward me. As he neared the gate, it opened just enough for him to slip through.

      I stepped out of my car, velvet pouch in hand, and waited.

      He slowed to a fast walk once he was on my side of the gate, and I instinctively backed up a step when he stopped a few feet in front of me.

      Everything about him screamed intimidation. His tall stature was ramrod straight, and he crossed his arms over his chest, making his T-shirt pull taut to display a hard, toned physique. His eyes, though . . . they were what made me worry I’d made a grave mistake by coming here. They were the brown of rich dark chocolate and drilled into me like I was evil incarnate.

      “What is it?” he spat with impatience.

      “Is Patricia Drake available?” I asked with forced politeness. “I would rather speak with her directly.” This guy could be the chauffeur, for all I knew.

      His nose flared. “My mother is dead, so, no, she’s not available.”

      I sucked in a breath, feeling like an idiot. Clearly, being spontaneous was not my forte. It never worked out well.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Neither his expression nor his stance changed, so I decided not to delay any longer. I lifted the locket out of the pouch and displayed it in my hand. “Was this hers?”

      He stared at my gloved hand, and if it was possible, he sneered with even more contempt. I didn’t understand it. Was he merely upset that I was bringing up his deceased mother? It felt like there was something more.

      When he finally returned his gaze to my face, it transformed to what I quickly recognized as mocking. “Are you afraid the necklace will give you cooties?”

      “I’m not a fan of germs,” I replied, as I had thousands of times before. It was my go-to response, and I’d stopped caring about people’s reactions years ago. I’d endured endless teasing as a child and teenager. There was nothing this asshat could say that would bother me now.

      “Yeah, well, I’m not a fan of nosy gingers showing up uninvited at my door.”

      Ignoring the dig at my hair color, I gestured to the stately house in the distance. “Guess it’s a good thing I’m stuck at the gate, then.”

      Not surprisingly, he wasn’t amused by my sarcastic response. “Yes, that was my mother’s locket. Please hand it over.” His please came out more like a curse than a request, and I had to bite back a grin. This guy was something else.

      “What’s inside the locket?” I asked, testing him. I couldn’t bear to part with the treasure unless I was giving it to someone who might actually appreciate it.

      “A photo of me and my sister,” he replied without hesitation.

      I envisioned the boy in the picture, trying to match that innocent face with this man’s hard visage. He probably wasn’t much older than me, but he seemed older. It had to be the intense way his eyes pierced into me and how his brows dipped menacingly as he scowled at me.

      Beyond all that, I couldn’t help but notice how annoyingly attractive he was. His medium brown hair was short and spiked in the front. And his face would almost be pretty if his expression wasn’t so severe. Without permission, my eyes strayed to his unusually plump lips, outlined by a couple days’ worth of scruff. Why were the best-looking men usually jerks?

      Despite my desire to hang onto it, I forced myself to hand the locket over to him. He immediately headed back toward the gate, saying over his shoulder, “Don’t come back here.”

      “Wait,” I called, but it was too late. The gate was already closing behind him, and he was jogging toward the house.

      Too stunned to move, I watched the man until he disappeared into the house. That was one of the most bizarre experiences of my life, which was saying something. I was practically a mutant, after all.

      Returning to my SUV, I slumped against the seat and started the engine as I took one last look at the beautiful estate. Though I was happy the locket had been returned—hopefully—to its rightful owner, I couldn’t help feeling disappointed. I didn’t know any more about why my mother had locked the necklace away, or the disturbing vision, than I had when I found it.

      Instinct told me there was more going on than met the eye. But what right did I have to dig into something that didn’t really concern me? If Mr. Hot and Frowny would have answered a few questions, maybe it would be simpler to put this entire affair behind me. Instead, I was left with an unsolved mystery and a certainty that none of this would be easy to forget.
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      Thankfully, my afternoon at the shop passed quickly. In between customers—at least twice as many as had shown up during the entire day before—I logged my purchases from the estate sales I visited after leaving the Drake estate. Though I still hated that I’d lied to my dad, I figured I could assuage some of my guilt by actually going to a couple of estate sales. I’d even bought a midcentury modern sideboard.

      In the hour before closing, business slowed again, and I decided to pull a “George” and take a seat behind the counter. My lack of sleep was finally getting to me, and I was more than ready to close up shop and go home to sulk in peace. I still couldn’t believe the encounter with Patricia Drake’s son had gone so badly. It kept playing on repeat in my head as I tried to figure out what I could have done differently. My assumption that Mrs. Drake would be alive and at home was obviously my biggest misstep. If I had done my research ahead of time, I could have avoided asking for her multiple times. Maybe then Mr. Hot and Frowny would have been more willing to talk to me.

      I was drawn out of my obsessive thoughts when a couple entered the shop. My general sales philosophy was to allow customers to browse a while before approaching and offering assistance. No one liked to be pounced on the moment they walked in the door. But something about these two held me back for even longer. It was almost as if they were trying to avoid looking my direction while positioning themselves so they could watch me. Also, they were whispering furiously, and I doubted anyone could be that invested in the tea sets they were standing next to.

      After a few minutes, the man left the shop and took a seat on the bench right outside. As the woman wandered around, looking at a little bit of everything, I studied her. She appeared to be in her early twenties and was very pretty. The top layer of her long, brown hair was pulled up into a bun, revealing what must normally be a hidden layer of hair in every color of the rainbow. Her strappy sandals, floral pants, and white top practically screamed boho chic, and she pulled the look off well.

      When she paused in front of my favorite display case, I decided to finally approach her. “Are you interested in the early settlers of Whitehurst?” I asked conversationally.

      She looked up at me and grinned, her dark brown eyes gleaming at me. “Only the witches.”

      I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. “Most people aren’t even aware there were women accused of being witches in Virginia, much less in Whitehurst. Are you from the area?”

      “Virginia Beach. But I’m probably more informed than your typical customer. I’ve always been fascinated by supernatural happenings. Witches, hauntings, even miracles—I’m into them all.”

      “Well, if you want to know more about any of the Virginia witch trials, you’ve come to the right place. It was the topic of my senior project in college.”

      “I guess that explains these.” She moved to the edge of the case, where several period letters referencing the Whitehurst trials were prominently displayed. “I noticed the ‘private collection’ placard. Is it yours?”

      “Will you think I’m odd if I say yes?” I asked, sincerely curious. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was something about this rainbow-haired stranger. She was unusually friendly, sure. But that wasn’t all. There was an air of knowing about her, and I needed to find out why.

      Her seemingly ever-present grin widened. “Not at all. I’ve heard of people who collect much more bizarre things. Besides . . .” Her gaze drifted to my hands. “If I was going to think you were odd, I’d choose the gloves as my reason. What’s up with those, anyway?”

      I barely reined in my sigh of defeat. Just when I’d started thinking she could be a potential friend, she brought up the gloves.

      “Wearing gloves helps protect the antiques from the oils on my skin.” I often used that line while at the shop to give myself a break from the germ response. And it was true that certain old materials required that extra layer of protection, so at least I wasn’t lying.

      “That doesn’t explain why you were wearing them at my house this morning.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She stretched out her hand. “Jem with a J Drake, at your service.” I shook it, surprise coursing through me. “I’m sorry you were forced to deal with my grumpy brother earlier, but I wasn’t home.”

      Grumpy? If he was merely grumpy, I was a Disney Princess. But not Snow White. What woman in her right mind would want to pick up after seven filthy men on a daily basis? No, thank you.

      “If you weren’t home, how’d you know about my gloves?” Technically, I’d been wearing a different pair at the time, but that wasn’t important.

      “Jameson—my brother—mentioned them.”

      Jameson Drake. So that was Mr. Hot and Frowny’s name. I rather preferred the one I’d given him.

      “In other words, he told you some crazy chick wearing gloves showed up at your house?”

      Jem with a J laughed. “I like you. And you’re not too far off the mark. I think his exact description was, ‘germophobic weirdo dressed like a sixties housewife.’”

      I shrugged, too startled by this turn of events to bother being offended. “I’ve been called worse.”

      “Well, he failed to mention how gorgeous you are.” She placed both hands on the case and leaned forward like she had a juicy secret to share. “He also failed to mention that you’re psychic.”

      As her words sank in, a wave of dizziness hit me. How . . . it wasn’t possible . . . she couldn’t know. Could she?

      I'd had nightmares about this, but I didn't need to pinch myself to know I was awake. This was really happening.

      “I have no idea what you mean,” I eventually replied in an unusually high voice. I cleared my throat and forced a smile that probably looked more like a grimace. “Is that a Virginia Beach joke that hasn’t made it to Whitehurst yet? We’re always a little behind the times.”

      She didn’t laugh, and her expressive brown eyes didn’t stray from mine. “It’s okay, Adele. Your secret is safe with me. I’m a Psych too.”

      “Psych?” I found myself asking, though that was the least important detail from what she’d said.

      “Yeah, it’s my nickname for the lot of us.” She raised her eyebrows mischievously. “People with psychic powers, that is. I’m a Psych. Jameson’s a Psych. My friend Noah out there”—she nodded toward where the man still sat on the bench—“is a Psych. He’s how I found out about you, actually. We came here to talk to you about the locket, but as soon as we stepped into the store, he could sense your Psychness from your aura. It’s one of his many talents.”

      Now my head was seriously spinning, and I had to grab onto the display case to steady myself. After all these years of hiding my abilities from everyone, could I reveal myself to this stranger? Did I even have a choice, if she already knew?

      Not having any clue what to say, I kept my mouth shut. Even if I denied my “Psychness,” I doubted it would do any good. My flabbergasted reaction to Jem had clearly given me away, even if she was making up that thing about my aura.

      “Look,” Jem finally said, “I’ve obviously surprised you. The store closes soon, right?”

      I glanced at one of the many antique clocks lining the wall and nodded. “In about thirty minutes.”

      “Okay, why don’t you finish up here, then meet me and Noah at the park down the street? That way, we’ll be in public, but we should be able to find a relatively private spot to talk.”

      I considered her offer. My mother’s daily reminders to never speak of my abilities rang in my ears. But my mother wasn’t here . . . she hadn’t been for over a decade. And this was my one chance to find out more about the locket and, apparently, the family of psychics it belonged to.

      How could I say no?

      “All right. I’ll meet you.”

      Jem practically bounced to the door. “See you soon, germophobic weirdo!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh as she fled in a blur of colors, leaving the shop feeling somehow drabber in her wake. She was like a whirlwind, entering the shop, and my life, intent on destroying my last bit of sanity.

      If I’d thought the events of yesterday had been a shock, they were nothing compared to the last few minutes. Years ago, I’d resigned myself to the fact that I would never be able to share my abilities with anyone. To have that basic tenet challenged . . . now . . . was more than overwhelming. It was unthinkable.

      Yet, I couldn’t ignore the flutters of anticipation building in me. Maybe I didn’t have to be alone in this anymore. Maybe things truly were going to change. Finally.

      I locked up a few minutes early and stopped off at my car to grab a jacket before heading toward the park. Though the autumn weather was pleasant, I knew the temperature would drop off drastically once the sun fully set. At least we would have plenty of light. Since the park was a Main Street staple year-round, it was generously lit with traditional black iron street lamps.

      As I lifted one foot off the sidewalk to cross the street, someone yelled, “Adele, stop!”

      I froze seconds before a car materialized beside me, turning the corner without slowing. Stunned, I stared at the pavement where I should have been standing. If I hadn’t paused, I very likely would have been hit.

      Searching out the person who called to me, I found Jem standing on the other side of the street, breathing heavily. After waiting—for once—for the light to turn, I walked over to her. And for the first time in my life, I had to hold myself back from initiating a hug. She’d saved me from significant injuries, at the very least. How did I go about thanking her for that?

      “Jem, I don’t even know what to say. Thank you so much.” From now on, I was taking Trevor’s advice. No more jaywalking.

      Her breathing back to normal, she shot me another one of her grins. “No big deal.”

      “But how did you know?”

      She laughed. “I told you I was a Psych. Do you believe me now?”

      Wait. She’d known to warn me about the car because she really was psychic? I didn’t know why that shocked me so much. I’d had a vision of her mother, after all. Why shouldn’t Jem be able to predict events . . . assuming that’s what she’d done?

      “I guess I do. How does that work, exactly?”

      She pointed to where her friend was waiting at a group of picnic tables. “Why don’t we sit, and I’ll explain?”

      “Okay.”

      I glanced around the park as we walked. Other than a few people out with their dogs, no one was around. Jem had been right; we could easily talk here without worrying about being overheard. And I appreciated that she’d offered to meet me in a public place. She had to know I was wary of discussing anything Psych-related.

      Jem’s friend—though she’d mentioned his name, I couldn’t recall it—jumped off the top of the picnic table he’d been sitting on as we approached. I hadn’t been able to observe much about him during his short time in the shop earlier, but now, I immediately noticed his lean frame and the lithe way he moved. Like he had complete control over his body.

      “Noah, this is Adele Rose,” Jem said in a bright tone. “And, Adele, please meet my dear friend Noah Greene. He’s the most trustworthy person you’ll ever meet, I promise.”

      Noah pushed his sunglasses onto the top of his espresso-colored hair, and I had to swallow a gasp. His eyes were a startling shade of blue, and I was half-afraid I would get lost in their depths if I didn’t look away. Quickly.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Adele,” he said, his voice soft, kind. “I’m glad Jem got to you in time. That car was driving way too fast.”

      I let out a shaky laugh. “I would say I got lucky, but from what Jem tells me, it didn’t have anything to do with luck.”

      He smiled, making the angular lines of his face transform into something utterly magical. Adorable, even. “Well, Jem isn’t quite a good luck charm, but she’s handy to have around, that’s for sure.”

      “Handy?” Jem said with a pout. “I saved Adele’s life, and all I get is handy?”

      “Saved her life is a bit of a stretch,” Noah replied. “How about extremely beneficial to have around? Better?”

      “Marginally.”

      “So, will you explain how you knew about the car now?” I asked Jem. “I’m dying over here.”

      “But that’s the great thing—you’re not dying. Because of me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, we get it,” Noah said. “You’re a hero. Can we move on?”

      “Now, we can.” Jem took a seat at the picnic table and gestured for me to do the same. Noah sat next to her but left plenty of space between the two of them. Maybe they weren’t a couple like I’d first guessed. She’d referred to him as a friend. Not that I cared one way or the other. He was just a stranger with gorgeous eyes and a great smile.

      “I knew about the car because I have precognitive abilities.”

      “So, you can predict the future?” I asked.

      She scrunched up her nose. “Yes and no. My abilities are extremely limited in scope. I can sense danger, but only within a couple minutes of the event. Sometimes, even less. And I have to be close in proximity. I suddenly know what is going to happen, but I can’t always stop it.”

      “Wow, that’s intense.” I couldn’t imagine having that kind of responsibility on my shoulders. Perhaps my abilities weren’t as bad as I’d always believed. They could definitely be worse.

      “Yeah, it can be. But it’s amazing when I’m able to help. Like with you,” she added enthusiastically. “It was quite a rush when I stopped you from crossing the street. Good thing I was wearing shoes I could run in.”

      “Well, rush or not, I’m extremely grateful.”

      “And you’re extremely welcome. I’ve been waiting ages for a female Psych friend. I couldn’t let anything happen to you now that I’ve found you.”

      Were we truly destined to be friends? The idea felt strange. It wasn’t that I’d never had any friends. But they’d been few and far between. Beyond the other kids in school thinking I was odd because of my self-proclaimed germophobia, I had always closed myself off, to an extent. How could I have a best friend without revealing even a little bit of the truth?

      I had my dad and George, and now I had Trevor. I’d believed I didn’t need anyone else.

      But after only a few minutes spent with Jem, I found myself hoping for more. Maybe I’d been kidding myself all this time.

      Friend. I liked the sound of that.
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      “Is it true that you read my aura in the shop?” I asked Noah.

      I needed to hear exactly what he thought he knew about me. As much as I wanted to believe Jem was primarily interested in friendship, I still didn’t know enough to take what either of them said at face value. Technically, Jem running to the crosswalk just in time to warn me could have been a coincidence. It seemed unlikely, but it was possible.

      Noah’s relaxed expression dropped, making the almost-harsh lines of his cheekbones and jaw more pronounced. “Yes. I’m an empath. I can sense certain things about people who are physically close to me.”

      “What did you sense about me?”

      Those striking blue eyes watched me as though he could read my mind rather than merely my aura. Not that I understood exactly what that meant. Everything I knew about psychics, I’d read on the internet. And most of it seemed wholly unreliable.

      “It’s hard to explain, but I can always tell when I’m around another Psych. It’s like there’s an added layer to our auras, and I could see yours immediately.”

      “That’s it? You couldn’t sense anything else about me?” I asked, disappointed. If he’d described my abilities in detail, the decision would have been taken out of my hands. I would have to accept that he and Jem were precisely who and what they claimed.

      “I didn’t say that. When we first walked in, I sensed you were feeling lost. And then suspicious because Jem and I were acting, well, suspicious. Now, I would say you’re feeling uncertain and worried. Torn and even a little hopeful.”

      “Oh.” I suddenly felt exposed under his watchful gaze. His assessment of my emotions was more intuitive than my own would have been. Another coincidence? If so, they were seriously piling up.

      “Look, Adele,” Jem said. “We get that you don’t trust us yet, and that’s fine. You can work up to it. We promise not to ask you anything . . . personal.”

      From her inflection, I understood she meant that they wouldn’t ask about my Psychness, as she put it, and I felt my shoulders relax. She wasn’t going to push me for answers. I could get through this. One step at a time.

      “Will you tell me about the locket, though?” she asked. “I would love to hear how you found it and found us.”

      Now that was something I could talk about. Leaving out all references to my vision, I explained how I’d discovered the hidden compartment in my mother’s secretary and my search for a key that might fit the lock.

      “My mom died a long time ago, so we’ll never know why she put the locket or the note with your mother’s name and address on it in the locked drawer. Do you have any idea?”

      Jem looked genuinely confused. “Not a clue. I always assumed the locket had been lost forever.” Her expression brightened. “I’m so happy you returned it.”

      “I doubt your brother would agree.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about Jameson. I know I don’t.”

      My mind strayed to Mr. Hot and Frowny, and I willed myself to forget about our encounter. Whatever his reasons for treating me so coldly, it wasn’t my business. I didn’t have to like him to be friends with his sister.

      “Does he have the same precognitive abilities you have?” I asked, more curious about Jameson as a psychic than as a person.

      “Our parents were both precogs, so we are too, of course. But Jameson has the superior powers. He can predict events more than a few minutes before they occur.”

      “They’re not superior,” Noah interjected. “Just different.”

      As Jem and Noah bickered over the technicalities of the siblings’ psychic abilities, I considered something else Jem said. Our parents were both precogs, so we are too, of course. That must mean children of Psychs inherited the same type of abilities. That matched up with my own experience. Even before I’d had the vision while holding the locket, my general psychic talent was psychometry—the ability to receive visions from physical touch—though it had always manifested in a different way than my mother’s had.

      I wanted to know more about how it all worked, but I still wasn’t ready to reveal the specifics of my own secret. “Would you be willing to give me a crash course on everything you know about Psychs? Not tonight, but maybe sometime soon?”

      “We totally will,” Jem answered, “but what, exactly, do you want to know?”

      I straightened my shoulders in preparation of her reaction. “Everything.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you saying you don’t know anything about Psychs or other supernaturals?”

      “That’s pretty much what I’m saying. And what do you mean by other supernaturals? Is this the part where you tell me vampires and unicorn shifters are real?”

      Noah’s face twisted in confusion. “Why would anyone want to shift into a unicorn?”

      “Because they poop rainbows, of course.”

      His eyes glittered with amusement. “Does that mean I can start referring to Jemimah’s hair as unicorn poop?”

      “Hey!” Jem said around a laugh. “I take a minimal amount of offense to that.”

      “Jemimah?” I asked. “Don’t tell me Jem with a J is actually short for Jemimah.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and smirked. “What of it? It’s a family name.”

      I tried to hide my smile but failed miserably. “It’s a great name. And I’m sure syrup-lovers everywhere would agree.”

      “I’ll have you know, Jemimah is also the name of a beloved Beatrix Potter character.”

      “Yeah, a duck,” Noah said. “You kind of looked like her as a child, what with the waddling and all.”

      “I never waddled,” Jem replied with a huff. “And I never wore a bonnet, thank you very much.”

      “I guess you two have known each other a long time?” It was clear they were close, but I was getting more of a brother-sister vibe than anything.

      “Our entire lives,” Jem said. “Our parents were best friends.”

      “And now you are?”

      She bumped his shoulder with hers. “I like to think so. Noah, here, is a bit of a loner. I practically have to drag him out of the guesthouse to spend any time with him.”

      “Guesthouse? On the Drake estate?”

      “Estate?” Jem asked, laughing. “You make it sound so fancy. We just call it the house.”

      “Oh, no, it’s definitely an estate. You have acreage, a mansion, a guesthouse, and, I’m guessing, a pool. Not to mention the high-tech security gate.”

      “I have to agree,” Noah said. “Estate is much more fitting. Though the guesthouse was added later for my benefit.”

      “Really? You didn’t want to live in the main house?” Surely, there were plenty of bedrooms.

      “I do better away from people.” He wiped his brow with his sleeve, and I realized that he looked paler, more fatigued, than he did when we first sat down. Was he sick? Or was I imagining things?

      Maybe his skin took on an unusual pallor in the light of the street lamps, especially against his dark brown, almost-black hair.

      Not wanting to pry, I changed the subject. “Back to my vampire question. Should I start carrying a wooden stake in my purse?”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about bloodsuckers—excepting mosquitos. We live in the South, after all. I was referring to witches, spirits, even angels. Though I’m lacking proof on the angels front, it’s just a matter of time.” Jem’s hand went to her throat, where a number of necklaces hung. I realized one of the pendants was a representation of angel wings in a similar style to her mother’s locket.

      “So, witches are real?”

      “After our discussion earlier, I assumed you already knew about them. There’s been a coven in the area since the late 1600s. I don’t personally know any, but I know of them.”

      “Huh.” I wasn’t expecting that. I’d always found the subject of witches in Virginia intriguing because I saw myself in the accused. What if I had lived during that time and someone discovered my abilities? I could have been sentenced to death for something I couldn’t control.

      But that didn’t mean I’d believed there were actual witches in Whitehurst. What else—more importantly, who else—did I not know about?

      “I think we should get going,” Noah said to Jem. “We don’t want to overwhelm Adele.”

      Jem scrutinized me. “Yeah, I guess we don’t. You have to promise we can hang out again in a few days, though.”

      For the second time that day, my mother’s constant admonitions to keep my secret rang in my ears. But I was an adult now. I could make my own choices, and my heart was clearly choosing to spend more time with Jem and even Noah. If I didn’t take this chance—to learn more, to finally share that part of myself with someone—I had a feeling I would always regret it.

      Resolved, I said, “We can do that. Tuesday is my day off.”

      “Oh, good. You have to come to the compound.”

      “The what?” Her words provoked images of militaryesque concrete buildings and barbed wire. Was I destined to become a prisoner for the rest of my days, tied to a bed while an insane scientist performed experiments on me?

      “Oh, it’s just the day spa I work at. It’s separated into different buildings, so I call it the compound. It drives Andrea crazy.”

      “Who’s Andrea?”

      “She was our guardian when we were underage. Now, she’s kind of a mother-slash-fun aunt figure.”

      “You definitely weren’t referring to her as fun when she busted you for sneaking out,” Noah said.

      Jem quirked a brow. “Which time?”

      “All of them.”

      “Yeah, well, I have grown up a little since then. Anyway, Andrea owns and runs the compound. I’ll introduce you to her on Tuesday.”

      “Okay, I guess that’ll work. I’ve never been to a spa.”

      “Ooh, we’ll have to pick a treatment or two for you, then.”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” I held up my gloved hands. “Germaphobe, remember?”

      “Riiiight. That’s why you don’t like to be touched . . . because of germs.”

      I shrugged. Jem had obviously figured out my abilities were related to touch, but I still wasn’t going to own up to it. At least, not tonight. I had the three days between now and when I saw her again to figure out what to tell, or not tell, her.

      She retrieved her phone from her pocket. “I need your digits.”

      I gave her my number and retrieved my own phone to make sure I received the text message she sent. My notification light was blinking, and I inwardly groaned when I discovered a missed call and several texts from Trevor. Apart from the moment after I barely missed getting hit by a car, he hadn’t crossed my mind all day. I knew that was something I should examine more closely, but I shoved it to the back of my mind for now.

      “What in the flashback-to-2004 is that?” Jem asked, staring at my phone like it had grown a green alien head.

      I proudly displayed the device so she and Noah could get a good look. “It’s a flip phone.”

      “How? More importantly, why?”

      “They still make them. And touchscreens aren’t particularly useful for the touch-impaired.”

      “Touch-impaired? Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

      “Only the cool kids.”

      Jem’s laugh was loud and infectious. “You’re a trip, Adele Rose.”

      “That’s a compliment, in case it wasn’t clear,” Noah added.

      A trip . . . if nothing else, it was better than germophobic weirdo dressed like a sixties housewife. “I live to amuse.”

      Choosing to stay in the now-deserted park a while longer, I watched as Jem and Noah walked away. How was it possible that my life had changed so dramatically in the span of twenty-four hours? It seemed like ages since I’d complained about my boredom in the shop. Now, I wondered if boredom would ever be a problem again. Somehow, I doubted it.
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      I wasn’t the type of person to dwell on things I couldn’t control. It was a lesson my mother had taught me well. Not by her words but by her example. She could have lamented her psychic abilities—which were more than inconvenient at times—but she never did. She embraced them, created an entire career around them. And she was happy. Maybe she would have been happier if she’d been able to share that part of herself with her husband and friends, but she made do.

      And when my abilities manifested, she made that okay too. I still remembered my first vision like it happened yesterday. Kids were being cruel to a boy on the playground, mocking him because his father was arrested for public intoxication yet again. That was the problem with small towns—there could be too much gossip and too little sympathy. I reached for the boy’s hand to help him up from the sand, and that’s when it happened.

      I was transported to a place I’d never been and couldn’t understand. The strange house was messy and dim. A big man was yelling, his words slurred. He screamed awful words, the kind I knew not to repeat. The man came toward me—at least, that’s what it felt like—and grabbed my arms, shaking me so violently, my head slammed against the wall. Fear engulfed me, and back in the real world, I fell into the sand, sobbing.

      My mother picked me up from the nurse’s office, and around tearful hiccups, I explained what happened. Before I’d even finished the story, she’d pulled me into her arms and assured me everything would be okay. Then, she drove us to the nearest clothing store and purchased my very first pair of fashion gloves. They were pink with small, white bows at the wrists. I’d loved them at first sight.

      She told me that whenever I was hesitant to be around other people, I should put on the gloves. They would protect me from frightening visions. Though she probably hadn’t meant for me to wear them all the time, they quickly became my security blanket. I’d lost my innocence that day on the playground, and I never got it back. After that, there were no more games with other children. No more slumber parties. No more best friend bracelets or birthday parties.

      But my mother and I were closer than ever. She showed me how objects spoke to her, and I’d treasured our secret. It was ours and ours alone. I never felt lonely keeping it . . . until the day she died.

      My loneliness over the past twelve years had never been more apparent than it was now. I’d had a taste of the freedom finally revealing my secret to someone might bring, and I was ravenous for more. And that scared me.

      I glanced at the time on my laptop and groaned. Almost a half-hour had passed while I’d been sitting here, daydreaming. So much for not being the type of person to dwell. It seemed like all I’d been doing since leaving the park two nights ago was dwelling. I kept trying to distract myself with work, but I was only finding that moderately successful. Clearly, I needed to find something more interesting than updating spreadsheets to take my mind off my current dilemma.

      Longing to escape the confines of the office for a while, I checked my estate sale calendar and found one that was nearby. And I had just enough time to get there and look around before it closed.

      After grabbing my purse, I headed to the front of the shop and waited for George to finish his conversation with a customer.

      “There you are,” George said with a smile when he noticed me. “I was starting to think that old copy machine ate you.”

      “Tell me about it.” I looked around at the mostly empty shop. “Would you mind if I snuck away to a sale for an hour or so?”

      “Not at all. I’ll hold down the fort.”

      “Thanks. I’ll try not to spend all your money in one place.”

      He adopted a stricken expression. “You didn’t say anything about shopping with my money.”

      I shrugged. “Gotta save all my pennies for a life of spinsterhood.”

      “Don’t let Trevor hear you say that. That boy’s got marriage on his mind, or my name isn’t George Banks.”

      “Your name isn’t George Banks. He’s the father in Mary Poppins.”

      “Right you are, my dear.” He grinned, his eyes almost disappearing behind the wrinkles creasing his skin. “But it would have been a great name.”

      “I don’t know. How do you feel about kites?”

      “Love them.”

      I was smiling as I escaped through the front door with a wave in George’s direction, but my mood quickly sobered at the thought of my boyfriend. Though I had texted Trevor when I got home on Saturday night, I hadn’t reached out to him since. In all honesty, it was simpler to not speak to him. My mind was too full of Psychs, and I didn’t want to pretend like everything was normal. It wasn’t fair to him.

      Still, I couldn’t avoid him forever. I needed to figure out how to go back to being the simple Adele he knew and cared about. Because it sort of felt like she was already gone. Was it even possible to find her again?

      When I parked across the street from the house I was seeking, I was happy to find that it was big, old, and a little rundown. Those were the ideal conditions for unexpected finds. There were probably dozens of nooks and crannies to store outdated valuables or even furniture that most people wouldn’t bother keeping. I even spotted a barn out back. Score.

      To have a chance at the best pieces, I made sure to be standing on the front porch before a sale opened. But I always had the most fun in the last hour of an event. The agents dramatically reduced prices in order to move items out the door. And though there was usually only junk remaining at that point, I prided myself on always finding at least one diamond in the rough. Who didn’t love a treasure hunt?

      After stopping to check in with the agent at the welcome table, I began walking from room to room, taking note of every detail. I’d always had a rather morbid fascination with wandering through a house where the inhabitants had passed on. All that was left of them was their belongings, and the public was given the opportunity to pick through the pieces like a wake of starving vultures. We ravaged until nothing was left but ragged bones.

      And almost nothing was off-limits. A ratty old robe and slippers? For sale. Boxes of family photos? For sale. An unopened bottle of mouthwash or shampoo? Even those were for sale.

      But there could be a certain sentimentality about the experience as well. You could tell so much about people by what they left behind. Whenever I discovered an abundance of picture frames, I imagined a great grandmother who proudly displayed photos of generations of her family. Jewelry boxes full of costume jewelry and countless bottles of perfume produced images of a woman who relished dressing up and going out. A substantial collection of pocket knives made me think of a man who liked to be prepared and enjoyed working with this hands.

      When I made it to the master bedroom, I bypassed the clothes and shoes to focus on the remaining knickknacks. I looked through the clip-on earrings and gaudy rings and necklaces before moving on to the lace collars and cuffs. I was about to give up on finding anything interesting when my gaze caught on an old music box.

      It appeared to be from the 1950s and wasn’t much to look at. The square wooden box had a window in the front in a style reminiscent of televisions from that period, and it showcased a ballerina in a flowy gold dress. I carefully tipped the box over to wind it before setting it back on the table to watch the ballerina perform a pirouette to a song that was dragging with age. It gave what would have otherwise been a happy ditty a rather ominous feel.

      I wasn’t sure what possessed me, but after checking to ensure I was alone, I removed one glove and placed my hand on the top of the box.

      Anguish punches me in the chest, paralyzing me with its intensity.

      “What is this?” a woman asks around a sniffle.

      “It’s a gift,” a man says with an equally choked-up voice. “I want you to have something to help remind you of her. Something that might make you smile once in a while.”

      The woman sniffles again. “We buried our baby girl today. I don’t know if I’ll ever smile again.”

      The grief in the air thickens, and I struggle to draw a breath.

      “Open it.”

      There’s a rustling noise, then the woman gasps. “It’s lovely.”

      “Here,” the man says, “let me.”

      A moment later, soft music filters through the space, and the anguish loosens the tiniest bit. It moves and shifts into a deep sorrow, a longing for what might have—should have—been.

      “She always said she wanted to be a ballerina when she grew up,” the woman says around a sob.

      “She would have been a beautiful dancer,” the man replies softly.

      This time, my return to the real world was more than welcome. Gasping under my relief to be free of the pain, I backed away from the wooden box like it was on fire. With the hand that was still uncovered, I reached up and wiped tears from my eyes before slipping my glove on.

      I stared at the music box, feeling like a voyeur who had honed in on a deeply personal moment decades after the fact. What would the tortured mother and father think if they knew? Would they welcome the chance to share a piece of their agony? Or would they blame me for hearing and feeling something I had no right to?

      Still, I hated to walk away from what was likely a cherished piece of the couple’s history. I was the only person alive who would be able to watch the ballerina and listen to the now-gloomy song and remember. Remember a girl who lost her life too soon and parents who wanted nothing more than to hold their daughter one last time.

      Now I understood why my mother had filled the house with antiques she’d been unable to part with. After experiencing such a meaningful memory, I was left without much of a choice. Even if I didn’t hang onto the music box, I needed to find a good home for it. Maybe even with a young girl who could treasure it. Surely, the original owners would approve of that result.

      With my intended purchase in hand, I headed back downstairs and to the checkout table. I no longer had the energy or the desire to search for a diamond in the rough. And that was saying something since I never skipped the chance to investigate a barn.

      Just as I made it to my SUV, I heard my name being called and turned to find a woman I knew from the antique circuit. “Hello, Marie. I’m surprised to see you here.” She was a successful dealer and appraiser and was more likely to be found at high-end auctions than estate sales.

      “I was driving past and decided to stop on a whim. I’m glad I bumped into you, though. I have a large-scale appraisal coming up next month that I thought you might be interested in helping with.”

      “I would love that,” I replied excitedly.

      Though I’d attended every workshop I could find on the topic, working as an appraiser required experience more than anything. In order to gain that experience, I’d offered free assistance to people I knew in the business. Another appraiser had taken me up on the offer several times, but his projects had been small. If Marie was referring to hers as “large-scale,” I knew it would live up to the description.

      “Excellent. I’ll be in touch next week sometime.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      As I drove back to the antique shop, I tried to think about anything but Psychs, psychic abilities, and psychic visions. I’d shot myself in the foot by allowing myself to touch the music box, though. Even the promise of an appraisal wasn’t enough to keep my mind from wandering back to the heartache that had seeped through the object and into the very essence of my being. I had never wanted to imagine what it would feel like to lose a child, and now I would never be able to forget.

      That was the thing about sensing memories that didn’t belong to me. They never faded, even a little bit. I could recall them in perfect clarity . . . whether I wanted to or not.
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      I pulled into the parking lot for “the compound” the next day and sputtered out a laugh. Militaryesque concrete buildings couldn’t be any further from the truth. The Bridge Wellness Spa was more like an oasis of serenity tucked between Virginia Beach and Norfolk.

      Amidst a veritable grove of trees, eight hut-like structures made a large oval and were connected by stone paths. The center was all green space, except for a small pond with a wooden bridge over it. Though the grounds appeared to be meticulously kept up, the spa didn’t have such an upscale atmosphere that it was intimidating. Rather, it evoked feelings of solace and security.

      “Adele!” I turned to find Jem hurrying toward me. Instead of another boho chic outfit, she was dressed in dark slacks and a periwinkle button-down shirt with the spa’s logo stitched over the pocket. Her long hair was pulled back in a braid, which somehow displayed very little of all the colors I knew were there.

      “Jem, hi. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me started on this stuffy uniform. I complain about it at every staff meeting. Now, why don’t we get this tour started?” She began to reach for my arm, but her hand froze mid-air. “Sorry. I’m a touchy-feely person. Feel free to yell at me if I accidentally grab you.”

      “We should be okay, as long as you avoid skin.”

      “Good to know.” She started toward the first hut, which was clearly marked as the main office. “Let’s see if we can catch Andrea.”

      The interior of the hut was as serene as I expected, the walls painted in the same shade of periwinkle as Jem’s shirt. Though the reception counter was marble, bamboo floors and low lighting made the space feel warm rather than stark. Several chairs and loveseats covered in a velvety fabric were placed over a luxurious rug in the designated waiting area. And the faint scent of lavender wafted to me as soft instrumental music played over built-in speakers.

      A woman entered the room, and I immediately pegged her as Andrea. She had the essence of a woman comfortable with being in charge—not just of the spa, but of life in general. A tailored charcoal suit fit her tall frame perfectly, and her blonde hair was styled in a neat chignon. She was examining a tablet while she walked and didn’t even look up as she answered an employee’s question.

      “Andrea,” Jem called, and the distracted woman finally shifted her attention to the room. Her eyes skimmed past me, then widened as they returned and lingered. The strange reaction only lasted for a moment before she began walking toward us with a wide smile plastered on her lovely face. Had I imagined the entire thing?

      When Andrea reached us, Jem said, “This is Adele Rose. And, Adele, this is Andrea Parsons.”

      There was no sign of her earlier weirdness when she turned to me. “It’s lovely to meet you, Adele. Jem has talked of nothing else for the last few days.”

      I glanced nervously at my new friend. Did that mean she told her former guardian I was a Psych?

      Jem leaned toward me and whispered, “Don’t worry. She’s one of us.”

      One of us? Was I really part of an us now? Maybe, but that didn’t mean I wanted yet another stranger to know something about me I hadn’t even shared willingly in the first place.

      I forced myself not to overreact and turned back to Andrea. “It’s nice to meet you as well, Ms. Parsons. Your spa is beautiful.”

      “Thank you. It’s taken years, but it’s nice to finally have everything up and running as I’d originally imagined it. Oh, and please call me Andrea.” She consulted her tablet. “I’m sorry, but I have to run. We should all do dinner this weekend.”

      “Definitely,” Jem answered before I could respond. “I’ll set it up.”

      “Excellent. See you soon, Adele.”

      As quickly as she had appeared, Andrea vanished, and I was once again left with more questions than answers. It was becoming a pattern.

      Why had she seemed so surprised when she first saw me? And why did the idea of her being another Psych make me feel less rather than more comfortable?

      I followed Jem back outside, and she waited until we were alone to speak. “Are you mad at me?”

      “What? Why?”

      “You seemed upset when you realized I’d told Andrea you’re a Psych.”

      “Am I a Psych?” I asked with a teasing lilt to my voice. Technically, I still hadn’t outright admitted it.

      “You can continue trying to play that card, but Noah is never wrong. And neither is Andrea.”

      We walked onto the bridge and stood in the middle, looking down at the golden fish gliding through the water.

      “What do you mean? Is she an empath too?”

      “No, but she’s an aura reader. She doesn’t sense emotions like Noah, but she can sense people’s strengths and weaknesses. That’s what all this is about,” she said, sweeping her arm out to encompass the entire compound. “Andrea is determined to use her gift to help people. She meets with our clients and encourages them to utilize whatever services would most improve their wellness. For some, it’s yoga or strength training. Others would most benefit from classes on healthy eating or managing stress. Sometimes, a client just needs to be pampered in the salon for a few hours. They don’t always listen, but the ones who do are the most satisfied and tend to be repeat customers.”

      “I have to say, that’s an impressive business plan. She must stay busy, if she has to meet with clients in addition to running the place.”

      “She is busy, but she likes to be.” Jem leaned her back against the railing and watched me. “Are we okay now?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t mad at you. I just . . .” I sighed, trying to figure out how to express the myriad of thoughts swirling through my head. Since it seemed an impossible endeavor, I simply said, “I’m used to my privacy.”

      “I get it, and I’m sorry. Andrea, Noah, and Stowe are as much family to me as Jameson is. I know you can trust them, but you don’t know that yet. You will, though.”

      “Wait, Stowe? There’s another one of you?”

      She gave me a sheepish grin. “Oh, yeah . . . I guess I haven’t mentioned Stowe yet?”

      I wanted to scream. For every step forward with Jem, I felt like I was being pushed two back. “No, you haven’t. Is that the end of the list? Or are you going to continue thrusting new Psychs on me every time we meet?”

      “He’s it. I swear.” She bounced on her toes while giving me puppy dog eyes. “And Stowe is the friendliest one of us all. I’ll have to be careful, actually. You’ll probably like him more than me.”

      Friendlier than Jem? Was that even possible?

      “Do you want to eat lunch and then I can introduce you to him? Is that okay?”

      Why the hell not? I was already in this so deep, I didn’t see the point of resisting. “Sure. Might as well meet the entire Psych Squad.”

      “Psych Squad?” Jem laughed. “That’s catchy. I like it.” She stepped off the bridge and headed toward the hut with the word “café” above the door. “The food here is super healthy, but don’t worry, it doesn’t taste like cardboard. I can help you pick something tasty.”

      “I’m sure I can handle it.” I wasn’t a health nut, but I was fairly good about watching what I ate, mostly because I wasn’t a fan of working out. Seriously, why were people so into sweating? I didn’t get it.

      “What the fuck is she doing here?”

      At the sound of the vaguely familiar male voice, I spun around and swallowed a groan. Mr. Hot and Frowny was here and glowering more than ever. He was dressed in black sweats and a periwinkle polo . . . which meant he was also an employee. I should have known.

      “Jameson, stop,” Jem said, her voice strong and severe. It seemed odd from her, but I appreciated the support. “Adele is my friend.”

      “No, she’s not. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      I never fully understood the expression “deadly calm” until that moment. Jameson was utterly still, and his already dark irises seemed to melt into black pools of fury. It took everything in me not to back away a few steps, but I straightened my spine and stared him down, unsure why I needed to. What stick was up his finely-shaped ass?

      “And you do?” Jem spat back.

      “Yes. She’ll bring Collectors down on all of us.”

      Collectors? The same Collectors the man—most likely Jem’s and Jameson’s father—had referenced in my vision? It couldn’t be a coincidence. I officially didn’t believe in them anymore.

      “Why would you say that? She doesn’t even know anything about Psychs.”

      “I don’t care. She’s not welcome here, and you need to stay away from her.” His furious glare strayed to me for only a second before returning to his sister. “This isn’t up for discussion.” He grabbed her arm and started to drag her away from me, but she dug her feet in.

      “Stop it, Jameson,” she said in an angry whisper. “You’re causing a scene.”

      He must have realized that a number of people had paused to watch us, because he dropped Jem’s arm but not his scowl. “We’ll finish this later.” With those ominous parting words, he strode away without sparing me another glance.

      “That went well,” Jem said with a laugh, but I could tell it was fake.

      “Why does he hate me so much?”

      “He doesn’t really hate you. He can’t. But I think he’s been keeping things from me.”

      She didn’t add anything more, so I asked the question I absolutely had to know the answer to. “What are Collectors?”

      Jem pulled on her braid in agitation. “Oh, fuck. You don’t even know about Collectors?”

      “No, should I?”

      “Definitely. Come on,” she said, walking toward the café hut once again. “I’ll explain over lunch.”

      After selecting salads with several ingredients I couldn’t even pronounce, we chose a table in a quiet corner of the room. I was too excited to finally get answers about the Collectors mystery to want to eat, but I forced a few bites of my salad while I waited for Jem to start explaining.

      “For Psychs, Collectors are the equivalent of the boogeyman. We’re told stories of them as children, warned to avoid them at all costs. But unlike the boogeyman, Collectors are real. And they’re the reason most Psychs live in fear. They’re the reason we hide.”

      Collectors. I let the term roll around in my mind, searching for familiarity from my own childhood. But I couldn’t remember my mother having ever used the term. She always just told me that I’d be in danger if anyone ever found out about my abilities. She never went into detail, and I hadn’t pushed. I’d never wanted to use them, anyway. And I hadn’t wanted anyone to know about them. I didn’t want to be different.

      “Who are they?” I asked Jem. “Some sort of secret society of psychic hunters? Should I be worried about them killing and stuffing me to display in the Museum of Psychic Freaks? If so, I’d like to request that I be sitting at my mother’s secretary desk. Can I count on you to make that happen?”

      Her mouth twitched, but she didn’t laugh, and that was enough to let me know I was supposed to take this whole Collectors thing seriously.

      “Not quite, but you’re on the right track. They’re called Collectors because they collect and use every type of Psych they can get their grubby hands on.”

      “Use them how?”

      “Take a precog, for instance,” Jem answered. “If the precog can predict swings in the stock market, he’d be extremely valuable to Collectors. They’d have a guaranteed moneymaker on their hands.”

      “Okay, but how do they ‘collect’ the Psychs? Do they kidnap them and keep them chained to the wall in a basement or something?”

      “I’m sure that’s happened at some point, but think of them more like the mob. They’ll lure you in. Make you feel like family. But once you’re in, there’s no getting out. Collectors will utilize every weapon in their arsenal to control you. And some of them are known for relying on unsavory tactics to lure you into their organization in the first place. They might threaten your loved ones, find dirt to blackmail you with, tank your business . . . you get the idea.”

      My thoughts immediately strayed to my father and George, and my heart sank. Except for keeping my secret, I had done nothing worth blackmailing me for. And it would hurt to lose the shop, but I could survive it. What I couldn’t survive was risking the safety of the two people who had been there for me.

      This was worse than what I’d always imagined. My mother’s warnings had been dire and constant, but ever since I’d been old enough to logically evaluate her words, I’d believed she was protecting me from ridicule more than anything. It had occurred to me that there was a real danger out there, but it had been intangible. Easy to ignore.

      Now, all that had changed. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe my boring, predictable life had been the way to go. At least it had been safe.

      Regardless, there was no way to erase the events of the last few days. I had to suck it up and move on from here.

      I inhaled deeply, searching for calm in the brewing storm. “So you’re telling me that I’ve been keeping this secret my entire life because, otherwise, I risk the psychic mafia coming after me?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. It all depends on your abilities. Would they be useful to Collectors? Are they rare? How powerful are you?”

      “How the sparkly vampire would I know? It’s not like I can read minds Edward-Cullen style. And I’d never met another Psych until three days ago.”

      “But how is that possible? Your parents have to be Psychs.”

      “I wasn’t counting my mother. But my dad isn’t a Psych. He’s just . . . normal.”

      Jem’s fork clattered to her plate, and she stared at me like now I’d grown a green alien head. “Really?”

      “What? Is that strange?”

      “Well, yeah. I’ve always been told that to inherit full-blown abilities, both of your parents have to be psychic. Otherwise, you might end up with great intuition or something, but you won’t be a Psych.”

      “I don’t understand. There’s no way my dad is psychic.” It wasn’t possible, was it? He was the most home-grown, apple-pie loving, football-watching, average-in-a-good-way man I’d ever met.

      Jem shrugged. “I honestly don’t know what to tell you. There’s an exception to every rule, right? You must be that exception.”

      “Weird.”

      “So . . . are you going to tell me what you can do now?” Her grin, that I was starting to find too convincing for my own good, split across her face. “I’ll ply you with real ice cream, if that’s what it takes. I have some hidden in the kitchen’s freezer.”

      This was my moment of truth. I could either continue to hide, or I could accept that hiding wasn’t an option anymore. I’d gone too far. I’d said too much . . . heard too much . . . wanted too much.

      “Only if it’s real ice cream.”
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      “Jem, I need you.”

      At the sound of the new male voice, I glanced up, but my gaze didn’t make it past the most impressive six pack I’d ever seen in real life. The toned skin was tanned and smooth, and a tattoo of what looked like a mountain range started above his waist and disappeared behind his back. I balled my hands into fists to refrain from reaching out and touching it.

      Wait, what? I . . . Adele Rose . . . was tempted to touch a strange man’s bare stomach? What the hell was wrong with me? Maybe one of those unpronounceable ingredients in my salad was a hallucinogenic. That was the only reasonable explanation.

      “You’re Adele?”

      There was something about the inflection in the man’s voice that made my hackles rise, and I forced my gaze up—way, way up—to his face. What I found wasn’t at all what I expected. I assumed a man with such a large, rocklike body would have equally hard features. Instead, his face, covered by a trim beard, was on the round side. And he was smiling. Not a little smile, either. A giant one that made him appear like a child in an oversized package.

      “Depends on who’s asking,” I finally answered. What was with this guy?

      “Stowe, did you forget something?” Jem interrupted.

      Oh, so this was Stowe.

      His head swiveled to her. “What?”

      “Your shirt,” she said, pointing to the T-shirt in his hand.

      He looked down, as if confused, and then laughed. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I was in a hurry.” He slipped the periwinkle tee over his head, and I tried not to notice how it molded perfectly to his muscled body.

      “Why the rush?” Jem asked. “What’s going on?”

      Stowe’s smile fell, and he glanced at me before saying, “Can we talk privately?”

      “Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of Adele.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, starting to stand. I’d already caused Jem enough trouble for one day. “I’ll wait outside.”

      Jem reached out and carefully touched my sleeve. “No. You need to be able to trust us, and that means no secrets.” When I dropped back in my seat, she turned to Stowe. “Go ahead.”

      “It’s Jameson,” he said in a low voice. “Something must have happened. He canceled his classes for the rest of the day and locked himself in the mediation room. I’m afraid he’s at it again.”

      At it? At what?

      Jem muttered something unintelligible under her breath and stood. “Sorry, Adele. The ice cream will have to wait. I need to take care of this.”

      “It’s not a problem. Text me later?” Honestly, I was relieved to escape before having to reveal my abilities to her. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell her—I was past that. But, between the confrontation with Jameson and the revelation about the Collectors, the day had already been overwhelming enough. I was ready to go home and attempt to process everything over a mug of hot chocolate.

      “Actually, I think you should come with us. This involves you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll explain on the way. Please.” Jem shot me what I was already deeming her signature grin, and I felt myself giving in. How could I resist her and the chance to unravel yet another mystery?

      “Okay, if you’re sure.”

      “Positive.”

      As I followed them out of the café, Stowe said, “For the record, Jameson does not know how to properly describe a beautiful woman.”

      I couldn’t resist smiling at that. “Let me guess, you heard about the germophobic weirdo as well?”

      “I did. He could have at least gone with a young Amy Adams, though that doesn’t even do you justice.” His green eyes sparkled, and I shook my head in amusement.

      “You must be the charmer of the group.”

      “I only speak the truth.”

      “Sorry to interrupt your flirting,” Jem said, “but we need to talk about Jameson.”

      Stowe nodded. “What makes you think this involves Adele?”

      “He ran into us earlier, and he started ranting about how I needed to stay away from Adele, because she’s going to bring Collectors to us. Or something along those lines.”

      Stowe whistled. “That’s quite an accusation.”

      “Yeah, especially since she didn’t even know about Collectors until I explained them to her over lunch.”

      He gave me a strange look. “How is that possible?”

      I shrugged. “Apparently, my mother wasn’t into telling me psychic boogeyman stories when I was a child.”

      Jem headed down the stone path toward a hut labeled, “Yoga Studio,” and I stopped in my tracks. If Jameson had canceled all his classes for the day, did that mean . . .? No, it couldn’t be.

      “Please tell me Jameson isn’t a yoga instructor.”

      Jem paused and turned around. “Yeah. And he runs the studio.”

      I laughed, and once I started, I couldn’t seem to stop.

      “That . . . is . . . the . . . most . . . hilarious . . . thing . . . I’ve . . . ever . . . heard.” I wiped at the tears running down my cheeks. “Aren’t yoga instructors supposed to be zen? Did Mr. Hot and Frowny skip that day in yogi school?”

      “Mr. Hot and Frowny?” Jem asked, clearly amused.

      I shrugged. “That’s all I knew him as until you mentioned his name at my shop.”

      “Right. Well, he’s typically more zen than he has been since meeting you. He must have had a vision about you, and that’s causing all this angst.”

      At that, I instantly sobered. “So, you’re saying he’s right? I will be the cause of Collectors showing up?”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. Jameson’s visions are often convoluted and incomplete. Who knows what he saw.”

      Stowe rubbed a hand over his short brown hair. “He probably isn’t even sure, which is why he’s at it again. We’ve got to stop him.”

      Jem rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because we were so successful the last time we tried.”

      “Stop him from what?” I asked, still not comprehending what they were worried about.

      “From generating visions until he makes himself sick.”

      “He’s done that before?”

      “Yes, unfortunately. When Jameson’s determined to fully interpret a vision, he has a tendency to become obsessed. If he’s locked himself in the meditation room, he’ll probably stay in there until he sees enough to predict what is going to happen with the Collectors.”

      “We still have to try to get him out of there,” Stowe said. “He’s fine when predictions come to him naturally. But when he forces them . . . it’s not pretty. Migraines, nosebleeds. He’s even lost consciousness.”

      “What’s the plan?” Jem asked as we walked into the empty yoga studio. She stopped in front of a closed door and wiggled the handle. “Locked, of course. What do you think, Stowe? Can you bust it down?”

      Stowe’s biceps seemed to flex involuntarily, and he shot Jem a rueful smile. “Yes, but I thought you might try talking to him first. He didn’t respond to me.”

      “Okay, fine.” She straightened her shoulders and tapped on the door. “Jameson, you in there?”

      There was no response, so she knocked louder. “Please open the door. We need to talk.” She waited a while then spoke again. “I know you had a vision about Adele and Collectors. Why don’t you open up and tell me about it?” After another long pause, she said, “If you don’t talk to me about this like a reasonable human being, I’m going to stick to Adele like glue from now on. At least she won’t be in danger—”

      The sound of the deadbolt unlocking was the only warning before the door was wrenched open. Jameson stood on the other side, looking like an enraged porcupine. Well, a red-faced, sweaty one with blood dripping from its nose.

      His gaze swung to me, and his ever-present scowl deepened. “What is she still doing here?”

      Jem stepped in front of me, blocking her brother’s view of me. “Go take a shower and meet us back here. The four of us are going to have a chat.”

      “Since when are you the boss?”

      “Since you started acting like an ignorant buffoon.”

      Stowe didn’t bother hiding his laugh, and I avoided eye contact with Jameson as he pushed past us and disappeared behind another door. Though I was starting to understand why he was being so hostile, I still didn’t appreciate it. I hadn’t done anything to him or his sister or friends. Why couldn’t he give me the benefit of the doubt?

      Like you’ve been giving all of them? my internal voice retorted. It’s not a crime to be cautious, I spouted back. At least I’d been polite about it.

      Jem waltzed into the meditation room and plopped down on an oversized pillow. I joined her, inspecting the room while I selected my own pillow. I had to admit, if I was going to meditate, this would be the place to do it. The entire back wall was made of tinted glass looking directly into a line of trees. Several lanterns were positioned around the room, giving off a soft glow of candlelight. Otherwise, the room was bare, as though encouraging simplicity and reflection.

      “Couldn’t you have picked somewhere with a couch or at least a few chairs?” Stowe grumbled as he leaned against the wall and stretched out over three pillows.

      “It’s good for you,” Jem insisted. “When was the last time you even did yoga?”

      “I don’t know, but it hasn’t been long enough.”

      “Why yoga?” I asked. “All joking aside, I don’t see Jameson as being the type.”

      “It’s simple. Practicing yoga is the most effective way to control and enhance our psychic powers. We’ve all been doing yoga since we were children, though Stowe was always a reluctant participant.”

      “Yeah, well, you would be reluctant too if it was pointless.” His eyes were closed, as though he was relaxed enough to take a nap. But there was a bite to his words that made me curious.

      “Actually, we should get you in a class right away,” Jem said to me. “Or maybe you should take private lessons with Jameson. He’s the best.”

      “What?” I practically screeched. “Your brother can’t even stand to be in the same room with me. There’s no way he’ll agree to tutor me, and I wouldn’t want him to anyway.”

      “I know he’s been difficult, but he’ll come around.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Stowe said as he opened his eyes to check his watch. “It doesn’t take Jameson that long to shower.”

      Jem hopped up and left the room, re-entering a minute later. “He’s gone. Should we go after him?”

      Stowe reclined once again. “You know how he is. It wouldn’t do any good.”

      “I swear, he is the most stubborn man alive.” She turned to me and bounced on her toes. “At least you can finally tell me your big Psych secret.”

      “Now?” I asked, disappointed that her attention had shifted back to me.

      “Don’t you think you’ve tortured me long enough?” she pouted prettily.

      I glanced at Stowe, who straightened his posture and gave me a restrained, closed-mouth smile. “Please don’t kick me out. I’m never the first one to learn anyone’s secrets. I’ll keep quiet. You won’t even know I’m here.”

      I swept my eyes over him. He was big enough to be intimidating, though his friendly personality was anything but. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “Did you just check me out? If so, does that mean I’m Mr. Hot and Ripped?”

      “More like Mr. Big and Dumb,” Jem said. “Now, stop distracting her! Tell us, Adele. What can you do?”

      I took a deep breath, and before I could talk myself out of it, I said, “Why don’t I show you instead?”

      She nodded enthusiastically, so I removed my gloves and gestured for her to sit down right in front of me. “I’ve never actually tried to do this, so it might not work.”

      “It’ll work.”

      “Okay, think about a particularly happy memory from your childhood. It has to be a specific moment in time.”

      Jem chewed on her lip for a few seconds before brightening. “Got it.”

      I inhaled deeply then slowly released the breath. As I reached out to touch her hand, I closed my eyes, ready and waiting for the vision to take over.

      Breathless excitement rushes through me as I’m sucked into darkness.

      “How much farther?” a young girl asks.

      “Almost there,” a man replies.

      “I don’t know,” a woman says with a teasing lilt to her voice. “Maybe we should keep it for your next birthday.”

      “No!” the girl shouts, and disappointment breaks through the veil of happiness.

      “Okay, okay,” the woman agrees. “We’re here!”

      My vision suddenly clears as a treehouse comes into view. I’m hit with a jolt of pure joy, and I gasp as my body fills with adrenaline.

      The little girl screams and throws herself into the man’s arms. “Daddy, thank you!”

      “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”

      As always, the vision faded as quickly as it appeared, and I opened my eyes with a smile on my face. I’d just experienced the type of happiness only a child could achieve—completely without abandon or pretense.

      “You’re lucky. I always wanted a treehouse.”

      Jem’s jaw dropped. “You saw that? How does it work?”

      “Basically, if I touch someone when they’re thinking about a specific moment in time, I have a vision of that memory. From what I can tell, it’s not any memory. It has to be tied to a strong emotion.”

      “In other words, you don’t have visions of people remembering the pizza they ate for lunch?” Stowe asked.

      “Precisely. Though it’s not like I’ve tested it. I’ve always avoided the visions as much as possible.” I tugged my gloves back on, punctuating my statement.

      “We should test it, then,” Jem said excitedly. “You can practice on me.”

      Stowe raised an arm. “I also volunteer as tribute. Feel free to touch me anywhere you want.”

      “I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want to see the memories you’d have while she touched you where you’re suggesting,” Jem said smugly.

      “I don’t really see the point,” I said, ignoring the turn in conversation. “It’s not like I’ll ever go around reading random people’s memories.”

      Jem shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. But what could it hurt? As long as you’re practicing on volunteers, I don’t see the harm.”

      Was she right? I’d spent so many years determined to avoid every vision possible, it was difficult to imagine having them on purpose. And even if I continued to avoid touching people, I already knew I was doomed when it came to objects. They were too tempting, and I was undoubtedly too curious for my own good.
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      After promising I’d go to the Drake estate for dinner on Saturday, I left the compound and headed back toward Whitehurst. I didn’t normally make a promise intending to break it, but going to Jameson’s home for the evening seemed like a terrible idea. Especially after today.

      If his antagonism hadn’t already convinced me we’d never be friends, the nosebleed did. He was so certain I was going to cause upheaval in his life, he was willing to make himself sick to prove it. And, strangely, I felt guilty about it. Even though Jem had sought me out in the shop. Even though she was insistent that we should be friends. Even though I had absolutely no control over whatever he’d seen in his vision . . . at least, not that I was aware of.

      If I dug deep, I would also have to admit that his disdain was beginning to hurt. I’d found it odd at our first meeting. Insulting at our second. But after he’d stormed away in the yoga studio and never returned, it was starting to feel a little too personal. Regardless of what he’d seen in his vision, he wasn’t willing to give me a chance or hear my side of the story. Not that I even had a side.

      Until last week, I was just living my life, apparently in blissful ignorance. I didn’t know about Collectors or that I should have always been terrified of them. My thoughts wandered back to the vision I received from touching the locket. We have to tell the others. What had happened that caused so much angst? And who were the others?

      Even if I didn’t have dinner at the Drake estate, I would have to find time to see Jem by this weekend. I needed to tell her about the memory of her parents. And I needed to know what Jameson had seen to make him believe I was connected to Collectors. His visions might be incomplete, but that didn’t mean they weren’t useful. What if there was a way to avoid whatever future event he’d predicted? Wouldn’t it be better to know?

      On the drive home, I called Trevor through my SUV’s Bluetooth. He answered on the first ring, making me feel extra ashamed for not calling him sooner.

      “Hey, babe. I was starting to worry you’d gotten trapped in the basement of one of those old houses you like to visit.”

      “Oh, I did. I had to dig a tunnel with my fingernails to escape.”

      “That’s resourceful of you,” he answered, not missing a beat.

      “Yes, but it was murder on my manicure.”

      “You had me until manicure. Everyone knows you don’t let anyone touch you, even for pretty nails.”

      “I let you touch me,” I replied suggestively.

      “Trust me, I know. And I’ve been saying my prayers every night to make sure that continues.”

      When Trevor and I first started dating, I’d worried our physical relationship would deteriorate as quickly as the ones in my past. There’d been two, and neither had gone well. It was difficult to enjoy intimacy when you were worried the guy you were with would have a memory of banging his best friend’s mother on her kitchen table in the middle of sex. And, yes, that happened to me. The night I lost my virginity, in fact. It was memorable, but definitely not in the good way.

      Things were better with Trevor, thankfully. Although I would probably never be able to truly relax during the act, I had a good time with him. And the only memories he’d had during sex had involved me, which I approved of. It was actually kind of hot to see myself through his eyes that way.

      “Oh, hey, babe. I gotta run. I’m working until late on Friday, but what do you say to spending the day together on Saturday?”

      I thought about Jem before shoving her and everything related to Psychs out of my mind. That all could wait. I needed to put my relationship first.

      “I’m working in the morning, but I can meet you around lunchtime.”

      “It’s a date.”
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      I arrived at work early Thursday morning, ready to get the day started. Since business was still relatively slow, I was resolved to brush up on my appraisal skills. I would spend any free time throughout the day watching the results of online auctions. It wasn’t as beneficial as inspecting the pieces in person, but it was much less time-consuming.

      However, when I opened my e-mail, all my plans for the day flew out the window.

      “George, you’re never going to believe it.”

      He looked up from his paper. “Believe what, dear?”

      “Someone finally responded to one of my ads for a free appraisal.” In addition to working with appraisers to gain experience, I’d found several websites to advertise my services for a small fee. The ads were aimed at people who were curious about the worth of their antiques without needing a formal valuation.

      “That’s wonderful. What do they want you to evaluate?”

      “Apparently, they have a rather large collection of early-American maps and documents.” I tried to hide my excitement, because there was nothing I loved more than old maps.

      “That’s lucky,” he replied with a grin, not at all fooled by my blasé tone. “One of your favorite topics.”

      “Yes, except, they want me there this afternoon. And the home is in Richmond, which means I’ll have to leave here before lunch and will be gone the rest of the day.”

      George laid his paper down on the counter. “It’s not a problem. I’ll call Susan to come in and watch the place for a bit when I need a break.”

      Susan was one of his many friends from the independent senior living community he lived in. She filled in when we needed an extra hand. Though we hired part-time help during the busy season, we wouldn’t need someone official until next month.

      “Are you sure? I hate to desert you after I left early on Monday and was off on Tuesday.”

      “I’m positive. Besides, we both know there is no way you can resist a collection that enticing.”

      I laughed. “You’re right. I can’t.”

      After responding to the e-mail that I would be happy to accept the job, I glanced down at my outfit. My skinny jeans, riding boots, and long sweater were perfectly acceptable for the shop, but they wouldn’t do for the professional image I wanted to project.

      “Go on and get out of here. I know you want to change.”

      I gave George a sheepish look. “You know me too well.”

      “I may be an old man, but after almost two decades of knowing you, I’ve picked up on a few of your habits. You’ve been very particular about your clothes since you were, what, seven or eight?”

      I swallowed. It was moments like these that I fiercely regretted having to keep my secret from him. He’d clearly picked up on the change in me when I discovered my abilities, but he could have never guessed the reason for it. How would he react if he knew the truth? Would he laugh and say he always knew there was something extra special about me? Or would he be horrified? I chose to believe it would be the former.

      “What can I say? Not everyone can pull off the sixties housewife look like I do.” If Mr. Hot and Frowny had wanted me to be insulted by his comment, he’d failed. I would embrace the hell out of it. The Stepfords had nothing on me.

      “You’re lovely, no matter what you wear.”

      “Says the man who frequently loses his glasses,” I said as I gathered my things. George was right. I might as well go home now. It was highly unlikely I’d be useful when my mind was already on my unexpected adventure. “Tell Susan I said hello and thank her for me, will you?”

      “I will. Have a nice time.”
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        * * *

      

      I pulled up to the address near downtown Richmond at ten minutes to three o’clock. Instead of a home, it was a small but sleek office building for Intuition Financial Group. I double-checked the address on my printout of the e-mail. Yes, I was at the right place.

      Strange. If a business owned the type of collection referenced in the e-mail, why wouldn’t they hire a professional appraiser? I would have to recommend that they do so . . . after I’d taken a look, of course. The opportunity to examine early-American documents didn’t come along every day.

      I headed into the building, attempting to project an air of confidence. The lobby was bright and open but provided no information about the company. It was also empty, except for a prim woman seated behind a reception desk and a security guard stationed near the elevators.

      “Hello. I’m here to see Grace Morrow.”

      “Name?” the receptionist asked without looking up from her computer.

      “Adele Rose.”

      “One moment.” She clicked her mouse a few times then said, “Ms. Morrow is expecting you. Third floor, fourth office on the left.”

      “Thank you.”

      I smiled at the guard as I waited for the elevator, but he either didn’t see me or couldn’t be bothered to respond. Hopefully, Ms. Morrow would be friendlier than the first-floor welcome committee.

      It was also quiet on the third floor, but I could make out shapes in the offices I passed, so I knew there were other people around. When I reached the fourth door, I knocked and heard a responding, “Enter.”

      I pushed opened the door to find a middle-aged woman standing behind a wide desk. She was wearing an expensive-looking business suit, and her dark hair was pulled back in a severe bun. Her eyes scanned me critically, making me grateful I’d gone home to change into slacks, a silk blouse, and a coordinating blazer.

      “Grace Morrow?” I asked politely.

      “Yes. You must be Adele.”

      She stretched out her arm, so I moved forward and shook her hand with my gloved one. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I noticed her observing my dainty white gloves but didn’t dwell on that fact. I was more than accustomed to the staring.

      “Please have a seat.”

      I chose one of the upright upholstered chairs in front of her desk and glanced around the room, searching for the documents and giving up when I didn’t see any sign of them. They were probably being stored somewhere else.

      “Don’t bother looking for the maps. They don’t exist,” Grace said bluntly.

      My body stiffened, and a dread like I’d never experienced took hold of my chest and squeezed. “Excuse me?”

      “I apologize for bringing you here under false pretenses, but these types of conversations are always better in person.”

      I didn’t think I wanted to hear the answer, but I forced the words out anyway. “What types of conversations?”

      As if she’d reminded herself to appear kind, her features relaxed into a somewhat pleasant smile. “You have a gift, Adele, and I want to help you make the most of it.”

      She’ll bring Collectors down on all of us. Jameson’s words reverberated through my head like an ancient gong.

      Heat rushed to my face, and for once, I cursed my paleness. No matter how composed I remained, my skin would give me away. Still, there was a chance I was overreacting. Maybe I wasn’t staring at the boogeyman incarnate. It was possible, right?

      “I don’t understand what you mean. I’m just a small-town girl with a love of antiques.”

      Grace, who had the least fitting name ever, laughed cruelly. “Look around. Do I seem like the type of woman who gives two figs about dusty antiques?”

      She had a point. I doubted anything in her ultra-modern office was more than a couple of years old.

      “You seem like an intelligent young woman, so why don’t we cut through the bullshit and get to the point. You’re a psychometrist who can access memories. That happens to be a talent my boss has been in the market for for quite some time.” She slid a folder across the desk. “Here’s our offer.”

      Every remaining shred of hope vanished. She not only knew I was a Psych, she knew precisely what I could do.

      Even as panic seized me, I recognized that this moment would change everything for me . . . even more so than when I’d discovered my abilities. If I had one chance to go back and start a day over, this one would clearly be my choice. What had been the point of hiding who I was for all of these years, if I was going to end up here, anyway?

      And what would Grace do when I rejected her offer? Because no amount of money or prestige or whatever might be on those papers could tempt me. I had no interest in being used for my, albeit rather lame, abilities.

      “I’m sorry, but what’s a psychometrist?” I asked with what I hoped was a believable level of innocence. It seemed a pointless game to play, since if she was anything like Noah or Andrea, she’d already verified I was a Psych. Still, I couldn’t help resisting. It was my ingrained response.

      Grace pushed the folder forward until it teetered on the edge of the desk. “I suggest you start taking this seriously.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      I stood and turned to leave. She couldn’t force me to sit here and listen to this. Well, technically, she could call security on me. I’d probably end up chained to a wall in the basement like I’d originally envisioned. But I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      “What would your firefighter boyfriend think of you turning down such a substantial sum of money?” At the mention of Trevor, I froze, my back to the horrid woman. “I already know he barely makes enough to afford that rathole apartment of his, and we’re not asking for much. It’ll be the easiest money you’ll ever make.”

      I waited for her to articulate a threat, but when she didn’t speak again, I moved to the door.

      “You’ll be hearing from us, Miss Rose,” she said as I closed the door behind me.

      Not wanting to wait for the elevator, I found the stairwell and ran down the two flights to the exit. When I’d made it out of the building and to my SUV, I took huge, relieved gulps of the crisp autumn air. Even though it seemed slightly ridiculous now, for a moment, part of me had believed I would never experience fresh air again.

      Was it possible that Jem’s assumptions about Collectors were misplaced? Despite Grace’s parting shot about Trevor, she’d let me walk out of her office with little protest. She’d been harsh, even a little rude, but she’d struck me as more of a ruthless businesswoman than a villain. What if I was dealing with Scrooge McDuck rather than Don Corleone?
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      The almost two-hour drive passed in a blur of anxiety, worry, and growing anger. Because, when I thought about it, there was only one explanation for Collectors reaching out to me, now. Someone from the group of Drake family and friends was behind it. Maybe all of them were. I didn’t know how or why, but I aimed to find out.

      By the time I arrived at the Drake estate, I was boiling over. Thankfully, when I pushed the call button on the gate panel, it immediately opened. I sped up the long driveway and parked directly in front of the entrance. When I reached the steps, Jem was waiting at the door.

      “Adele, hi. This is a pleasant surprise.”

      “Please tell me it wasn’t you.” Now wasn’t the time for pleasantries.

      Her forehead crinkled. “What wasn’t me?”

      “Someone turned me over to Collectors.”

      “Is this a joke? If so, it isn’t funny.”

      “Would I joke about this?”

      She looked behind me, skimming the yard and street, before grabbing my sleeve and tugging me into the house.

      Typically, I would have taken the time to notice the grand foyer, with its exquisite crystal chandelier and marble floors. Okay, technically, I noticed those things. But I wasn’t in the frame of mind to appreciate them, which was a real shame.

      “Where are the others? I want to see their faces when I accuse them.”

      Jem ran her fingers through her long hair as she stared at me, wide-eyed. “You can’t actually think one of us gave you up?”

      “That’s exactly what I think. It’s the only reasonable explanation.”

      She shook her head vehemently. “No. There’s no way.”

      “I didn’t even know Collectors existed,” I shouted at her. “And then I meet you and your little posse of Psychs, and I’m suddenly being offered a ‘job’ with the psychic mafia? Explain that.”

      Jem’s expression was full of concern, but her back still straightened in resolve. “I know you’re wrong, but come into the kitchen. Everyone is in there.”

      I followed her down a long hallway and into the most beautiful kitchen I’d ever seen. It was recently updated, with gleaming marble counters and backsplash, white cabinets, and elegant glass light fixtures.

      Stowe stood at the stove, stirring, while Noah chopped vegetables at the massive island. Through windows looking out to the backyard, I saw Jameson standing next to a grill, spatula in hand. How domestic, I thought snidely.

      Stowe glanced up and grinned when he spotted me. “Well, what do you know? We were just talking about you.”

      “Can’t imagine why,” I said pointedly to Jem.

      Noah dropped the knife he was holding and grabbed the edge of the counter. His face turned as white as the marble, and he seemed to be practicing controlled breathing.

      “What’s wrong?” Stowe asked.

      “It’s Adele,” Noah gasped out.

      “Excuse me?” I spat.

      Jem took my hand again and led me past a set of French doors and into the dining room. She closed the doors behind her. “You have to calm down. I can help you.”

      “What?” I asked, indignant. I had every right to be pissed. “Why should I?”

      “Because Noah doesn’t only sense people’s emotions when he’s near them. He feels what they feel, and when those emotions are extreme—like yours are right now—it’s overwhelming. Painful, even. You have to control yourself.”

      I stared at her as I allowed that to sink in. He was currently feeling all of my rage, confusion, and most of all, fear? Part of me was glad. If Noah had any part in all of this, he deserved it. But then I pictured his pale features and ragged breathing, and a touch of guilt slid into my consciousness.

      “What can I do?” It wasn’t like I could magically ditch my emotions.

      She pulled out two chairs and sat in one of them. “Sit down.”

      I did.

      “May I touch you?”

      I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Just your wrists.”

      “Fine,” I conceded.

      She carefully placed one of my hands at my waist and the other on my chest. “Now, close your eyes.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes, it’ll help.”

      Feeling like a scolded teenager, I closed my eyes and waited.

      “Relax your shoulders and breathe deeply through your nose. You want your chest to remain almost still while your stomach expands.”

      I did as instructed but muttered, “I feel ridiculous,” before the inhale.

      After a couple of seconds, she said, “Now, exhale slowly through pursed lips. Remember to keep your shoulders relaxed.”

      I let the breath out in a soft whoosh. “Now what?”

      “You’re going to repeat that until I tell you to stop.”

      I rolled my eyes at her but then remembered they were closed.

      “Inhale . . . exhale. Inhale . . . exhale. Shoulders relaxed. Inhale . . . exhale.”

      It went on like that for at least ten minutes before Jem said, “Okay, open your eyes.”

      I blinked them open and was surprised to find that I felt exponentially calmer than I had when we started the exercise.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Strangely peaceful,” I admitted grudgingly.

      Her signature grin lit up her face. “Good.”

      “Finally,” Stowe said through the now-open French doors. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

      “You’re always starving,” Jem retorted.

      “You would be too if you regularly benched two hundred and thirty pounds.”

      “Stop bragging for Adele. She doesn’t care about your oversized muscles. Or ego.”

      When he left the room, Jem leaned in and said quietly, “I understand why you’re upset, but please try to stay calm. For Noah’s sake. He won’t complain, but you’ll learn to recognize the signs, anyway.”

      “You’ll swear to me that you didn’t have anything to do with the Collectors? This hasn’t all been some elaborate trap?”

      I watched her carefully, and her gaze didn’t stray even a little as she said, “I swear on my parents’ graves. I’ve never done that, but I will for you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Stay there,” she said as she flitted from the room.

      Within a couple of minutes, Jem and Stowe had delivered plates, silverware, and drinks and transferred all the food to the dining table. They brought in a tray of hamburgers, baked beans, and grilled asparagus. Noah followed a minute later with what appeared to be a tofu burger, no bun, and a side of fresh vegetables.

      “Vegetarian?” I asked as he sat at the head of the table, the farthest seat away from mine. Not that I could blame him after what Jem told me. He looked better than when I’d left the kitchen, but his skin was still noticeably pale, especially against his dark hair.

      “Vegan, actually.”

      Well, that explained his lean frame.

      Jem returned to her seat next to me, and Stowe chose the one across from me. Jameson entered the room last and ignored me until after he’d already filled his plate. Then, he looked straight in my eyes and shot me something between a smirk and a glare. “I knew you were trouble, ginger. Seems I was right.”

      My blood pressure spiked, and I opened my mouth to counter, until Jem squeezed my knee. “Calm, remember?”

      I glanced at Noah, who was staring down at his plate with a pained expression. With every bit of strength I possessed, I executed several deep breaths before turning back to Mr. Assface. That was his new name. Mr. Hot and Frowny was way too good for him.

      Calmer than should have been possible, I asked, “How do I know you weren’t the one who turned me over to them? You seem the most likely culprit, what with your unjustified hatred of me.”

      “First of all, any negative feelings I have toward you are completely justified. Think about it: you met Collectors today, and what did you do? Drove here, leading them directly to us. Don’t you think they’re having you watched?”

      I blinked at him, all my logical arguments flying out the beautiful bay window that looked out over the lake. Was he right? Did I royally screw up by driving straight from Richmond to the Drake estate? I was so certain at least one of them was behind all this, I didn’t stop to consider I was putting them at risk just by showing up here. Shit.

      “Second of all, why would I turn you over to Collectors? That would bring attention to me and my family, which is the last thing I want.”

      That seemed . . . valid. Double shit.

      Yet, my negative feelings were as justified as his.

      “If you knew I was going to encounter Collectors, why didn’t you warn me? And I refuse to count your outburst at the compound the other day. I’m talking about a real warning . . . something that could have helped me.”

      Jameson’s intense gaze drilled into me as he sat forward on his elbows. “Because I don’t know you, and I don’t trust you.”

      Calm. Calm. Calm.

      “Then, if the Collectors show up here, you only have yourself to blame. You could have prevented all of this, and you did nothing except act like a petulant child.”

      “In all fairness, Jameson couldn’t have helped, even if he wanted to,” Noah said, his tone cautious. “I made him describe his vision to me, and nothing in it would have helped you today.”

      “Then, why don’t you describe it to me, and I can decide for myself?”

      Jameson stabbed at his asparagus while glowering at me, but I ignored him. Noah was a thousand times more likely to be an ally; all I had to do was persuade him. Yet, as I stared into his vivid blue eyes, I had a strange feeling that he held all the power in our relationship. If anyone was going to be doing the persuading, it was him.

      “The types of visions Jameson has can be . . . private in nature,” Noah replied. “This one falls into that category. Please trust me, though. There’s nothing he could have done.”

      Private? What the hell did that mean?

      Noah lowered his head, and I realized my anger and frustration was taking over again. How often did my emotions rule me and I didn’t even realize it?

      Calm. Calm. Calm.

      “Why don’t we table this discussion until we finish eating?” Stowe said, speaking up for the first time since everyone sat down. “The food is getting cold, and Noah is about to waste away over there.”

      “Agreed.” Jem glanced at me, and I nodded in assent. I was hungry, and this wouldn’t all be settled over a few traded insults.

      Keeping my emotions at the forefront of my mind, I ate the perfectly-grilled burger while Jem and Stowe kept the conversation going. They so seamlessly discussed mundane topics, I had a feeling this was a typical situation. Jameson was quiet because he was grumpy. Noah was quiet because he was an introvert and didn’t like attention. And the other two happily took up the slack.

      They really did seem like a family, and I wondered how long they’d all lived together. Normally, I would have allowed my curiosity to win out and just ask, but it didn’t feel right to pry. At least, not right now. Not when the more I thought about it, Mr. Assface had a point. No matter how the Collectors had discovered me, I would be the one responsible for them discovering Jem, Noah, Stowe, and Jameson. Possibly even Andrea.

      If I’d thought about that during the drive from Richmond instead of assuming I’d been betrayed, maybe I could have spared them. Would it help to stay away from them from now on? Or was it already too late?

      Once we all finished—including Stowe somehow eating two burgers and finishing off the rest of Jem’s—I couldn’t keep my mouth shut any longer. “Now what?”

      “Now it’s time for a drink,” Jem said.

      “Or five,” Stowe muttered.

      “And you need to tell us everything that happened today,” my rainbow-haired friend continued. “We need to make a plan.”

      “You all have fun with that,” Jameson said as he stood and started to leave.

      Moving faster than I would have thought possible for a man his size, Stowe pushed away from the table and blocked Jameson’s exit. “No. You’re just as involved in this mess as the rest of us. Probably more.” He didn’t leave any room for argument, and I longed to give him a round of applause. I hadn’t seen this fierce side of Stowe yet, and I liked it . . . when it was directed at Jameson.

      “Stowe is right,” Noah said, his voice surprisingly firm. “We need to be united in this.”

      Jameson stared his friends down before pushing past Stowe. “Fine. I’ll be in the den.”

      I filled the silence left in his wake with laughter. I couldn’t help it. My new Psych acquaintances turned to me in shock.

      “Am I missing something?” Jem asked, looking at me like I’d cracked.

      “I’m sorry . . .” I wiped tears from my eyes. “No matter what you say, I’ll never believe your brother has the capacity to be zen. I mean, did you see the look on his face?”

      She sighed. “You do seem to bring out the worst in him.”

      “Don’t worry, Annie,” Stowe said as he looped a heavy arm over my shoulder. I automatically stiffened but relaxed somewhat when I realized none of his skin was touching mine. “You bring out the best in me.”

      “Annie? What, is she the only redhead you could think of?”

      “Oh, you don’t like that one? How about Ariel?”

      “Do I look like the type of woman who would be hung up on self-involved Prince Eric?” I didn’t mention that my collection of antiques likely rivaled Ariel’s.

      His light brown brows drew together. “Hmm. How about Wilma?”

      “I don’t do buns.”

      Stowe’s bearded face lit up with excitement. “Got it! Daphne from Scooby-Doo.”

      Jem laughed as she drew me away from Stowe. “I can see it. She’s pretty, she’s a snappy dresser, and she has a penchant for trouble.”

      “I do not have a penchant for trouble.”

      Jem lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not so sure you have a convincing argument against it today.”

      “Well, I do like purple,” I conceded.

      “It’s settled, then,” Stowe said, appearing way too happy about something as simple as a stupid nickname. “You’re Daphne.”

      “I guess that makes you Scooby?”

      Noah and Jem laughed while Stowe affected an annoyed expression. After the day I’d had, it felt good to joke. And, when I really thought about it, it just felt good to be included in something . . . to belong. The sensation was new and strangely wonderful.

      If only I could fully trust Jem, Stowe, Noah, and Jameson.
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      I fell in love with the den at first sight. It had the look of an old-fashioned library that had been converted into a comfortable living space. Between the dark wood paneling, built-in bookshelves, and massive fireplace, the room retained its original charm. But the contemporary light fixtures and furnishings made the ambience fresh and cheery rather than dark and outdated. I wanted nothing more than to burrow into the corner of the plush upholstered couch and never leave.

      Jameson stood behind a bar in the corner, pouring amber liquor into a crystal glass. It figured that he would be the type to prefer Scotch or bourbon over a simple beer.

      “What would you like?” Jem asked.

      “Whatever you’re having is fine.” I wasn’t much of a drinker, so I never knew what to ask for. Considering the array of bottles lining several shelves above the bar, not to mention the massive wine fridge, Jem undoubtedly had much better taste in beverages than I ever would.

      “Two sidecars coming up.”

      I resisted the urge to make myself comfortable and perched on the edge of the couch instead. Noah once again selected the chair farthest from me, while Stowe sat in one that I had a feeling was “his” chair. It was overly large but seemed to fit his tall frame perfectly.

      On his way to the other end of the couch, Jameson delivered the glass of amber liquid to Stowe, a sparkling water to Noah, and kept a chilled bottle of beer for himself.

      Huh. What did they say about people who made assumptions?

      Turning to Noah, I said, “So, you’re a vegan who doesn’t drink? You’re making me feel like quite the lush.”

      “My habits are out of necessity rather than desire, I assure you.” He smiled, and though it once again transformed his lean features, I couldn’t help but notice it appeared sad. Or at least resigned. “In addition to being sensitive to the world and people around me, I have to be careful about what I eat. Anything I put in body that’s lacking in nutrients makes me sick.”

      “That’s horrible.” Being around Noah made me feel seriously guilty for ever complaining about my abilities.

      “I’ve adjusted.”

      “Well, I commend you. I can’t imagine ever giving up bread. That might kill me.”

      “Don’t worry,” Jameson interjected. “The Collectors should take care of that for you.”

      “Jameson,” Jem shouted over the sound of ice bouncing around in her cocktail shaker, “stop being mean.”

      “There’s no point in shielding her from the truth. Her life expectancy has been dramatically reduced. She might as well get used to the idea.”

      “Hey.” I snapped my fingers at him, though the sound was non-existent with my gloves on. Smooth, Adele. “I’m right here. Stop talking about me like I’m not in the room.”

      When those dark, cold eyes landed on me, I immediately regretted my demand. Still, I refused to be pushed around by him.

      “And I think you might be wrong about Collectors. The woman I met today didn’t seem like the murdering type.”

      “What was she like?” Jem asked as she handed me a yellowish-orange colored drink and settled onto the couch between me and Jameson.

      I took a sip and was surprised by how much I liked the citrusy flavors mixed with a liquor I wasn’t familiar with. “Like a middle-aged, female version of your brother.”

      “Intelligent and shockingly good looking?” Jameson asked with what had to be the closest thing to a grin I’d seen from him. And that wasn’t saying much, since I could barely detect the uptick to his annoyingly lush mouth.

      “No, imperious and rude.”

      Stowe started coughing, and I turned my head to watch him pound on his chest. “Jesus, Daphne. Could you save the hilarious quips for when I’m not in the middle of taking a drink?”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I replied dryly.

      “Can we focus?” Jem interrupted. “I want to know what happened today.”

      Feeling properly admonished, I started from the beginning and recounted every detail of my exchange with Grace Morrow.

      “She didn’t try to keep me from leaving or anything.” I hoped they would agree that it wasn’t that big of a deal. “But she did mention my boyfriend, Trevor, right before I walked out,” I admitted.

      “You have a boyfriend?” Stowe asked, throwing a dramatic hand over his heart. “Tell me it isn’t so.”

      “That’s not good,” Jem said. “What, exactly, did she say?”

      “She said he probably wouldn’t approve of me turning down an offer of so much money, since he doesn’t make that much as a firefighter. She didn’t threaten him, though.”

      Jameson sat forward and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Maybe not explicitly, but that was a threat. She wouldn’t have brought him up, otherwise.”

      Jem placed a careful hand on my arm. “I hate to say it, but I agree with Jameson. This Grace lady wanted you to know she knows all about your life and what, and who, is important to you.”

      “You didn’t take a look at anything in the folder?” Noah asked.

      “No, I didn’t want to give her the impression that I was in any way interested in what she was offering.”

      Though his voice was as soft as ever, his gaze seemed to seer into me. “Think carefully. Did she say anything else?”

      I replayed every second of the encounter in my mind, like I’d done at least a hundred times on the drive here. “Nothing.”

      “Did you?”

      “No.”

      Noah looked directly at Jameson and nodded slightly. I wouldn’t have thought much of it, but Jameson’s shoulders noticeably stiffened before he relaxed back into the couch once again.

      “What was that?” I gestured between them. “You two just had a silent conversation, and I want to know what it was.”

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” the surly one replied.

      “I was assuring Jameson that you were telling the truth,” Noah answered.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I can sense when people are lying.”

      My mouth gaped open. Every new tidbit that was revealed about this guy was increasingly intriguing. “So, you’re like a human lie detector? That’s . . . that’s incredible. Can you imagine what the FBI would give to have one of you?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, they have several of me on the payroll, I’m sure.”

      Another surprise but not an unwelcome one. Despite having kept my secret for so many years, I’d always been an “honesty in the best policy” kind of girl. If Noah was keeping me—and his cohorts—honest, that could only be a good thing. And if he was the way to eventually getting Mr. Assface to trust me, I’d take it. I wasn’t sure why I cared, but I did.

      “So, we have the precognitive siblings, and Noah’s crazy empath abilities. What about you, Stowe? Can you move objects with your mind? Because I would love to see that.”

      The big guy glanced away before giving me what had to be a forced smile. Should I not have asked? He knew what I could do; he’d seen me in action, even. Didn’t I deserve to know what role he played in the Psych world?

      “Nothing like that.” Was it my imagination, or were his cheeks turning pink? “It’s not really worth mentioning.”

      “Stowe is a telepath,” Jem said, saving him from having to talk about it. “He can transfer thoughts to other people’s minds.”

      “I’m not very good at it, though,” he said quickly. “It’s easier to pretend that I’m just Psych-adjacent, because I never use my ability.”

      Stowe was embarrassed because he wasn’t a very effective telepath? I wanted to laugh at that, because the last thing I would do was ridicule him for it. In fact, I was envious. All these years, I would have done almost anything to be able to choose not to use my psychometry.

      “You’re lucky. I wish I could stop from seeing visions, but I can’t help it.”

      “No, you just haven’t learned to control it,” Jameson said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “A psychic ability is like a muscle. You have to constantly exercise and train that ability if you want it to be efficient and useful. You might be able to control when you do and don’t have visions, if you worked at it.”

      “Can you control when you have visions?” The question came out a little snarkier than I intended, but I already knew from Stowe and Jem that he didn’t have much control.

      “Yes and no. But every Psych is different. And you’ll never know if you don’t try.”

      “That’s why I told Adele that she should start taking yoga classes with you,” Jem said with a happy smirk. I didn’t even know that was a thing, but she pulled it off.

      Just as “no” came out of my mouth, “not happening” came out of Jameson’s. How about that? We’d finally found something to agree on.

      “I can teach you,” Noah offered. “I’m not an instructor, but I’ve been practicing yoga and meditation every day for over a decade.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I tried to imagine myself twisted into some sort of human pretzel, and it wasn’t a pretty picture. “Considering I only ever do cardio, I’d hate to make you feel my pain.”

      “That’s not a problem. I only receive emotions, and physically exerting yourself is one of the best ways to quiet them.”

      I hesitated. At this point, was it smart to get even more involved with these people? A few hours ago, I’d been convinced they were at fault for siccing Collectors on me. But all I’d ever wanted was to be able to control my abilities. If there was even a slight chance they could help me achieve that, how could I turn them down?

      “Sure. If you think it’ll help.”

      “It won’t hurt. And from what Stowe and Jem told me about your abilities, I think there’s a good chance you can learn to control them, at least to an extent.”

      “Okay, thank you.”

      Jameson pushed up from the couch in a movement so fluid, it was almost as though he’d been standing all along. “Are we finished now?”

      “No,” Jem said. “We still don’t have a plan.”

      “I do,” he replied, straight-faced. “Adele leaves here and never returns. Done.”

      His sister rose and stood toe-to-toe with him. “Whether you’re ready to accept it or not, she’s one of us now. If you can’t get on board with that, leave.”

      He stared Jem down for long moments before turning on his heel and leaving the room. Jem returned to her seat on the couch and sighed loudly. “I seriously don’t know what’s gotten into him.”

      “Maybe he’s right,” I offered, only willing to say it now that Mr. Assface had left. “The Collectors are my problem, not yours. Maybe it’s best if I stay away from you.”

      She shook her head. “No way. I don’t know why Collectors showed up now, but I can’t help but feel partially responsible. They could have already been watching us—the four of us are way more conspicuous than you are—and discovered you that way. I don’t know. But we’re not deserting you now.”

      I turned to Stowe and Noah. “What about you guys? You have a say in this too.”

      Stowe’s ready grin split his face. “Do you think I’d turn down the chance to finally spend time with a gorgeous, funny Psych female? Not a chance.”

      “You have Jem.” She was unquestionably beautiful, and I found her hilarious.

      His face twisted with disgust. “That’s gross. She’s like my sister.”

      Jem stuck her tongue out at him. “You’re gross.”

      “Right.” I looked at Noah. “And you?”

      “I’m with Jem.” He threaded his fingers through his dark hair. “Something strange is going on, and I have a feeling we’re involved somehow. We’ll be better off if we stick together.”

      “What about Jameson?” I asked. “I don’t want to cause a rift.”

      “Don’t worry about him.” Jem waved a hand, once again dismissing his importance. “He’ll get over it.”

      Yeah, and I was a sea nymph.

      “So, what do you think I should do about the Collectors?” I asked. “Do you really think my life is in danger?”

      My stomach churned at the thought, but it seemed ridiculous to even go there. All they’d done was lure me to their fancy office in Richmond. And apart from her ambiguous reference to Trevor, Grace hadn’t threatened me in any way. There had been no guns or basements or chains. Were we all overreacting?

      “I don’t think so,” Noah said. “The truth is, none of us have ever met a Collector. We’ve only heard stories of them, so we don’t know what to expect.”

      “That’s comforting . . . I guess.”

      “Your abilities are no use to them if you’re incapacitated. But you should be more aware of your surroundings, in case they come after you.”

      Jem hopped up from the couch. “Oh, I have the perfect thing for you. Be right back.”

      “Anything else?” I asked the two men who remained.

      “Do you know any self-defense?” Stowe asked.

      “My Nintendo Wii tells me I have a mean karate chop.”

      His face split into another grin, and I was starting to find that I enjoyed amusing him. Maybe it was the incongruity of such a large man being so quick to smile, but I liked it. I liked him.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to do it. It’s not my specialty, but I could show you a few moves, if you want.”

      “Will I get to knee you in the junk?”

      A laugh rumbled from his large chest. “That’s not exactly what I had in mind, but I guess we can practice that move.”

      “Do you want to start your yoga lessons on Saturday?” Noah asked. “If we work in my guesthouse, you should be able to avoid Jameson. And Stowe can stop by.”

      “Okay, yeah, that sounds good. Might as well get started.”

      Jem returned and handed me a small, hot pink device. “Here you go.”

      “Um, what is this?”

      “It’s a taser,” she said excitedly. “You’re not a convicted felon, are you?”

      “Nooo . . .”

      “Then, it’s legal to carry and simple to use. Flip the safety off here,” she said, pointing, “and press down that button.”

      I stared at the tiny weapon like it was a machine gun or even a cannon. It had never even occurred to me to carry something like this, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      “It’s a good idea,” Stowe said. “We’ll all feel better if you have some sort of way to defend yourself.”

      “Keep it in your purse, just in case,” Jem pleaded.

      “What about you?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you keep it for yourself?”

      She tapped the side of her forehead. “Built-in self-defense system, remember? You need that way more than I do.”

      Duh. Jem could sense danger a mile away . . . or at least several blocks away.

      “Okay, I promise to keep it with me,” I said, tucking the taser into my purse. At least it was pink. Maybe I could pretend I was carrying a nifty pocket hairdryer with me and forget I was in danger. That seemed entirely plausible.
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      “How did the appraisal go?” George asked the moment he stepped into the shop on Friday morning.

      Unfortunately, with everything that happened the day before, I’d forgotten to invent an explanation for my trip to Richmond. Would he believe me if I said I’d run into a rogue group of circus performers and joined them for a day instead of attending my meeting? That sounded about as conceivable as being recruited by the psychic mafia.

      “It didn’t,” I finally said, deciding to stick as close to the truth as possible. “It must have been some kind of hoax. The address led me to a business, and no one there was interested in an appraisal.”

      George shook his head in disgust. “The nerve of some people.”

      You have no idea.

      “It’s my own stupid fault for advertising free services on the web. I’ve learned my lesson.”

      “That’s life.” He took his usual spot behind the counter and opened his newspaper. “Susan was more than happy to fill in for you, so no harm done.”

      “She’s a lifesaver.” Affecting a nonchalant tone, I said, “And she’s really quite pretty. And single, from what I understand.”

      “Mhmm.” George continued staring at his paper like I hadn’t said anything of interest.

      “You should take her out to dinner to thank her for helping out. My treat.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of paying for my own dates,” he replied, still not glancing up.

      “Does that mean you’ll ask her out?”

      “I’ll consider it if you stop pestering me. But I’m only asking her as a friend. I’m too old for that love nonsense.”

      I laughed at his curmudgeony attitude. “Yes, sir.”

      Grateful to have the discussion of yesterday’s disaster behind me, I spent the next few hours rearranging displays, helping customers, and keeping an eye on a few online auctions in my downtime. I could almost pretend things were back to normal. That was, until a familiar statuesque blonde entered the shop.

      Wanting to reach Andrea before George took notice, I made a beeline for her. “Hello, Andrea. What are you doing here?”

      “What a quaint little shop,” she said, looking around. “Jem said you own it?”

      “I’m a co-owner,” I replied politely, even though she’d avoided my question. It wasn’t that I was particularly upset to see her, but I didn’t want to add more fibs to my tally for the day. George knew every one of my few friends, and he would undoubtedly be curious about this new acquaintance.

      “That’s quite impressive for someone your age.”

      “I inherited the partnership from my mother,” I corrected her. Although I’d worked at the shop since the day I turned sixteen, I didn’t want to give her the wrong impression. George had been exceedingly generous, first with my mother and then with me. That was the only reason I was an owner at my age.

      “I see.” Andrea glanced toward where George was now watching us from the back corner of the store. “Do you have a break soon? I would like to talk to you privately, if possible.”

      It was a little early for my afternoon break, but George wouldn’t think much of it, especially if I returned with a black coffee for him. “I can meet you at the coffee shop down the street in ten minutes.”

      “Thank you.” She browsed, or at least pretended to, for a few minutes before leaving the store.

      After waiting five more, I approached George. “I’m craving a hot chocolate. I assume you’ll take a coffee?”

      “You assume right.”

      During the short walk to the coffee shop, I tried to anticipate why Andrea wanted to talk to me. Most likely, she’d been told about the Collectors by someone in the Psych Squad. I wasn’t all that surprised, though I wished Jem had warned me that her former guardian would be paying me a visit. Andrea wasn’t nearly as antagonistic as Jameson, but that didn’t mean I felt comfortable around her.

      Andrea was waiting right outside the shop and held the door for me to enter before her. I ordered my hot chocolate and the coffee to go. “I can’t stay long,” I told her once we were seated at a small bistro table in the corner.

      “I’ll make this quick, then.” She straightened her suit jacket. “I take it that you know about my abilities?”

      I thought back to what Jem told me at the compound. “You read auras, right? You see people’s strengths and weaknesses.”

      “That’s the gist of it, yes, but there’s more. When it comes to supernaturals, I sense specific details about their abilities. I can usually determine exactly what they can do and how well.”

      “Okay . . .” Where was she going with this?

      “When I met you at the spa, I sensed something rather . . .” She paused, tugging at her jacket again. I realized she was uneasy, which didn’t seem like a typical state for her. “. . . Peculiar about you.”

      Peculiar? What did that mean? And did it explain why she’d reacted so strangely when she first caught sight of me? It had to.

      “What did you sense about me?” I asked cautiously.

      “You’re the descendant of a witch. You are a witch.”

      Andrea’s countenance was entirely somber, but I started laughing anyway. “That’s ridiculous. I can’t be a witch.”

      “Adele, I understand this must be a shock, but it’s true. If what I’m reading from you is correct, you come from a long line of powerful witches who settled in this area in the 1600s.”

      As she continued talking, it hit me that she was serious. She believed I was a witch. It couldn’t be true, could it? Wouldn’t I have known?

      “I don’t understand. Are you saying I’m a Psych and a witch? Is that even possible? Or am I psychic because I’m a witch?” Just speaking the words aloud made me want to start laughing again. It was too insane to even consider.

      “You’re definitely both. I can detect the two disparate parts of you. One is psychic, and the other is magical.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but how can you be sure that other part is magical? Do you know any witches?”

      Andrea smiled kindly, making me feel a little guilty for questioning her. But this wasn’t something I could accept at face value. I had to know for sure.

      “When I was a teenager, one of my best friends was a witch. I could immediately sense it in her aura, though I didn’t understand what it meant until she eventually revealed her secret to me. You have that same quality to your aura, Adele. There’s no mistaking it.”

      “But why didn’t I know? My mother was a Psych, but she never said anything about being a witch. She would have told me.”

      “Then, you might want to start by looking into your father’s family. Grandmothers, cousins, aunts.”

      That was easier said than done. Dad didn’t have any siblings, and his mother died years ago. I didn’t know any of his extended family, and now that I thought about it, that was odd in and of itself. I vaguely remembered my grandmother mentioning a sister she’d had a falling out with before I was born. It was a place to start, at least.

      Our drinks were delivered, and Andrea waited until the barista returned to the counter to continue. “But I have to warn you. If Psychs have gone underground in the last few decades, witches have done so on an infinitely more dramatic level. It’s possible most of them have left the area, or maybe they’ve cloaked themselves with spells. I’m not sure. But I do know that I haven’t sensed a witch in years . . . until you.”

      Great. So even if I did ascertain my witchy ancestral line, there was a good chance I’d never track any of them down.

      I took a sip of my drink and wished I’d thought to grab five miniature marshmallows from the stash I kept at the shop. Hot chocolate was never the same without them, and I needed that extra comfort right now. The comfort brought on by the memory of my mother making my favorite drink exactly the way I liked it. It wasn’t one I needed to touch a person or an object for. This memory was carved into my heart.

      Returning my attention to Andrea, I asked, “Why didn’t you say something that day at the spa?”

      “I assumed you were aware of your heritage, but Noah assured me you didn’t even know witches were real.” His lie detector abilities, of course. “I wasn’t sure if it was my place to tell you, but Noah and Jem insisted that you needed to know right away, especially after your encounter with Collectors. Maybe this explains why they reached out to you. Adding a Psych-witch hybrid to their payroll would undoubtedly be a feather in their cap.”

      In a daze, I nodded. How could this be real? But if it wasn’t, why would she go to the trouble of seeking me out to lie about it? My life was officially getting more and more fucked up by the day.

      “I know you need to get back to work, so I won’t keep you any longer.”

      Her words didn’t register until she stood, and I blinked a few times, trying to snap out of it. “Thank you for letting me know.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m sure we’ll meet again soon.”

      Andrea left the coffee shop, but I stayed in my seat, too stunned to move. Out of everything she could have said to me, I would have never guessed she’d reveal that I was a witch. And what did that even mean? Did I have magical powers? Could I start a fire or make it rain with a simple swish and flick of my nonexistent wand? Should I have been spending my formative years learning spells instead of history and algebra?

      Most importantly, did I even want to know the answers to my questions?
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      By the time I got home from work, the mystery of my supposedly witchy ancestry was all I could think about. Even if I had no interest in adding the actual practice of witchcraft to my already-complicated life, I needed to know more.

      But, first, I had to figure out how to ask my dad about his family tree without making him suspicious. If I didn’t come up with something in the next few minutes, he would disappear to his weekly poker game, and I’d be stuck obsessing about it until tomorrow morning.

      When I heard him retrieving bottles of beer from the refrigerator, I desperately looked around the living room for inspiration. Without taking time to think through my plan, I pushed the framed photograph of my grandmother off the bookshelf, and it clattered to the floor. The glass front shattered, and I cried out in fake horror.

      “Adele?” Dad called from the kitchen. “What happened?”

      “Just me being clumsy.” Leaving the glass on the floor, I picked up the broken frame and carried it into the kitchen. I held it out for my dad’s inspection. “Sorry about that. I’ll pick up a new one tomorrow.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We probably have an extra frame around here somewhere.”

      “Maybe I should change out the photograph while I’m at it. Do you have more pictures of your mother somewhere?”

      “In the attic, with the rest of her things,” he answered distractedly as he added a packet of Ranch dip mix to a bowl of sour cream.

      “Don’t tell me you’re taking veggies and dip to poker night,” I teased.

      He paused in stirring to grin at me. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s for the hot wings.”

      “Right. I should have known.”

      I went back to studying the photograph, willing it to provide more information about my heritage, but it gave me nothing. My grandmother sat in a rocking chair with a baby in her arms, the very picture of tenderness. I couldn’t have found a photograph of a woman less likely to be a witch if I’d tried. Still, I couldn’t discount her based on looks alone.

      “What about grandma’s sister?” I attempted to ask casually. “Do you know anything about her?”

      “My Aunt Ruby?” Dad asked, like he hadn’t thought of that name in years. “She was around some when I was growing up, but she and your grandmother seemed to always be arguing.”

      “What about?”

      “How would I know?” he said with a shrug. “They would do that angry whisper thing women do. I never had any idea what was going on.”

      “Do you know if she’s still alive?”

      “I’ve never heard that she passed away, but I’m not sure if anyone would know to contact me.” My dad finished packing up his cooler and set it next to the garage door. “Why the sudden interest in your great aunt?”

      As expected, he couldn’t answer a simple question without getting suspicious. Not that I blamed him. I didn’t bring up the past much. It seemed simpler to focus on the here and now.

      “I don’t know. I just think it’s strange that I’ve never met her.”

      “Well, your grandmother probably forbade it. Whatever caused them to stop speaking must have been serious, because Mom refused to talk about it or her after that.”

      I tried to imagine my even-tempered grandmother cutting off contact with her only sister and struggled to bring the picture into focus. What could have been so bad that it resulted in a permanent fissure between them?

      “That’s sad.”

      “Yeah, it is. She was a fun aunt. I bet you would have liked her.” Dad ruffled my hair as he passed. “Any plans tonight?”

      “Nope. I’m staying in and relaxing.”

      “Try not to have too much fun,” he said dryly.

      “Pretty sure that’s my line.”

      As soon as I heard the garage door shut behind my dad’s truck, I ran upstairs and changed into a pair of old sweatpants, a T-shirt, and work gloves. If there was anything to be found in the attic, I was determined to hunt it down, even if it took all night.

      I flung open the storage bin filled with emergency supplies that Dad made me keep in my closet and searched for a portable light. Finding a heavy-duty flashlight and a solar lantern that could also plug into my phone, I shoved them both in a tote with a bottle of water and a protein bar. If I was going to achieve my goal before my dad returned home, I couldn’t count on having time to eat dinner or even take any breaks.

      Then, I grabbed the step stool from the hall closet and stood on it to tug on the string to pull down the ladder. Flashlight in hand, I climbed the narrow ladder into the attic. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been up here. It wasn’t one of those attics that felt like an extension of the house. No, this space was barely tall enough to stand in and didn’t have any electricity or ventilation. It was dark, creepy, and it smelled musty and stale. If I made it through the next few hours without encountering a rodent—dead or alive—I’d call it a win.

      The lantern lit most of the space, so I was able to maneuver the piles of boxes, old furniture, and random assortment of odds and ends without hurting myself . . . too much. Hardly anything was labeled, and there didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the placement of objects. Not that I was surprised; my dad wasn’t the most orderly person in the world. I’d have to spend a few of my days off this winter reorganizing. My life should be back to normal by then. Hopefully.

      It took close to a half-hour, but I finally managed to locate my grandmother’s belongings in one of the back corners. Since there wasn’t enough room to stand comfortably, I cleared off an old desk and sat on it while I sifted through boxes. The first few stacks of them were filled with items that might have been important to her but provided absolutely no insight on her extended family. There were enough dishes, stationery, lace doilies, and knickknacks to fill an entire shelving unit in the antique shop.

      I’d almost given up hope of finding anything when I discovered a wooden trunk hidden beneath a pile of blankets and other bedding. Using a pillowcase, I wiped away a thick layer of dust, then shined the flashlight directly on the front of the trunk.

      My pulse fluttered with excitement and recognition, but not because I’d seen this particular piece before. In fact, if I was correct in my initial assessment, I’d only seen photographs of furniture made by this craftsman.

      Regardless of who made it, I was fairly certain it was a Seventeenth-Century American piece. The rectangular box was made of red oak and had a simple design relative to European furniture of the same period. Its plainness was offset by a detailed carving of a rose on the front.

      I attempted to lift the lid, but the trunk was locked. Just my luck, I thought. Another old lock. Another lost key.

      I clenched my hands in frustration, and the thick fabric of my gloves rubbed against my skin. The unwelcome sensation reminded me that I did have another option. It was so new, so unexpected, I kept forgetting about it.

      Without hesitation, I removed my gloves and flung them on the desk. Then, I sat on the floor and closed my eyes. Help me, Grandma, I whispered as I reached out and touched the trunk.

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up, but I barely feel it as a more significant observation snags my attention.

      I can see.

      The image is fuzzy, but I can make out a young woman sitting on top of the trunk, smiling. Another woman is standing nearby with her arms crossed.

      “Ruby,” the one standing says with a huff. “For the last time, go away before I make you disappear.”

      “Are you going to use magic?” Ruby replies, still smiling. “Because that’s the only way you’ll get me to move.”

      “No!” the woman I now recognize as a young version of my grandmother shouts. “No more magic. Ever. I’m done with it, and if you knew what was good for you, you would be too.”

      “It’s who you are. Why are you fighting so hard?”

      As Grandma’s arms drop to her side, my chest tightens and my vision blurs. “Because I’ll never have a normal life with magic in it.”

      “You already do. You have a husband and a baby. There’s no reason you have to denounce magic.”

      “You don’t get it. That’s exactly why I have to denounce it. I don’t want them to ever know about me. And I can’t risk them getting hurt because of who I am.” Her posture straightens. “I won’t.”

      “Then why did you give Adam the Rose surname? It’s a coven tradition, after all.”

      “I wanted to honor Mother, but it was a mistake. I would change it if I could.”

      Ruby reluctantly stands and steps away from the trunk. “Fine. Lock away everything that makes you a Rose. But don’t be surprised when you realize you’ll never truly be able to escape it.”

      She disappears from view, and Grandma leans forward and locks the trunk while chanting a string of unintelligible words. Without pausing, she walks to the open window and flings the key into the woods. “It’s done,” she whispers, and her melancholy is my own as my vision once more fades to black.

      With my grandmother’s emotions still stirring inside me, I opened my eyes and blinked in the lantern’s soft light.

      Holy Hermione on a broomstick. “I’m a witch.”
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      The gentle ringing of my alarm woke me, and my first coherent thought was, thank god. Even after yesterday’s revelations, I’d managed to sleep through the night. It probably helped that as soon as I’d escaped the attic, I’d taken the longest, hottest shower in history. Then, instead of my usual cup of soothing hot chocolate, I’d downed a glass of wine and then another before crawling into bed.

      Fortunately, I had to work this morning and, afterward, planned to head straight for the Drake estate for my first yoga session with Noah. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to humiliating myself in front of him, but I was relieved to have a busy day. The last thing I needed was to dwell on my newly-discovered status as a witch.

      Even though my vision had proved Andrea right, I wasn’t itching to jump on the magic bandwagon. Not that I had a clue how to do so, anyway. I couldn’t access the trunk since it seemed that Grandma had put some kind of spell on it, and the key was clearly lost forever. My best bet was to talk to the mysterious Aunt Ruby. I just had to find her first.

      In the meantime, I would focus on controlling my abilities—assuming that was actually possible—and avoiding Collectors at all costs.

      After an uneventful morning in the shop, I drove to Virginia Beach and texted Noah when I got close to the estate. I noticed a missed call and message from Trevor but ignored them. There was no way I could explain where I was or what I was doing without lying. If I told him I was taking a yoga class, he’d most likely offer to join me, and that wasn’t happening. I’d have to come up with a believable excuse later.

      The gate was already opening when I arrived, and I guided my CR-V up the tree-lined drive, as much in awe of my surroundings as the first time I’d caught sight of the gorgeous mansion and grounds. I parked off to the right side of the front door and was relieved to see Noah waiting for me. I had absolutely no desire to walk through the house and chance running into Mr. Assface. My day was going too well for that.

      I grabbed my gym bag before meeting Noah, who was already decked out in a fitted tee and a pair of workout pants that were loose above the knees but tapered down to the ankles. His blue eyes were covered by dark sunglasses, and his face was set in a mildly pleasant expression. It was impossible to gauge his mood, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d only agreed to this lesson to please Jem. Why should he care whether or not I was able to gain more control over my abilities? He didn’t know me beyond our two brief meetings, and the last time we were together, I’d caused him obvious pain.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Adele.”

      The words were spoken softly, as usual, but there was a strength to them. Noah had read my emotions and was assuring me that he wanted me here. I waited for anxiety or self-consciousness to hit me, but they didn’t. It was disconcerting to think he automatically knew way too much about me by proximity alone. But, strangely, I didn’t feel uncomfortable around him.

      I grinned. “I guess I should just be glad you can’t read my actual thoughts.”

      “Why? Are you hiding something?”

      Hearing the teasing lilt to his voice, I nodded. “A girl’s entitled to a few secrets.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree,” he said as he started walking along a stone pathway that headed away from the house. “No man wants to know everything that goes on in a woman’s mind. We can’t handle it.”

      “Too true.”

      “How about your boyfriend? Do you keep secrets from him?”

      I tripped—total coincidence, of course—and Noah reached out a hand to steady me. Once I’d righted myself, he immediately dropped my arm.

      “Sorry. I know you don’t like to be touched.”

      “It’s okay. That’s why I wear long sleeves year-round.” While training my eyes on the smooth stones beneath my feet, I said, “And, yes, I keep secrets from Trevor. Too many, especially now.”

      Like who I was currently with. And what I’d actually done in Richmond on Thursday. And the fact that I was psychic . . . and a witch, whatever that meant.

      The secrets between us had started as a small but significant stack of bricks. They were an obstacle, but I’d been able to move around them without too much difficulty. Everything had changed in the last week, though. The bricks were piling up so fast, they would transform into a house before I knew it. And if things continued as they’d been going, I’d end up with a fucking pyramid standing in my way.

      Noah paused, and I glanced up, seeing that his face had drained of color in the last few moments.

      “Damn it, I’m sorry. I don’t even realize it’s happening.” Remembering Jem’s coaching, I closed my eyes and completed several rounds of deep breathing until my heart rate was down and my jumbled thoughts had cleared.

      When I opened my eyes, I found that Noah had pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head, and he was watching me with those brilliant blues. His lean features softened into obvious sympathy . . . or was it empathy? He literally experienced my emotions, which put him in the unique position of understanding how I felt. And as selfish as it made me, that knowledge lifted some of my burden.

      Ever since my mother’s death, my isolation had seemed absolute.

      And now? My life had twisted and contorted into something unrecognizable.

      But I wasn’t alone in my secrets anymore.

      “Better?” Noah asked, though I had a feeling he already knew the answer.

      “Yes.”

      He started walking again, and a minute later, we were standing on the surprisingly wide porch of a small, white house. It was clearly designed to coordinate with the main house, but it had distinctive craftsman details that made it homier than the mansion. Large trees surrounded the guesthouse, blocking all views of the lake and potential neighbors. With only the stone walkway leading to it, I could almost imagine that we were in a fairy tale cottage instead of a ritzy neighborhood in Virginia Beach.

      “Welcome to the guesthouse,” Noah said as he pushed open the front door.

      The moment I stepped over the threshold, a sense of home washed over me. If I ever worked up to moving out of my childhood home, I could picture myself living someplace exactly like this. Between the high ceilings, large windows, and comfortable-looking minimalistic furniture, the limited square footage was barely noticeable. The kitchen took up one wall, while a built-in storage cabinet and bookshelf covered another. Noah had pushed the ottoman that doubled as a coffee table into the corner, and two yoga mats were placed on the wood floor in front of the couch.

      “I love it. It’s cozy.”

      Noah chuckled. “Isn’t that code for tiny?”

      “Absolutely not. I happen to adore quaint. It’s perfect.”

      “It’s perfect for me, anyway.” He pointed to one of two doors down the hall. “The bedroom and bathroom are through there, if you want to change.”

      “Thank you.”

      As I changed into yoga pants, a sports bra, and a long-sleeve T-shirt, I took a good look at Noah’s bedroom and bathroom. Both were spotless, not even a stray sock to be found. There weren’t many personal effects on display, nothing to give me a sense of the man in the next room. So, he’s a neat freak who clearly likes his privacy. It wasn’t much to go on.

      I looked down at my crisp white gloves and groaned. I’d forgotten to bring extra gloves along, and I hated to get these sweaty and dirty. Deciding that the likelihood I would have a vision from touching the yoga mat was slight, I removed them and tucked them in my bag with my other clothes.

      “You promise to go easy on me, right?” I asked Noah as I returned to the living room.

      “I promise.”

      He held out a small shopping bag, and I took it and peeked inside. A pair of pink athletic gloves were inside, the tag still on, though the price had been blacked out. By the brand, I knew they were expensive.

      “Hopefully, those will work for you. They’re non-slip, made specifically for yoga.”

      I yanked off the tag and pulled them on. They molded perfectly to my hands, and I couldn’t seem to stop staring at them. No one had bought gloves for me since my mother died. My “issues” were a topic my dad had become proficient at avoiding. He never gave me a hard time about my insistence on wearing gloves, but he hadn’t seemed to want to encourage the behavior either. And George gave me gift cards to my favorite stores for gloves, but he’d never outright purchased any for me either.

      This was a first, and I was stunned speechless by the thoughtful act. Even though I knew Noah was picking up on my every emotion, I couldn’t stop the gratefulness from welling up in my chest. It was such a simple gesture, but it meant everything. It meant acceptance and support, two things I’d never expected to experience at this level again.

      “Thank you,” I finally said. The words seemed superfluous, because he knew how I felt, but I wanted to voice them anyway.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Before I could allow myself to melt under his soft, knowing tone, I marched over to one of the yoga mats and plopped down. We’d start by stretching, right?

      “Okay, Rafiki. Let’s do this.”

      He gave me a confused look as he joined me. “Should I get that reference?”

      My mouth dropped open in faux horror. “Rafiki . . . The Lion King . . . the meditating baboon?”

      At my final description, he nodded. “Oh, right. Well, in the spirit of Rafiki, we can start with the quarter lotus pose. It’s good for meditation.” He moved to the middle of his yoga mat, and I copied him. “Sit with your back straight and your legs loosely crossed.”

      I did that and waited. When he didn’t provide additional instructions, I turned to look at him. “Now what?”

      “That’s it. Close your eyes and try to clear your mind.”

      “But shouldn’t I sit like this?” I asked as I adjusted my legs so that my feet were resting on the opposite thighs and put my arms out in what I thought of as the “om” position. “That’s what Rafiki does.”

      “Well, that’s the full lotus pose, sort of,” he added under his breath. “But I didn’t think you were ready for it yet. You might want to stick with the quarter lotus for now.”

      I looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “No offense, but you really just want me to sit here cross-legged like I did in kindergarten? How is that going to help me?”

      Noah’s lips quirked. “We’ll get to the more difficult poses, but for meditation, the most important thing is quieting your mind. That’s what I want to focus on first.”

      “Okay,” I sighed. “Whatever you say.” I went back to the earlier pose and closed my eyes.

      Much like Jem had done two days before, Noah led me in a deep breathing exercise for several minutes. “Now, I want you to find something specific to focus on.”

      Thoughts bounced around in my head like pinballs, but I couldn’t seem to come up with a single thing to fixate on. “Like what?”

      “I like to concentrate on something in nature. A seed slowly growing to a stalk, sprouting leaves, unveiling a bud, and then finally blooming into a flower, for instance.”

      Unable to help myself, I opened my eyes. Noah was still sitting perfectly upright, but he seemed to be staring out the windows and into the trees.

      “That’s kind of poetic.”

      His head dipped, but I wasn’t sure if it was from embarrassment or acknowledgment. “Not really. I’ve always spent a lot of time in nature, so it makes sense for me.”

      “Alone?” I couldn’t resist asking.

      His gaze sought mine, and the sadness that always seemed to surround him was more pronounced than ever. “Trees and plants don’t have emotions.”

      “They also aren’t great conversationalists. You must get lonely.”

      “I’m a full-blown introvert. I’m happiest alone.” The words were spoken easily, but I knew he wasn’t being completely honest. He may wear his loneliness like a badge of honor, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t affected by it.

      “At least you have Jem and Stowe . . . when you want them around, that is.”

      “Not Jameson?”

      I scrunched up my face in obvious disgust. “Why would anyone want him around?”

      Noah’s soft chuckle made me smile. If I could be the cause of that pensiveness of his disappearing for even a moment, it was worth it.

      “You’ll change your mind about him, I’m certain of it.”

      The mere thought of Mr. Hot and—wait, no, Mr. Assface—destroyed any benefit I’d gained from my breathing exercises. He was a lost cause, as far as I was concerned. “I’m not.”

      “Well, in the meantime, we should get back to the lesson. If you can’t think of anything to focus on, concentrate on your breathing for now. I’ll text you the names of several apps that might help when you meditate at home.”

      I groaned. “Don’t tell me you’re going to make me do this every day?”

      “Twice a day would be best. First thing in the morning and again in the evening, when you’re relaxed. You might want to try drinking tea and doing some stretches before attempting to meditate.”

      “I’m more of a hot chocolate girl.”

      He laughed, and his angular face was again transformed. “I’m not sure that’ll have the same effect, but you can give it a try.”

      After that, we moved on to what Noah described as “simple” yoga poses, and I discovered that I was more out of shape than I’d ever imagined. Even the poses that seemed easy made my muscles shake before the allotted time was up. How could something that looked like a piece of cake hurt so much? Mmm, cake. Maybe that would be my reward for surviving this lesson . . . assuming I survived.

      “Okay, last one before our cool down,” Noah said as he moved into position to demonstrate. I tried to listen to his instructions, but all I could seem to focus on was his ass, which was now sticking up in the air. For someone so lean, he had a great ass. It was round and firm, probably from his daily yoga sessions.

      “Yeah, can you not watch me do this?” I really didn’t want him getting what would be an undoubtedly unflattering view of my backside. Suddenly, my long walks and treadmill time didn’t seem like such a comprehensive exercise plan.

      He slowly moved back to a sitting position before grinning up at me. “What, and miss the best part?”

      “Very funny.”

      “I promise to be a gentleman and do my best to keep my attention on your form instead of your assets.”

      “You’re a regular comedian today,” I muttered, though I couldn’t resist smiling. “Let’s just get this over with.”
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      “Whoa, girl. What happened to you?”

      “What does it look like?" I groaned from my spot on the floor. After that last pose and a surprisingly intense cool down, I'd laid down on my mat and refused to move an inch. “Yoga is hard.”

      Jem moved into my line of sight, her rainbow hair falling over her shoulders. “Practice makes perfect.”

      “More like practice makes pathetic. I don’t think I'm cut out for this meditation and mind over body shit. My body can't handle it.”

      “Well, I'm sorry to say it, but you have bigger problems.”

      I rose up onto my elbows to look at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Jameson had another vision.” She stared down at her boots. “And you're not going to like it.”

      My good mood—despite the pain I was experiencing—vanished in a second, and I couldn't decide if I should run from the room or lie back down and pretend like the world didn’t exist.

      Pushing up from the floor, I stood on wobbly legs and asked, “It's about me again, isn't it?”

      Jem still couldn’t look me in the eye as her gaze darted around the room. “We should probably wait for Noah. Where is he?”

      “Right here,” he answered, coming out of his bedroom with a towel draped around his bare shoulders and water dripping from his hair. It looked darker than ever and was sticking up in every direction. I wanted to run my fingers through it. No, I wanted to look away. But I couldn't keep my appreciative gaze from skimming over his intensely corded muscles and narrow waist. He was lean, sure, but everything about his upper body screamed toned strength. “What's wrong?”

      “Jameson apparently had another vision, probably of my demise.” My snarkiness would distract him from my ogling, right?

      “It wasn't that,” Jem said. “It's about Trevor.”

      My legs officially gave out, and I dropped to the couch. “What. About. Trevor?”

      “Maybe you should let Jameson tell you,” she said in a fake cheery voice. “I just got the condensed version, anyway. It’s nothing too terrible, though.”

      “How reassuring.”

      She wrinkled her nose at me. “Why don’t you take a shower and then come over to the main house and hear it straight from the horse’s mouth?”

      “The ass’s mouth, you mean?”

      Jem laughed. “Yep, that’s exactly what I meant.”

      “Okay.” Turning to Noah, I forced my eyes to remain on his face. “You don’t mind if I use your shower?”

      “Not at all.”

      I looked down at my noticeably sweaty clothes. “You don’t happen to have a pair of sweats and shirt I can borrow, do you?” The thought of putting my snug-fitting work clothes back on after that workout was unbearable.

      “I’m sure I can come up with something.”

      “Thanks.”

      For once, my shower was quick. I did take a few extra seconds to inhale Noah’s body wash, which was an expensive-looking organic brand I’d never heard of. Its scent was faint, but I could detect hints of eucalyptus and vanilla.

      After turning the water off, I wrapped myself in a huge, luxurious towel and then opened the door and peeked into the bedroom. It was empty, but Noah had placed a pair of boxer briefs, black sweats, and a blue sweatshirt on the bed. Before pulling the shirt over my head, I noticed that the front read, “PEOPLE . . . NOT A BIG FAN.” I would bet twenty bucks that Jem bought it for him.

      Feeling a little too comfortable in Noah’s things, I re-entered the living room, where he and Jem were waiting for me.

      Jem grinned when she saw what I was wearing. “Adele looks good in your clothes, don’t you think, Noah?”

      He ducked his head. “I plead the fifth.”

      We were quiet on the walk to the main house. I had a feeling Jem just wanted to get to her brother before I forced her to tell me about the vision, and Noah’s silence was easily explained by his personality. It wasn’t that he didn’t talk, obviously, but he seemed to save his words for when he had something important to say. Or when he could make a joke at Jem’s expense.

      Jameson and Stowe were in the den, watching football like nothing interesting was going on. I guessed, for them, a glimpse into my boyfriend’s future wasn’t all that interesting.

      Stowe stood when we entered the room. “Don’t you look adorable?” he said as he tugged on my ponytail.

      I shot him a smile but quickly turned to Jameson. “So? What happened in your vision?”

      He didn’t bother turning his attention from the television. “Not much. A woman, probably a Collector, talked to him about you.”

      “That’s it?” I asked in exasperation. “You can’t offer any more details?”

      “Why don’t you just read Jameson’s memory?” Stowe asked. “If he focuses on the vision, you can see it, right?”

      I stared at his bearded face as my mind processed the suggestion. Though it was rather obvious, the thought wouldn’t have crossed my mind. I’d never used my abilities like that, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to start now. And, besides, it didn’t exactly fall under the emotional memory category for Jameson. Who was to say that touching him would result in a vision at all?

      On the other hand, maybe it was worth a try. Wouldn’t it be better to see exactly what was going to happen? Since I actually knew Trevor, maybe I could pick up on helpful details that Jameson missed.

      The only problem—I’d have to come into physical contact with the enemy. Hell’s bells.

      “I don’t know,” I hedged, not wanting to explain my true hesitation. “It probably won’t work.”

      Jameson paused the game, then got up from the couch and smirked at me. Of course, he did. “You scared, little girl?”

      Little girl? Little girl? Was he kidding me right now?

      With a growl that sounded more like a kitten’s than a tiger’s, I stomped over to him. “Not even a little bit.”

      I yanked off my gloves, ready to get on with it, when Jameson moved back a step. “How do I know you’re not going to put a spell on me or something? Isn’t that what witches do?”

      Inordinately pleased with my witchy ancestry all of a sudden, I bestowed a slow, wicked smile on him. “Now who’s scared?” I advanced two steps, so that I was crowding his personal space. “Surely, you aren’t intimidated by this little girl?”

      Those hard brown eyes seemed to melt, like the center of molten chocolate lava cake and—

      Disgusted with myself, I looked away. I refused to notice even one thing that was appealing about this infuriating man. And what was with me and cake today?

      Before I had a chance to hurl another insult at him, Jameson grabbed my waist with one hand and the back of my neck with the other. My skin blazed under his warm touch, but I didn’t have a chance to react as I became lost in his memories.

      Trevor is sitting alone at a round table for two. A woman with long, black hair takes the seat across from him. Although the scene is distorted, it’s obvious that she’s beautiful.

      “Aren’t you Trevor?” the woman purrs.

      “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      “No, I’m a friend of Adele’s.” She holds a hand out for him, and he shakes it. “Sheila.”

      “Hello. I’m afraid I don’t remember her mentioning you.”

      “Our acquaintance is recent. I work for the company that is trying to recruit her.”

      “Really? I can’t imagine that she’d ever leave her antique shop. She loves it.”

      Sheila tosses her hair over her shoulder and leans forward. “That’s where you come in. I happen to think you have the power to persuade her.”

      Trevor laughs. “You must not know Adele very well. She has a mind of her own.”

      “I see,” Sheila says, her voice unnaturally smooth. “Give her a message from me, then?” She reaches out and strokes his forearm with her blood-red fingernails. “Adele’s future at Whitehurst Antiques is looking grim. If she wants to save her shop, and her relationship with you, she will accept the job that’s been offered to her. Understand?” she whispers seductively.

      Trevor nods.

      And that was it. I blinked, realizing I’d never closed my eyes. I’d been staring at Jameson’s Adam’s apple this entire time. My gaze meandered up, past his luscious lips and masculine nose, until it mingled with his. It was as intense as ever, but for a second, I could have sworn it drifted to my mouth.

      Pushing out of his pseudo-embrace, I asked. “What the hell is she? A succubus or something?”

      “What do you mean?” Noah asked.

      I described the woman in the vision and how she’d seemed to assert a sort of influence over Trevor.

      “Hmm.” Noah’s brow furrowed in concentration. “I’d say she’s telepathic with some kind of mind control ability.”

      Jameson relaxed against the back of the couch. “I agree. She likely influenced him to make sure he would repeat the exact threat to you. Or, will, I guess, since it hasn’t happened yet.”

      “I need to go.” I started toward the door. I had to put a stop to all of this before it went any further. Allowing Trevor to get involved in my mess was not an option.

      “Wait,” Jem cried. “Slow down. We don’t even know when this will happen.”

      “And what if it’s happening now?” I said without stopping. “That she-devil could be hooking her talons into Trevor as we speak.” I shuddered to think how else she might try to control him. She didn’t seem like the type to be held back by scruples. And, no, I didn’t feel bad about judging this particular book by its cover. She was a Collector. Enough said.

      “It’s not today.” Jameson’s voice cut through my harried thoughts, and I spun around.

      “How do you know?”

      “There was a knit hat on the table, and Sheila was wearing a wool coat. The temperature is too warm for either of those today. It’ll probably happen after the cold front hits in a few days.”

      I ran the memory through my mind again, and though I could recall the conversation perfectly, the view of the couple was still hazy. I couldn’t even make out the details of Sheila’s face. The only thing I could reasonably deduce was that the vision took place at the coffee shop a few blocks from Trevor’s apartment. There were small, round tables next to the windows, and he went there almost daily.

      “I don’t understand. I should have seen exactly what you did.”

      “When I touched you, the memory played back to me like a video.” Jameson was scowling, and his words were stilted, like he was having to force them out. “It was clearer, and I noticed things I didn’t when I had the original vision.”

      As unhappy as he was about the admission, I was doubly so. What was going on with my abilities? How were things changing so much and so fast?

      For the first time ever, I’d read a memory that didn’t seem to be tied to strong emotions. In fact, I hadn’t felt anything other than my own reactions during the vision. Why now?

      “What’s with the glum face?” Jem asked. “This means you can do things you never knew about. It’s exciting!”

      There were a lot of words I could think of to describe my current emotional state. Frustrated? Worried? Horrified? All true.

      But excited? No. Not even a little bit.

      I didn’t have to look at Noah to know my inner turmoil was affecting him, so I strode out of the room without glancing back. If I stayed, Jem would urge me to take deep breaths, but I didn’t want to calm down. I wanted to worry about Trevor and the antique shop. I wanted to obsess over the new facets of my psychic abilities. I even wanted to wallow in self-pity.

      When I somehow ended up in the kitchen instead of the foyer, I opened the French doors and walked out onto the patio. The glistening water of the pool beckoned to me, so I kicked off my shoes, rolled up Noah’s sweats, and sat on the edge and dipped my feet in the water. It was warmer than I expected, and I was half-tempted to strip down to his boxers and slide in.

      “I’m sure Jem could lend you a swimsuit.”

      I jumped at the sound of Stowe’s deep voice but didn’t turn around. “That’s okay. I’ve probably overstayed my welcome as it is.”

      Stowe’s bare feet came into view, and I knew if I looked up, he’d be towering over me. “Is it okay if I join you?”

      “Sure.”

      Stowe sat a comfortable distance from me and dangled his long legs over the side of the pool. If he was bothered by his jeans getting wet, he didn’t show it. He just sat there, silent, while I watched the ripples I caused by gently kicking my feet.

      I’d thought I wanted to be alone, but his presence was surprisingly welcome. I didn’t understand it; I barely knew the guy. What I did know, though, I liked. He was nice. Easy to be around. Charming in a funny way. And there was an openness to him that I found extremely appealing.

      After we’d been sitting there long enough for my fair skin to start to freckle, Stowe finally spoke. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Which part?”

      “Any of it. Or none of it. It’s up to you.”

      “Will you tell me something about you, instead?” I shifted my position so I could watch him. “All I know is that you’re a telepath, you live here with the rest of the Psych Squad, and you work at the spa.” And you have a ridiculously hot body.

      An easy grin split his face. “You also know I have a huge crush on you, Daphne. Can’t forget about that.”

      “Stop it.” I kicked in his direction, and a small spray of water landed in his lap. Score one for the redhead. “You probably say that to every girl you see.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “I’ll stop, but I’m not joking. You make me laugh, and I happen to think you’re pretty damn cute when you get all riled up, especially when Jameson is involved. You’re the only female, besides Jem, who has ever made him squirm. It’s impressive.”

      “You still haven’t told me anything about yourself,” I reminded him, sidestepping further discussion about his surly friend.

      He shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. I’m a normal guy. I like football and food and girls. Nothing that would interest someone like you.”

      “Someone like me?”

      Stowe turned his head to look out over the lake. “You know. Someone who likes history and antiques and reading. You own your own business. You’re successful. And you’re a really talented psychic.”

      His shoulders sagged as he spoke, and I didn’t understand it. Why was he so down on himself? Did he not like his job? Or did this all stem from his issues with his own abilities? I was dying to ask him, but it didn’t feel like the right time. We needed to learn the basics about each other before diving into the hard stuff.

      “Wait. How do you know I like history and reading?” The antiques part was obvious.

      He shot me a mischievous smile. “I looked you up online. I couldn’t find you on any social media, but I read your bio on your website.”

      “How resourceful of you. What were you expecting to find?”

      “Nothing in particular. You intrigued me as soon as we met, and I was curious.”

      “Hmm.” I studied his round, happy face, but couldn’t find any fault in what’d he’d said. If I’d thought of it, I probably would have searched for Jameson, Jem, and Noah the day we met.

      Remembering my first, uh, view of him, I asked, “What about your tattoo? It’s a mountain range, right?”

      “Yeah.” He lifted his shirt and twisted so I could see the full design as it wrapped around his side and to his back. The artwork was simple but rugged, unique and beautiful . . . kind of like the man himself. “It’s the mountains around Stowe, Vermont. My parents would take me there every winter for vacation. It was our happy place.”

      “The tattoo is in memory of them?”

      So much for avoiding the hard questions, but this was the perfect opening. If Andrea had been the guardian for Stowe, Noah, Jem, and Jameson when they were minors, what happened to their parents?

      “Yes. I got it on the tenth anniversary of their deaths.”

      “Do you mean . . . they died at the same time?”

      “No one has told you yet?”

      I shook my head.

      Stowe stared down at his empty palms. “All of our parents were killed in the same fire.”

      My heart ached for the four children whose worlds were destroyed in a single day. Though I’d been devastated when my mother died, I’d still had Dad and George. I couldn’t imagine what it would have been like if I’d lost my dad as well.

      “What happened?”

      “They were all at my house for an ‘adults’ night.’ That’s what they called it when they got Andrea to stay with us kids somewhere else while they had dinner and drank wine and played cards or watched a movie or whatever. They were in the basement, the only place in the house that had enough comfortable seating for everyone. There was a gas explosion . . .” He shrugged, but it wasn’t flippant. It was more like he couldn’t explain it, but he’d accepted that fact. “And they didn’t make it out.”

      My vision blurred, and I tried to come up with the right thing to say. But there was no right thing. I knew that as well as anyone. There was only comfort, in whatever slight way I could offer it.

      I stretched my hand out toward Stowe’s shoulder, surprised when I realized my hand was bare. I must have dropped my gloves during the whole . . . encounter . . . with Jameson. Squeezing lightly, I said, “I’m so sorry that happened.”

      He gave me a smile. It was smaller than his usual one, but it held more meaning. Understanding and empathy was flowing between us, and we both knew it. “Thank you.” He inhaled deeply, then his happy mask slipped back over his face. “At least we had Andrea and each other.”

      And now you have me. I was shocked when the thought flitted through my mind. I wasn’t one of them, not really. They had history, were a family. At best, I was an interloper. And if Jameson had anything to say about it, I’d be out of their lives before Thanksgiving.
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      “What kind of pizza do you like, Adele?” Jem asked as she joined us at the pool. She tossed a towel at me and another at Stowe.

      “I should probably go.” I stood, water dripping onto the concrete. While we’d been sitting outside, the sun had dipped behind the trees, and I shivered as cool air hit my wet skin. I quickly dried off before turning to Jem. “I need to talk to Trevor.”

      Her smile wavered, and she loosely grasped my arm to draw us out of Stowe’s hearing range. “I won’t make you stay, but if I’ve learned anything about glimpses into the future, it’s that you don’t want to rush into trying to change things. Stay and watch a movie with us. Relax. Then, go home and sleep on this thing with Trevor.”

      As soon as I thought about facing my boyfriend tonight, I realized how exhausted I was, physically and emotionally. Was now really the best time to attempt to navigate these newest stormy waters with him? Especially when I had no idea what direction we were headed?

      “If it helps, Jameson went out, so it’s just me, Stowe, and Noah.”

      Hell, yes, that helped. “I like pepperoni. And is there any chance we can have cake for dessert?”

      Her grin returned full-force. “I knew we were meant to be besties.”

      I followed her back into the house and said, “After you order the pizza, there’s something I need to talk to you about.” When Stowe was telling me about their parents, I realized I still hadn’t told Jem the entire story about her mother’s locket. It honestly hadn’t come up again, but I didn’t want her to think I was hiding the truth from her.

      “Sure. I’ll tell Noah to add an extra pepperoni to the order.”

      She returned a moment later and gestured toward the massive staircase leading to the second story. “Let’s go up to my room. It’s the only place in the house where I can guarantee privacy.”

      When Jem opened the door to her bedroom, I stared in delighted wonder. If ever a room personified my new friend, this would be it. The walls and furniture were white, but the bedding and other accessories were the colors of the rainbow and almost every combination they produced. Strands of  lights were draped over several of the walls, and a hammock chair hung from the ceiling. It was happy and romantic and classy all at once.

      “Magical,” I whispered.

      “Thank you.” Jem plopped on the bed and patted the spot next to her. “Now, what’s up? Did you and Stowe make out? If so, don’t feel bad. Few women can resist his burly but boyish appeal.”

      “What?” I shook my head vehemently. “No, of course not. Nothing like that.”

      “Is it about you being a witch?” she asked excitedly. “Because I’m dying to talk about that.”

      “No, that is definitely a discussion for another day.”

      Jem sighed in defeat. “Fine, then what?”

      “It’s about your mother’s locket.”

      She reached into the top opening of her shirt and pulled out the locket on a new chain, holding the heart in her hand. “What about it?”

      “I didn’t tell you everything that day in the park.” I sat on her bed, leaning against the footboard so I could face her. “When I found the locket in my mother’s desk, I had this overwhelming need to touch it. I’d never had a vision from touching an object, but that was my mother’s psychic ability, so I tried it.”

      “And you had a vision?”

      “Yes. It wasn’t like my usual ones. I couldn’t see anything, but I heard a conversation, and I felt the emotions that were swirling around the object.”

      Jem sat up straight. “You heard my mother?”

      “Both of your parents, I think.”

      “What happened?”

      Since I could recall the details of the vision with ease, I took my time describing it. The sweet-smelling perfume, the anger, the fear. Every word that was spoken.

      “Do you know what they were discussing?” I asked, once I’d relayed the entire memory.

      Jem’s brows were pinched together in concentration. “Will you repeat it again?” I started to comply, but she stopped me. “Wait, write it down instead? I want to show it to the others later.”

      “Okay.”

      She hopped up from the bed and returned with a notebook and pen. I replayed the vision again and transcribed the conversation, careful to get every word correct. “Here you go.”

      Jem read the words over and over before eventually setting the notebook aside. “I have no idea what they were talking about. What child were Collectors after? Obviously not Jameson. Maybe Noah or Stowe? Or someone we’re not even aware of?”

      “I’m sorry I don’t know more.”

      “Don’t be. It’s probably silly for me to try to figure it out.” Jem began pacing between the bed and the door. “Still . . .” She paused in front of me to ask, “Is it strange that I want to know, even if there’s no point?”

      “Not at all. My need to know was what led me to your front gate in the first place, and the mystery wasn’t even really about my mother. I just wanted to know why she kept the locket in a secret drawer.”

      “Maybe Andrea remembers something. Do you mind if I call her?”

      “Not at all.”

      Once she was seated again, she grabbed her cell and hit a few buttons before placing it on the bed between us. On the second ring, a feminine voice said, “Hello?”

      “Hi, Andrea. You’re on speakerphone with me and Adele. Can I ask you a random question?”

      “Of course. And hello, Adele.”

      “Hello.”

      Jem rolled onto her stomach to speak into the phone. “Do you know anything about a young boy that Collectors were after before my parents died? Someone my mom would have known about?”

      The line was silent for a few seconds. “Nothing comes to mind. Why do you ask?”

      Jem explained my vision and read the dialogue to her. “Any of that ring a bell? I know it’s not a lot to go on.”

      “I’m sorry, Jem, it doesn’t. But you know how it was back then. I was the youngest member of their Psych group and very much on the periphery. There was probably a lot they didn’t tell me.”

      “Okay,” Jem said with a loud exhale. “I figured, but it was worth a try. Thanks, Andrea.”

      “Not a problem. Talk to you later.”

      “Bye.”

      “Bye,” I added quickly, before Jem ended the call. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I have a feeling this will stay an unsolved mystery. I’ll ask the guys about it tomorrow, but for now, let’s go veg out on pizza in front of the big screen. How does that sound?”

      “Perfect.”

      When I arrived home hours later, I dropped onto my bed, too tired to bother changing out of my—well, Noah’s—clothes. The rest of the evening had been relaxing and fun, just as Jem had intended it. We didn’t discuss anything remotely related to Psychs, and it had felt completely normal. If I’d gone to a regular college, instead of taking my courses online, maybe I would have experienced the kind of camaraderie I was developing with three-quarters of the Psych Squad. But probably not. I still would have felt like an outsider, and these relationships would still be new and exciting.

      Before I allowed myself to fall asleep, I finally checked my messages from Trevor. He’d left a string of them in the early afternoon, but nothing since. When I read the texts, it suddenly hit me that I’d promised to spend the day with him. No wonder he’d been trying to get ahold of me. He had to be livid.

      Even though I still had no clue what I would say to him, I knew that I couldn’t keep avoiding him. So, I sent him a text.

      Me: I’m sorry about today. Will you meet me for brunch tomorrow?

      I’d almost fallen asleep when my phone dinged. With trepidation, I opened my flip phone and read the message several times.

      Trevor: I guess. The usual time and place?

      I guess? That didn’t sound like him. He was definitely mad.

      Me: Perfect. Thank you.

      When no additional messages came through, I placed the cell on my nightstand and turned away from it. I didn’t want to think about what tomorrow would hold, just like I didn’t want to think about Jameson’s vision or the Collectors breathing down my neck.

      For now, all I wanted was to answer the blessed call of sleep.
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      I took special care in dressing for my date with Trevor. The tweed skirt, paired with an emerald silk shirt that enhanced the slight green hue to my gray eyes, was dressier than needed for a Sunday afternoon at the antique shop, but I didn’t care. My clothes were my armor. As were the dainty white gloves with floral rhinestone embellishments at the wrists.

      Trevor wasn’t waiting at the door of the café like usual, so I requested a table in the quietest part of the restaurant. We always met early enough to avoid the after-church crowd, but the tables would still fill up quickly over the next half-hour. Hopefully, I would be finished with the hard part of our conversation by then . . . whatever it ended up being. I still hadn’t decided what to say to him.

      I noticed Trevor out the window before he even entered the café. His well-worn jeans hugged him in the right places, as did his black Henley. His blond hair glistened in the sunlight, and I guessed he’d gotten out of the shower minutes before leaving his apartment. He probably still smelled like soap, and I longed to snuggle into his chest and inhale his scent. It was simple. Comfortable. Like our relationship had been . . . and, suddenly, I wanted that back. Needed it, even.

      Like a lightbulb switching on, I knew what to do. I would tell him the truth. He could handle it, and once he knew about the Collectors, they wouldn’t be as much of a threat. We could anticipate their next move and plan a counterattack.

      I’d been making this so much more difficult than it needed to be. Honesty was always the best policy, right?

      My smile must have been huge as he approached the table, because he was looking at me strangely. But that was okay. Soon, he would know everything.

      “Morning, Adele.” He leaned down to place a soft kiss on my lips, and in that split second, my entire world crumbled. Again.

      With a Tim McGraw song playing in the background, my breath quickens involuntarily with feelings of attraction.

      A pretty, dark-haired woman smiles up at me—no, at Trevor—and says, “I’ve never danced with a firefighter before. Are they all as big as you?”

      His arms tighten around her curvy waist, and the jolts of attraction ignite and burn into unmistakable lust.

      Trevor laughs. “I’m going to be a gentleman and choose not to answer that question.”

      The woman blushes, her eyes shining with laughter. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t—”

      Trevor interrupts her with a kiss, and adrenaline rushes through me. It’s like I’m—Trevor’s—leaping from the tallest of buildings without fear of falling. It’s exciting. It’s beyond devastating.

      He releases the woman’s mouth, and that’s when my chest tightens painfully.

      “Shit, I’m sorry,” he says, the guilt clear in his tone. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      Pushed back into the present, I blinked at Trevor as he took the seat across from me. Despite the rush of emotion he unwittingly transferred to me, all I felt was numb. Moments after finally deciding to bare every dark part of myself to him, I’d had to see—no, experience—him with another woman. The timing couldn’t have been worse.

      Or, maybe, it couldn’t have been better.

      The truth was, this was my perfect out. Deep down, I’d known all along that the best course of action was to end things with Trevor before my life spiraled even more out of control. But I hadn’t been ready to say goodbye. He was the first man who made me feel like it was okay to be me, quirks and all. We’d only been together for a few months, but I’d started seeing a future for us.

      Now, that future was disappearing before my eyes, and there was little I could do to stop it.

      Since I couldn’t exactly accuse him of kissing another woman on the spot, I waited until we’d ordered, and I’d downed a mimosa, before questioning him. “Is there someone else?”

      His eyes widened, but he shook his head. “No. Why would you even ask that?”

      “It’s okay, Trevor. I just want you to be honest.”

      He studied me for a few seconds, then scrubbed a hand over his face. “What did you hear?”

      “That you were with a woman at the bar last night.” The last night part was a guess, but the timing made sense.

      “It wasn’t like that. I was out with the guys having a few drinks, and I ended up dancing with someone.”

      And kissing her. “Who is she?”

      “No one. We just started talking at the bar.”

      “What’s her name? How old is she? What does she do?”

      Why did I even want to know the details? They were completely beside the point. Still, I waited for him to reply.

      He looked at me like I was crazy but answered anyway. “Jennifer. She’s a second-grade teacher. I’m not sure how old she is.”

      An elementary school teacher? Damn, she probably really was as sweet as she looked . . . what little I’d seen of her before she started making out with my boyfriend in public.

      “What happened?”

      Trevor ducked his head. “We kissed. But that was it,” he added urgently. “It was a huge mistake. I was pissed that you blew me off yesterday, and I drank too much, and it just happened. Nothing like that will ever happen again. I swear.”

      If we’d had this conversation a few weeks ago, would I have forgiven him and let it go? Maybe, but I’d never know for sure. Since then, my life had become more complicated than I could have ever predicted. Whether these Collectors were as dangerous as I’d been told was yet to be seen. Either way, why take the chance? Trevor’s safety had to be more important than my desire to hang onto a man because he was comfortable.

      The thought of him with another woman hurt, but it wouldn’t end me. Someone like Jennifer—someone who didn’t have to hold back a huge part of herself from the world—would be better for him. She’d be able to love him in a way I never could.

      “I’m sorry, Trevor. This isn’t working anymore.” The words felt like acid on my tongue.

      He shook his head and reached for my hand, but I yanked it out of reach. “Adele, no. Please don’t do this. I was an idiot, and I’m sorry. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “It’s more than the kiss. I was already second-guessing us. We don’t have anything in common. None of the same interests or friends.” The lies rolled off my tongue a little too easily. So easily that I wondered if there was more truth to them than I’d realized. “We would never work out long-term.”

      “You don’t know that. Let’s talk about this.”

      Suddenly needing to escape, I stood. Talking wouldn’t do any good. I’d made my decision, and I knew it was the right one. “There’s nothing left to discuss. We’re done.”

      While I walked away from Trevor for the last time, all the emotions I’d been holding back surged into me like an avalanche. Disappointment. Hurt. Betrayal. Sadness. Envy. Acceptance. Regret. I clutched at my roiling stomach and blinked back traitorous tears.

      Doing the right thing was a bitch.
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      I unlocked the door to the antique shop and walked straight by George, who was reading the paper and drinking coffee at the counter, like usual. “I’ll be in the back, if you need me.”

      Shutting the office door behind me, I decided right then and there that wallowing was not an option. I’d broken up with Trevor. It needed to be done. There was no going back, so I would move on. I had things to do.

      First, I intended to find my mysterious Aunt Ruby. I was fed up with being in the dark, and she had answers.

      Not surprisingly, a basic internet search yielded no results. Neither did an obituary search. Deciding to go old school, I checked the area phone book—nothing.

      I tapped my fingertips on the desk. How else did one go about finding a person? Social media was a waste of time in this situation. Phone number: unknown. Address: unknown.

      Except . . . 

      Turning back to the computer, I found the state real property database. If she owned a house in her name, there would be a record of it. One by one, I searched each of the surrounding counties before moving on to the more distant ones. When I still didn’t find a single mention of Ruby Rose, I shut down the computer. I could easily spend all day combing through real property records without coming any closer to locating my aunt.

      If what Andrea said was correct—that witches in the area were deep underground—I needed to think more creatively. I wouldn’t find Aunt Ruby through typical channels. To find a supernatural, I needed to think like a supernatural.

      Since I had no idea how to use magic, I couldn’t pull a Bonnie Bennett and whip up a locator spell. My psychic talents were useless. The precognition siblings were no help. Neither was Noah, with his empathic abilities. Andrea would only be useful if she stumbled upon my aunt. So, that left Stowe.

      I thought back to what Jem said at the Drake estate. Stowe is a telepath. He can transfer thoughts to other people’s minds.

      Bingo.

      I had no idea how his powers worked, but it was hypothetically possible that Stowe could send information to Ruby’s mind. If she knew I was looking for her, surely she would get in touch. It was a long shot, but I was desperate and not above trying the most unlikely of methods.

      Since I didn’t have Stowe’s number, I called Jem.

      “Hey, girl,” she said, answering on the second ring. “How are you feeling about the Trevor situation today?”

      “I broke up with him this morning, but that’s not why I’m calling. I need Stowe.”

      “Um, I’m usually all for the getting over someone by getting under someone else method, but I really don’t think that’s what you need right now.”

      I sighed heavily. “Not for that, Jem. I need him for his telepathic abilities.”

      She laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No.”

      “Adele, he barely ever uses them. He doesn’t even like to talk about them.”

      “Why is that? Neither of you explained.”

      “That’s his story, but the short of it is that he’s embarrassed to not be able to do more with them. Although, in my opinion, he’s limiting himself. He gave up on improving as soon as our parents died.”

      “So, it’s possible that he could send a telepathic message to my aunt?”

      “You’re serious about this?”

      “Yes. Aunt Ruby is the only tie I have to the witchy side of my family, and I have no clue how to find her. I’m honestly out of ideas.”

      Jem was silent for so long, I had to check my phone screen to make sure we were still connected. Finally, she said, “Do you have anything of hers?”

      “I have something of my grandmother’s that might also be important to her.” It was the best I could do.

      “Okay, bring it over, and I’ll see if I can talk Stowe into helping.”

      “Well . . . it’s a huge trunk. I can’t exactly move it on my own.”

      “Even better!” she said brightly. “I’ll send Stowe to you, and you can convince him yourself. I have a feeling you have more persuasive power over him, anyway.”

      “He’s only known me for a week.”

      “Yeah, and I’ve never seen him light up for a girl like he does around you. No joke.”

      Ignoring that comment, I gave her my address and said, “Thank you, Jemimah. I owe you.”

      “Jemimah? Seriously?”

      “I’ve decided it works well as a nickname, a term of endearment, really.”

      “That makes absolutely no sense,” she replied with a laugh. “I’m at work for a few more hours, but do you want me to come over later so we can dissect your breakup?”

      “Honestly, I’d rather not talk about it, but I wouldn’t mind the company.” I planned to stay busy, keep myself distracted, for every moment of the day. That was the only way I would survive it. I couldn’t stop and think. I couldn’t allow myself to remember . . . any of it. Not the good times, not the gut punch Trevor delivered at the café, and not the realization that I might never have another relationship as good as what I’d had with him.

      “Okay, I’ll bring cake, since we never got around to dessert last night.”

      “You’re a godsend.”

      As soon as I ended the call with Jem, I headed to the front of the shop. There were several customers milling about, so I asked George to join me in the back corner, where I could speak to him in relative privacy.

      “What’s going on, Adele? You’ve been distracted lately, and I can tell something is bothering you.”

      “I’m sorry. You know I love this shop more than almost anything in my life. But things are complicated right now, and I don’t feel like I can give it my full attention. Do you think we can hire someone to help out? I’m more than willing to pay for it out of my salary.”

      He patted my arm as he smiled fondly at me. “I’ve already taken care of it. Susan’s granddaughter is looking for a job, and I asked her to come in tomorrow so you can meet her. She’s a real sweet girl, and I think she’ll do a good job.”

      “Thank you. She sounds perfect.”

      His eyes, still so keen despite his age, drilled into me. “Will you tell me what’s going on?”

      “I wish I could, but it’s stuff I have to handle on my own.”

      “You’re a smart and capable woman, and I know you can take care of yourself. But I’m here if you need me.”

      “I know.” I stepped forward to hug him, and I could feel his surprise in the stiffness of his arms as they encircled my back. I almost never initiated hugs, even with George. “I need to go. Can you handle things here for the rest of the afternoon?”

      “I’ve got it covered.”

      “Thank you.”

      It wasn’t until I was pulling into my driveway that I remembered my dad. He was home, and Stowe was coming over. For a normal twenty-four-year-old still living at home, introducing her father to a new friend wouldn’t seem like a big deal. But I had never been normal, and I couldn’t even recall the last time I’d invited someone over. Other than Trevor. Must not think about him.

      When I found him in the living room, watching football, I followed my usual philosophy and stuck as close as possible to truth. “Hi, Dad. Just so you know, a friend is coming over in a little bit.”

      His head jerked away from the television. “Friend? What friend?”

      “His name is Stowe, and he’s helping me move some things around in the attic. I went up there the other night and realized I couldn’t get to everything.” All true. I did plan on asking Stowe to access a few boxes I hadn’t been able to reach on my own.

      “I could have helped, or what about Trevor?”

      To lie or not to lie? Typically, I might evade the question and save myself from this discussion mere hours after the breakup. However, my dad and Trevor were co-workers and friends. There was no point in attempting to hide it.

      “We broke up.”

      “Oh, honey. I’m sorry. What happened?”

      “We just weren’t working out.” He started to stand, and I knew a bear hug would follow, and that wasn’t something I could handle right now. “I’m fine, Dad. Promise.” I headed toward the stairs. “I need to change before Stowe gets here.”

      “You’d tell me if I need to beat Trevor up, wouldn’t you?” he called, and I couldn’t resist smiling. My dad would do exactly that if he found out about Trevor kissing the pretty schoolteacher. And that’s exactly why he could never know. The last thing I wanted was to ruin their relationship. They saw each other all the time, and there was so much more going on than a kiss.

      “No violence is necessary,” I yelled back.

      After changing into attic-appropriate clothes and work gloves, I ran back down the stairs, hoping to meet Stowe in front of the house to warn him about my dad. When I found him in the kitchen, talking football with Dad, I inwardly groaned. Now, I just had to pray he hadn’t said anything incriminating.

      “Stowe, hi.”

      “Hey there, Daphne,” he said with a grin. “I hear you’re in need of my muscles.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself. Any muscles would do.”

      I glanced at my dad, and though he seemed curious, he didn’t appear horrified. Stowe must not have spilled any of my secrets during their short time together.

      Dad handed me a steaming mug of hot chocolate. “Here, I thought you might need this.”

      After counting the marshmallows, I grinned at him. “You know me too well.”

      He walked around to my side of the counter and wrapped me in a quick hug. In a low voice that only I could hear, he said, “You’re wonderful, and if Trevor couldn’t see that, then he didn’t deserve you. Wait for someone who does.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      He kissed the top of my head before heading back toward the living room. “You need my help with anything?”

      “Nope. I want to do some organizing, so we’ll probably be in the attic for a while.”

      “Okay, well, at least take a bag of chips or cookies up there for Stowe. He looks like the type who needs frequent snacks.”

      “Right you are, Mr. Rose,” Stowe said in his usual charming manner.

      “Call me Adam.”

      My dad was already skipping ahead to the “call me Adam” bit? How much male bonding had taken place in my absence?

      I filled a grocery bag with several bottles of water, a container of Pringles, and two sleeves of graham crackers before looking back at Stowe. “Will that do?”

      “Do you have any protein?”

      Opening the refrigerator, I withdrew a package of string cheese and held it up. “How about these?” They might be marketed to children, but they were still my favorite snack. At least, when I wasn’t craving hot chocolate. Sometimes I had both. It wasn’t weird . . . really.

      Stowe took the cheese and bag from my hands. “You’re adorable.”

      “Whatever. Let’s go.”

      When we got upstairs, I asked him to pull down the ladder, since he didn’t need a step stool to reach it. “You’re kind of useful to have around, Jolly Green Giant.”

      He peered down at his bright green polo shirt. “Funny.”

      When I reached the stop of the steps, I grabbed the flashlight I’d left there and shined it down at Stowe. “Coming?”

      “Is this one of those dark, creepy attics?”

      “Yes. Are you scared?”

      “Me?” he scoffed. “Never.”

      By the time he joined me, I’d already made it to the back corner where my grandmother’s trunk was stored. I grazed the carving of the rose on the front with my gloved fingers, and I could have sworn I felt energy pulsing from inside. Then again, my imagination was probably running away from me, especially after having seen my grandmother put a spell on the trunk. At least, that’s what I assumed she’d done.

      “Let me guess: you want me to carry that downstairs for you. No problem.”

      “That’s a good idea, but it’s not why I asked you here.”

      He held up my portable lantern to look around the crowded space. “The dresser?”

      “No.”

      “Bookshelf.”

      “No, Stowe. I don’t care about any of that stuff right now.” I smiled at him, hoping there was enough light for it to be effective. “I want you to send a telepathic message to my great aunt.”

      He dropped the lantern, and it landed on the wood plank flooring with a loud thunk. “Wait, what? Jem told me you needed my muscles. Lifting heavy furniture is not a problem. But telepathy? I’m hopeless at that.”

      “Look, I get that you don’t like to use your ability, but would you be willing to try? I need to find my aunt, and you’re my only option right now.”

      He shook his head. “There has to be a better one. What about family? You can’t find someone who can get in touch with her?”

      “There isn’t anyone to ask. My dad doesn’t even know if she’s still alive, and we don’t know anyone from our extended family.”

      Stowe ran a hand over his short-cropped hair. “Fuck, Adele. I don’t think I can say no to you. But you realize there’s an extremely small chance it’ll work, right? Especially with someone I’ve never met.”

      I tried to hide my excitement, but a huge smile split my face despite my effort. “Thank you, Stowe! What do you need to make this work?”

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he said, staring down at me with what amounted to half a grin and half a scowl. “Do you have a photo of her?”

      “We’ll have to look for one. Can you get to that?” I asked, pointing to a box that was trapped behind a large bureau. It was one of the few boxes that was labeled, so I hoped that it actually contained family photographs like it claimed.

      “That, I can do.”

      While I sifted through too many pictures to count, Stowe told me about working at the spa. He ran the gym, which made complete sense. He didn’t even have to make time to work out every day; it was part of his job description.

      “What’s your favorite part of your job?” I asked.

      “Working with my personal training clients. I like knowing I’m helping them improve their lives.”

      “I imagine that’s satisfying.”

      “It is. What about you? Do you get satisfaction from working at your shop?”

      “Most of the time, yes. Ever since I was a little girl, I imagined myself working there. But my favorite part of the job is going out and searching for antiques to sell. For me, it’s like a treasure hunt.”

      Stowe grinned at me. “I’ve never thought about it that way. Adele Rose, Treasure Hunter. It has a nice ring to it.”

      “Doesn’t it? My long-term plan is to hand the day-to-day running of the shop over to a manager so I can focus on hunting and appraisals.”

      “You know, when Jameson first mentioned the crazy antique shop owner who came to the house, I pictured someone very different.”

      I could feel his eyes on me, but I kept my attention on the photographs. “Oh, yeah?”

      “I pictured a nerdy, older lady with glasses and six cats.” I laughed at the stereotypical description he presented. “But you’re giving me a new appreciation for antiques.”

      Expecting a flirtatious grin, I glanced up at him and was surprised to find him completely solemn. “How is that?”

      “There is something . . . vibrant about you. From your hair to your quirky outfits and the way you command a room, you shine. You brighten everything around you.” His smile was crooked. “Wow, did that sound as cheesy as I think it did?”

      I stood on my tiptoes to kiss his bearded cheek. “It was sweet.”

      “I’ll take sweet.”

      Turning back to the photographs, I picked up one that was definitely Aunt Ruby. It must have been taken within a year or two of the memory associated with the trunk, because she looked exactly the same. Her hair was even pinned away from her face in the same way.

      I held up the photo. “This is her. Are you ready?”

      Stowe’s smile fell as he took it from me. “As ready as I’ll ever be. What’s her name?”

      “Ruby Rose.”

      “Do you have anything of hers?”

      “Not that I know of, but the trunk is a family heirloom. Will that work?”

      He didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. “It’s better than nothing.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Could you light a candle? That’s the only thing that helped with my meditation, back when I used to work at it.”

      “Of course. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Instead of attempting to find a candle and matches somewhere in the attic, I ran down to my bedroom and grabbed both. When I returned, Stowe was sitting with his back against the trunk in what looked like a perfect meditative pose. If this was him out of practice, I’d love to see what he could do after training.

      I sat down across from him and lit the candle. “Anything else?”

      “What message do you want to send her?”

      Oddly, I hadn’t thought about it. “Can you tell her that her great niece, Adele Rose, wants to talk to her and that I can be found at Whitehurst Antiques?”

      Stowe nodded. “That’s good. The simpler the message, the better chance it has of being received.” He whispered the words over and over, until they seemed to flow from him with ease. “Okay,” he said, “that was just for practice. Time to get this over with.”

      Although he was sitting with his back straight and his shoulders confident, I could see the hesitancy in his eyes. I could hear it in his voice.

      I reached for his hand. “It doesn’t matter if this works or not. I’m grateful you’re willing to try.”

      Stowe stared down at my small, gloved hand on top of his big, tanned one. Even though we weren’t skin-to-skin, the intensity rolling off him made it seem like we were. He linked our fingers together, not seeming to care about my stupid gloves, which suddenly felt like a couple of albatrosses around my neck.

      When he picked up the photo with his other hand, “wait,” flew out of my mouth before I could stop it. I withdrew my hand from his and removed the offending glove. Without giving Stowe, or myself, a chance to react, I slipped my now-bare fingers through his and whispered, “okay.”

      Any remaining hesitancy in his gaze dissipated, and he squeezed my hand in reassurance. He studied the flickering candle for several silent minutes before shifting his gaze to the photograph. He didn’t speak aloud or even move his lips; he was entirely focused.

      When his body relaxed minutes later, I knew it was done. “Now what?”

      He shrugged helplessly. “We wait to see if she contacts you.”
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      “Are you sure you don’t need help?” Stowe had managed to carry the trunk to the edge of the stairs on his own, but lugging it down them was another story. “Why don’t I ask my dad?”

      He gave me a stern look . . . well, stern for Stowe. “Are you questioning my masculinity?”

      “No, I’m questioning your sanity. Death by antique trunk isn’t the best way to go.”

      “Would you miss me?” he asked as he started down the stairs with the massive wooden trunk filled with who-knew-what.

      “Guess we’re about to find out,” I muttered. Why were men so freaking stubborn?

      By some miracle, both Stowe and the trunk survived the trip, and I insisted that he leave it at the bottom of the steps instead of carrying it down the hall to my room. It could sit in the hall for the foreseeable future. I would only trip over it, oh, a dozen or so times before I got around to moving it.

      “I have to say, that shade of overconfident red works for you,” I teased, as he tried to hide his panting. Though I wouldn’t admit it out loud, I was impressed that he truly was as strong as he looked. Rosy cheeks and heavy breathing were nothing. I couldn’t even lift one end of that trunk, and yeah, I’d tried.

      “I’m so pleased you noticed.”

      “Just think. If your job at the gym doesn’t work out, you can always play Santa. Don a red suit, dye your beard white, and you’re golden.”

      “I guess I can start eating extra dessert, then,” Stowe said, patting his flat stomach. Not that flat was in any way the correct descriptor, what with that insane six pack. I hadn’t seen it again since our first meeting, but my memory was sharp. I had no trouble picturing it.

      “Then, you’ll be happy to know that Jem is bringing cake.”

      “Does that mean you’ll let me stay for girls’ night?”

      I place my hands on my hips as I considered his question. On the one hand, he’d spent the last hour moving furniture and boxes around in the attic for me, so he deserved a reward. On the other, I was looking forward to alone time with Jem. The last time I’d had a close girl friend to hang out with was in high school. I needed this.

      “How about a compromise? You can stay for dinner, and I’ll wrap up a piece of cake for you to take with you.”

      His smile was triumphant. “I accept.”

      “Okay. I guess it’s time to start dinner.”

      “Please tell me that means you can cook. If your answer is yes, you’re officially my dream girl.”

      “My mother died when I was eleven. I had to either learn or be happy eating spaghetti or macaroni and cheese every night.”

      Stowe stopped mid-way down the stairs, and I turned to look back up at him. “What? Did you forget something in the attic?”

      “No. I just didn’t realize your mom had been gone for so long. I’m sorry.”

      “I was better off than you. I still had my dad.”

      He descended the last few steps, stopping inches in front of me. “Don’t do that. Don’t disregard your pain because you think it’s somehow less than mine. You lost your mother way too early. You’re allowed to feel that loss anyway you want to.”

      I looked up—way up—into his face, noticing the gold in his brown eyes for the first time. “You surprise me, Stowe.”

      “What? You thought I was nothing more than muscles?”

      “Well, no. I thought you were nothing more than muscles and flirting,” I replied, only partly teasing. Even though I tried to be above such things, I was guilty of making assumptions based on appearances as much as anyone.

      He tugged on my ponytail. He’d done that before, and it should have been annoying. It wasn’t. “I look forward to proving you wrong.”

      My dad had left a note on the kitchen counter stating that he went out with friends and wouldn’t be home until late. He rarely went anywhere on Sunday evenings, so I couldn’t help but wonder if he thought he was giving me and Stowe space. Or maybe he was just encouraging me to have friends over more often. That sounded like him.

      By the time I pulled together the ingredients for taco salad, Jem arrived, livening up our impromptu dinner party. She made Stowe wait in the living room while helping me with the last of the preparations.

      “So, how did it go?” she asked in a low voice.

      “Okay, I think. He didn’t want to at first, but he agreed pretty easily.”

      She laughed. “I knew you’d be able to convince him.”

      “Whatever. Help me carry this stuff to the table, so we can eat. I’m starving.”

      During our trips to the dining room, I noticed that Stowe was sitting straight up on the couch, unmoving. “What is he doing?” I whispered to Jem when the table was set, and he still hadn’t budged.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Do you think I overused his muscles, and he had a stroke?”

      Her head spun toward me so fast, I was fairly certain she experienced whiplash. “What, exactly, happened up in that attic?”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “He moved furniture and stuff. Jeez, rainbow girl. Get your head out of the gutter.”

      We watched him a while longer, and I could have sworn he didn’t even blink.

      “He’s starting to freak me out. Go over there,” I said, pushing her gently in his direction. “Make sure he’s still breathing.”

      She tiptoed across the room until she was standing directly in front of him. When he didn’t react, she leaned down and held a hand up to his mouth. After a few seconds, she gave me a thumbs up. Well, at least he was alive.

      “Stowe, honey,” she said in a soft, calm voice. “You in there?”

      Nothing.

      “Stowe!”

      At Jem’s shout, he jumped up, knocking her over in the process. Sprawled across the floor, she grabbed her forehead. “Oww!”

      “Damn. Are you okay?”

      “Other than the pumpkin-size knot on my head from your elbow? Peachy.”

      He helped her to the couch, and I brought her an ice pack.

      “What the hell were you doing?” Stowe asked.

      “What was I doing? No, what were you doing? You stared into space like a zombie for ten full minutes.”

      “Oh, uh, sorry. I was trying to send you a telepathic message.”

      “Me?” Jem asked. “Why?”

      He glanced at me before looking down at his hands. “I kind of thought I might have succeeded earlier, and I was trying to re-create it. Obviously, I failed.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked. “About earlier, I mean.”

      “I sometimes have this feeling when I successfully transfer a message. It’s difficult to explain. Think of it like the whoosh you hear when sending an e-mail but soft . . . and more of a feeling than a sound.” His grin was embarrassed. “Anyway, I don’t want you to get your hopes up. Like I said from the beginning, the chances that it worked are slim.”

      “Well, the next time you’re acting like a zombie, I’m making someone else snap you out of it,” Jem said as she made her way to the dining room. “I could have been permanently disfigured.”

      “Or you could stand back a few feet,” I suggested. It was a little bit her fault for standing so close to him and yelling, but I wasn’t about to say that.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “This is delicious,” Stowe said as he finished off his meal in record time. “Like I said, dream girl.”

      “This barely counts as cooking.” I’d chopped some vegetables, sautéed a few chicken breasts, and made salsa. It wasn’t exactly a MasterChef caliber meal.

      “It’s better than I can do,” he insisted.

      “Let me guess. You guys make Jem do all the cooking?”

      Jem snorted while Stowe let out a massive belly laugh. “Are you kidding? Jem is a nightmare in the kitchen. We don’t let her do anything other than boil water, and even that’s gone wrong a time or two.”

      “I won’t bother acting offended, because it’s true.” Jem shrugged. “I hate cooking, and I have no desire to learn.”

      “Who cooks, then? Or do you order in all the time?”

      “We mostly fend for ourselves,” Stowe said, “but Jameson is the designated chef in the group.”

      I choked on my chicken and had to drain half my glass of water to return to normal. “You’re kidding, right? Mr. Assface has the ability to set aside his imperious attitude long enough to make a decent meal?”

      “Mr. Assface, huh?” Stowe asked. “That’s a bit of a downgrade from Mr. Hot and Frowny.”

      “Hmmm. I guess I should reserve that name for my internal ponderings rather than speaking it out loud.”

      Jem pointed her fork at me. “He’s really not that bad, Adele. You just need to give him a chance.”

      “Oh, yeah? When exactly should I do that? In the nonexistent seconds between when he’s calling me names and anticipating my impending demise?” She opened her mouth to argue, but I interrupted her. “Let’s talk about something else. It’s an equally unpleasant subject, I assure you.”

      “What is?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure that my breakup with Trevor accomplished anything. The Collectors don’t know we broke up, which means Sheila the succubus will still approach him in the coffee shop. How do I stop that from happening?”

      “Tell him to avoid the coffee shop?” Jem offered with a grimace. “Not that it’ll help. She’ll find another place to track him down.”

      “And probably not a public one,” I said, shuddering at the thought. It was one thing to imagine him hooking up with the pretty schoolteacher. I refused to imagine him with a Collector bent on getting to me through him. It couldn’t happen. “I need to do something more drastic.”

      “You could date me,” Stowe offered without a hint of teasing in his voice.

      “Look, Stowe, I like you, but—”

      He held up a hand to stop me. “Hear me out. You could call up that Collector bitch you met and tell her Trevor is no longer in the picture, but it wouldn’t do any good. She would just assume you dumped him for his own good, and she’d still use him. What you need to do is prove to the Collectors that you’ve moved on. Relationships end, and new ones start every day. Convince them we’re real, and they have a new target.”

      “Yes—you. I won’t do that to you.”

      His irises flashed gold, and I seriously wondered how I hadn’t noticed how vibrant his eyes were before today. “You’re not doing anything to me. I’m offering. Whether you want to admit it or not, this thing with the Collectors affects all of us, and I’m in the best position to help. I’m strong. I can take care of myself. And they would have no interest in my practically non-existent psychic abilities.”

      “Maybe not, but as soon as you’re a target, Jem, Noah, Jameson, and Andrea are also targets. I refuse to draw them into this mess. Even Jameson,” I couldn’t resist adding.

      “I don’t know,” Jem said. “I think Stowe is right. Even if the Collectors didn’t know about us before, they do now. They’ve undoubtedly been watching you, which means they’re now watching us. Maybe we’re better off if we fight them as a team.”

      “We’re not a team. The five of you are. I’m alone, like I have been for over a decade.” The words sucked the breath from me, but I wouldn’t take them back. As much as Jem’s and Stowe’s support warmed every deep, dark crevice of my chilly soul, I couldn’t let them get any more involved. The Collectors approached me; they were my problem and mine alone.

      Jem’s ever-present grin didn’t waver. “Nice try. You can’t get rid of us now. Like it or not, you’re stuck with us, Adele Rose.”

      I looked from her to Stowe, moved by their resolve. But it didn’t seem right to accept Stowe’s offer; it was too much of a sacrifice. For him. For all of them.

      “I think we should take Jem’s advice from yesterday and sleep on it. If we do this, we need to talk about it as a group. Decide as a group.”

      Jameson would never agree, which meant I was back to handling this alone. Now, I just needed a plan.
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      The next morning, I sat on the floor of my bedroom, in the quarter lotus pose like Noah recommended. I’d stretched and even forced myself to drink hot tea. But no matter how many times I attempted to focus on one thing, my mind wandered. I knew I needed to devise a plan, and fast. Unfortunately, that knowledge didn’t actually generate any bright ideas.

      I mentally reviewed the options I’d come up with so far.

      Agree to work for the Collectors.

      Learn witchcraft and put a spell on those bastards.

      Move to Antarctica.

      Spill everything to my dad and enlist his help.

      Call the FBI.

      Allow Stowe to pose as my boyfriend and hope for the best.

      It was depressing that turning myself over to Collectors currently seemed like the smartest option. So what if they wanted to use me for my abilities? They would be sorely disappointed when they realized all I could do was read memories through touch. And only certain memories, at that. How valuable could my powers really be to the psychic mafia? They’d only ever been a nuisance to me.

      Except when they revealed that Trevor kissed someone else, the devil on my shoulder declared. And when they helped you discover your witchy lineage.

      So, they’ve been useful a grand total of two times in sixteen years, my shoulder-angel shot back. Big whoop.

      My phone dinged, and I lunged for it, ecstatic for the distraction. All I’d managed to accomplish during my foray into “meditation” was stew over my problems and quarrel with myself . . . in my head. If I had to give myself a grade for the exercise, it’d be a big, fat zero. And not one with a smiley face inside.

      I flipped open my cell to find a new text from Jem.

      Jem: You’re coming to the compound after work for a team meeting. No arguments. There is no “I” in team.

      I racked my brain, trying to come up with a flippant response, but I had nothing. I was totally off my game this morning.

      Me: Fine. I’ll be there.

      After checking the time on my phone, I realized I had less than an hour before the shop opened. Even though I’d warned George that I wouldn’t be around as much for a while, I refused to be a total slacker. He relied on me, and the fact that I was apparently losing my mind wasn’t a good enough reason to go back to bed.

      At work, I locked myself in the back office and focused on business. Although accounting typically wasn’t my favorite task, today I found it surprisingly relaxing. Math made sense. There was a problem and a solution. No pros and cons lists were needed. No indecision. Just spreadsheets and numbers and formulas.

      George knocked on the door, and I got up to answer it.

      “Adele, this is Carla,” he said, gesturing to the girl standing next to him. She looked to be in her late teens and was smiling shyly at me. “She’s Susan’s granddaughter.”

      “Oh, yes. Hello, Carla. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too, Miss Rose.”

      “Come on in, and we’ll chat for a few minutes.”

      When we exited the office a while later, George waved me over to the counter. “There’s a customer who asked specifically for you. She’s over by the local artifacts display.”

      Wondering if Andrea had randomly showed up again, I glanced over to find an older woman inspecting something in the case. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Maybe she’d come in before? I wasn’t sure.

      “Hello,” I said as I approached her, “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

      The woman looked up, and my entire body tensed in shock. She’d aged several decades, but there was no mistaking that she was the woman from my vision. Her eyes and lively smile were exactly the same.

      “Aunt Ruby?” I croaked out. “You’re here. I c-can’t believe it.”

      Holy shit. She’d received Stowe’s telepathic message. I couldn’t wait to tell him.

      “Adele, dear,” Ruby said in a voice that reminded me of my grandmother’s. “It’s so lovely to see you again.” She leaned forward to embrace me, and I was too stunned by her appearance to do anything but return the hug.

      “Again?” I didn’t understand. Surely, my dad would have remembered if she’d shown up at some point during my childhood.

      “That’s quite a long story.”

      “I’d love to hear it.” I intended to soak up every morsel of information she imparted.

      “Can you get away for a while? I need to park my rear end somewhere a little more comfortable before I get into all that.”

      “Let me go check with my partner.”

      I found George chatting with Carla and asked her to give us a minute. “George, I’m sorry. I know I’m starting to sound like a broken record, but I need to go. I’m not sure if I’ll be back today.”

      “That’s okay, but tell me what you thought about Carla first.”

      “I love her and already offered her the job at the hourly rate we discussed.”

      He grinned. “Excellent. I’ll see if I can talk her into hanging around and starting her training today.”

      “Thanks, George. You’re a lifesaver.”

      I started to turn away, but he stopped me with a question. “Is that woman related to you?”

      “What makes you ask that?” I glanced across the room at Ruby, but I couldn’t pinpoint any obvious family resemblance. And based on her long, floral skirt, cowboy boots, and shirt with fringe, she looked more like Jem’s long-lost aunt than mine.

      He appeared a little confused himself. “I’m not sure. There’s something about her that reminds me of you.”

      “You’re observant.” There was no reason I couldn’t at least share this part of my current chaos with George. I’d just have to leave out the witch part. And the telepathic summoning. “She’s my great aunt. My dad’s mother’s sister.”

      “That’s great, Adele. I had no idea you had family alive on that side.”

      “Neither did I.”

      “Well, get out of here already,” he said, shooing me. “You can explain later.”

      I grabbed my purse from the back before re-joining Ruby. “Do you want to grab lunch? There’s a good Italian restaurant in walking distance.”

      “Why don’t we go to my place instead?” she offered.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” I hesitated, knowing this news wouldn’t offer the best first impression. “There are most likely people watching me. I don’t want to lead them to your home.”

      “What kind of people?”

      “Have you heard of Collectors?”

      Her eyes widened, but then she started laughing. It was more of a giggle, actually. Aunt Ruby didn’t seem to check any of the stereotypical witch boxes. “Sweetie, that’s like asking the little piggies if they’ve heard of the Big Bad Wolf.”

      “Oh. Well, then you understand why it’s best to not be seen with me. Maybe even the restaurant is a bad idea.”

      “Don’t you worry. I have just the thing.” She pulled a small pouch out of her bag. “Hold out your hand.”

      I did as instructed, and she dropped a small, glittery stone onto my glove. Though its naturally rough edges were now smooth, I recognized the stone. “Fool’s gold?”

      “Yes. It’s spelled to fool anyone who sees you into believing you’re someone else.” Her smile was beaming. “I like to employ a sense of humor with my spells, but pyrite is also ideal for this purpose due to its shielding properties.”

      “How does it work?”

      “Keep it in contact with your skin at all times. You can hold it in your hand or even stick it in your bra. It doesn’t matter where you put it as long as it stays in place.”

      “That’s it?” I’d expected to have to recite some sort of incantation or something.

      “Not quite. When it first touches your skin, you have to picture what image you want to project. It’s best to picture someone you know or at least see regularly. Otherwise, the image can get muddy.”

      Someone I saw regularly . . . I thought of a customer who came in to the shop every two weeks like clockwork. Since those were the only times Mrs. Higgins had a ride to downtown, there was no chance that I would run into her today. And she was around the same age as Ruby, so there would be nothing suspicious about them lunching together. Perfect.

      “Okay, but I still think it’s best if we don’t go to your house today. I’ll go out the back and meet you at the restaurant. It’s across the street.”

      “All right, dear. If you think that’s best. Who should I look for?”

      “A woman in colorful clothes.” I smiled. “You two would probably get along.”

      In the dark hallway in front of the back exit, I lifted up my sweater and tucked the pyrite into the cup of my bra. I didn’t trust myself not to drop the stone if I held it in my hand, and it wouldn’t fit inside my glove.

      I pictured Mrs. Higgins in the outfit I’d seen her in last week—bright blue slacks, a flowy blue and yellow shirt, and loafers. Looking down at myself, I still only saw my navy sweater, jeans, and orange flats, so I had to trust that the stone was doing its job.

      When I made it to the restaurant a few minutes later, I saw Ruby being seated at a table in the quietest corner and silently applauded her. As I passed the hostess, she nodded politely at me, which was a sure sign that the spell was working. She typically called me by name and always commented on my outfits.

      I slipped into the chair across from my great aunt, and she studied me with humor on her face. “Interesting choice. I wonder where she got that top.”

      “She was the best I could come up with on short notice.”

      “And what’s her name?” Ruby asked once the waiter had come and gone. “In case it becomes necessary for me to know it.”

      “Margaret Higgins. She’s a widow and lives outside of town.”

      “Okay.” She unrolled her napkin and placed it on her lap. “Now, why don’t you start by telling me what’s been going on—the Collectors, the telepath who contacted me, and how you knew to reach out to me in the first place.”

      “First, will you just answer one question?” I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to know if what Andrea told me was true.

      “What’s that?”

      “Am I a witch?” She didn’t appear shocked, but she also didn’t immediately answer the question. Impatient, I continued. “I know you are, and that my grandmother was, but does that automatically make me one as well?”

      “Nothing in the supernatural world is automatic, my dear.”

      Was she drawing out the suspense on purpose? I leaned forward, pleading. “Please, tell me.”

      Ruby leaned in as well and said softly, “Yes, Adele Rose, you are a witch.”

      My limbs slack, I collapsed against the back of my chair. Even though I’d thought I accepted my witchyness as fact days ago, I must not have truly believed it. Ruby’s confirmation made it real. And now I wanted, needed, to know everything.

      “What does that mean? Why didn’t I know? Why didn’t Grandma tell me? Or you? Did you know about me?”

      “Slow down. I will answer all your questions, but it’ll be easier if I hear from you first. Tell me what you know and how you found out.”

      Desperate for answers, I summarized everything that happened in the last week and a half as quickly as possible. My vision from touching the locket. Meeting Jameson then Jem and Noah. Discovering they were also Psychs. The spa, Andrea, and Stowe. Finding out about Collectors before being summoned to Richmond by one a mere two days later. Andrea revealing that I was a witch. Finding my grandmother’s antique trunk and the accompanying memory. Jameson’s vision of Trevor and the breakup. And, finally, convincing Stowe to contact her telepathically.

      By the time I stopped speaking, our food had been delivered and Ruby was half-finished with her meal. Had all of that really happened in such a short timeframe? It seemed impossible.

      I took a long drink of my water before starting in on my pasta. The act of sharing my burden had lifted a massive weight off my shoulders, and I was suddenly famished. Maybe it was crazy to spill every one of my secrets to a woman I met less than an hour ago, but I inherently knew that I could trust her. She was family. And she was the only person holding the keys to all the questions tumbling around in my head.

      “Well, you’ve had a busy couple of weeks,” Ruby said nonchalantly.

      “You think?”

      “I believe I can shed light on a few things for you. I take it Laura never told you about the spell she asked me to cast on you?”

      My fork went flying “What?” Ruby spelled me? And my mother asked her to do it? What in the flying monkeys was she talking about?

      “Laura figured out that your grandmother was a witch. I never heard the specifics, but I believe it was a psychic discovery.” Mom touched something of Grandma’s and had a vision? Interesting. “Anyway, Laura wanted to hide your abilities, but as you know, my sister had given up magic decades earlier. However, she agreed with Laura, so she called me.”

      “What do you mean by ‘hide’?”

      “Your mother was scared for you. She told me that she always assumed you would be completely human. It’s supposed to take two psychics to make a baby psychic. She married your father for precisely that reason. Well, that, and because she loved him.”

      Jem had told me that I was an oddity for having “full-blown” abilities with only one psychic parent. But with everything else going on, that fact had barely registered on the Richter scale. Now, I realized it was actually a significant piece of my history. My mother hadn’t wanted a psychic daughter; she’d wanted a normal one. How disappointed she must have been that day in the school nurse’s office. And how well she’d hidden it.

      “Did the spell not work? I mean, my psychic powers have been ruining my life this whole time. And Noah sensed I was psychic the moment he entered the same room as me.”

      “It’s more complicated than that.” Ruby called the waiter over and ordered dessert for both of us. “We need chocolate,” she declared. “Lots of it.”

      “Why do I feel like you’re stalling?” I asked when the waiter had once again disappeared.

      She sighed, but she was smiling. “You’re quite persistent. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “It’s one of my many virtues.”

      “The spell didn’t remove your powers. It only cloaked them from others—intended for Collectors, in particular—as long as you didn’t intentionally use them. It was a compromise, since I refused to place a permanent spell on you. I wanted you to be able to reverse it yourself.”

      Everything clicked into place, like the gears of my favorite antique clock. Every morning, my mother had made me promise her two things. First, that I wouldn’t divulge my secret about my psychic abilities. And, second, that I wouldn’t ever try to use them on anyone.

      The not telling had been the difficult part, so that’s what my memory always honed in on. The not using my abilities on others—that had been easy. I’d never even been tempted. I’d avoided seeing other people’s memories at all costs. And I’d remained true to that . . . until I touched Patricia Drake’s locket, willing it to show me something.

      “Noah sensed my abilities because I’d already broken the spell,” I whispered, more to myself than to Ruby.

      “That’s right.”

      “But how did Collectors find me so fast?”

      One week. That’s all it took for them to track me down after I’d been magically cloaked for sixteen years.

      “I don’t know,” Ruby said kindly. “There’s a reason Laura was so insistent about keeping you protected. She was worried about them back then, and it seems she was right.”

      I dropped my head into my hands, wanting nothing more than to block out the world. The answers I’d thought would help me make sense of everything had merely managed to reveal my own idiocy.

      I did this to myself.

      I fucking did this to myself.

      If I never would have searched for that stupid key, none of this would have happened. Why were only cats warned against curiosity? That trait was just as likely to kill me—the psychic-witch hybrid. Super freak.

      “You can join my coven. We’ll protect you.”

      At Ruby’s words, my hands fell away, and I stared at her in shock. Did she seriously use the word coven? Those were real? After everything, it seemed that I still had the capacity to be surprised by the simplest of things.

      “What would that entail?”

      “Well, there’s quite a bit to it. Rituals and the like. But we don’t have to get into all of that right now.”

      Against my will, gruesome images of pentagrams and blood sacrifices and chanting naked in the moonlight came to mind, and I shuddered. Even if the truth wasn’t anything like fiction, I wasn’t ready for all that. I had barely processed the knowledge that I was a witch; it was way too soon to start acting like one.

      Besides, I couldn’t ask a bunch of strangers to take me in when my presence would only put them at risk. I’d already dragged too many people into my mess.

      “Thank you for your offer, but I can’t. I do want to learn,” I added quickly, hoping she wouldn’t be offended. “About magic. And your coven.”

      “It’s your coven too. When you’re ready.” She gave me a serene smile, but I could see a glimmer of mischief behind it as well. “One of these days, you’re going to make a fine witch. I can already see it.”
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      I pulled into the parking lot of The Bridge Wellness Spa two hours later, half-tempted to turn the car around and drive with no destination in mind. The lightness I’d experienced from revealing all my troubles to my aunt was but a distant memory. It wasn’t the talisman around my neck or the spelled pyrite tucked in my purse weighing me down. It was the knowledge that I’d set all of these events in motion and now felt powerless to stop them.

      Despite my best intentions to handle the impending Trevor/Sheila confrontation on my own, I was still clueless about what to do. At this point, I might have to take up residence at the coffee shop and wait for the event to occur. But if I interceded at that stage, wouldn’t I just prove to the Collectors that my ex-boyfriend was as important to me as they assumed? What would prevent them from going after him again? Absolutely nothing.

      I needed to distract them from Trevor altogether, and I needed to start now.

      Without giving myself time to overthink it, I texted Stowe and asked him to meet me near the spa entrance. If the Collectors were watching me as closely as the Psych Squad thought, I would ensure they had something new to gossip about.

      When I saw Stowe walking toward me, I broke out into a run and threw myself in his arms. Literally. His wide eyes told me he was shocked, but his quick reflexes saved me from falling on my ass. He lifted me off the ground and held my weight as I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist.

      “Daphne, what—”

      “Play along,” I whispered in his ear as I rubbed my cheek against his. His beard was surprisingly soft against my skin, though the friction was probably turning my face redder than my hair.

      “If this is the sort of greeting I can look forward to as your fake boyfriend, sign me up.”

      I laughed, feeling slightly embarrassed about my impromptu public display. The longer I stayed in his arms, though, the more comfortable I was there. Stowe was warm and oh so strong. I was able to forget about the hounds of hell nipping at my ankles. Nothing or no one could touch me here.

      “You gonna tell me what’s going on?” His breath brushed against my neck as he spoke, and I shivered involuntarily. Even though my mind was on comfort, my body was taking notice of our intimate position and reacting to it.

      But I wasn’t ready to let go. Not yet.

      Confident he wouldn’t drop me, I leaned back so we were face-to-face. I wanted to see his reaction, and there was no way I could miss it from this vantage.

      “It worked, Stowe.”

      Confusion flashed over his features. “What worked?”

      I smiled, my excitement over sharing my news growing with each second that passed. “Your telepathic message. It worked.”

      His arms tightened around the back of my thighs as he stared at me, expressionless. “What?”

      “Aunt Ruby received your message,” I said, wording it differently. “She came to see me at the shop, just like you told her to.”

      My words finally seemed to sink in, and his face split into a smile so big, there were creases around his eyes and even tiny divots in his cheeks. “You’re not messing with me? She really got it?”

      I bit down on my bottom lip to keep from grinning like a goofball. “She did. And she’s wonderful. I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to thank you.”

      His eyes strayed to my mouth, and I inhaled sharply. I knew what he was thinking, and the worst part was, I wanted him to close the small distance between us. I wanted to feel more than his breath on my lips. I wanted to get lost in his kiss.

      Just as I started to close my eyes in anticipation, Stowe carefully set me on my feet and stepped away. Disappointment filled me, but it was soon replaced with relief. Now that there was space between us, I knew he’d made the right choice. I hadn’t even dealt with my breakup yet, and the last thing I wanted was to lead him on. He was quickly becoming one of my favorite people, and I couldn’t risk our fledgling friendship for a moment of weakness.

      “You don’t need to thank me.”

      I forced myself to look at him, and though his smile had diminished somewhat, he didn’t appear upset. Resigned, maybe.

      “You’re a really good guy, Stowe . . .” I huffed out an exasperated laugh. “I threw myself at you, and I don’t even know your last name.”

      “It’s Thatcher. And feel free to throw yourself at me anytime. Day or night. Rain or shine.”

      And, with that, I knew we were okay. Timing was everything, and right now I needed the Stowe who teased and flirted but didn’t pressure me for anything more. Somehow, he’d known that even in those seconds when I’d forgotten.

      “Do you think Andrea is in her office?”

      I wanted to stop by and thank her for letting me know about my witchy ancestry. Even though my head was still spinning with everything Ruby had told me, I was grateful to no longer be in the dark about that part of my life. It stung that my mother hadn’t been the one to tell me, but I had to believe she would have if she hadn’t died so suddenly. As touchy—no pun intended—as I’d been about my psychic abilities, she probably assumed I wasn’t ready for the information before I was at least a teenager. And she would have been right. It was enough of a shock at twenty-four.

      “Doubtful,” Stowe answered. “She doesn’t stay in any one place for long.”

      “Oh, okay. I guess I’ll try to catch her later, then.”

      “Why don’t you head to the meditation room, and I’ll see if I can find her? I know Jem’s anxiously awaiting your arrival.”

      “Thanks.”

      In the yoga studio, I passed a room full of what appeared to be extremely flexible people. How long would it take me to pull off the crazy bendy pose they were doing? An eternity, if my first session was anything to go by.

      I looked for Jameson, but the instructor was clearly a woman instead of the broody brother of my new best friend. Was it too much to hope that it was his day off and I’d be able to avoid seeing him?

      When I entered the meditation room a minute later, I found my answer—yes, it was too much to hope for. Jameson was sitting in the full lotus pose, facing away from the door. I guessed his eyes were closed, but I couldn’t tell for sure. If I backed away as quietly as possible, maybe he wouldn’t even know someone had arrived. He was a serious meditator, after all. He probably wasn’t aware of anything going on around him.

      I was mid-retreat when his voice rang through the peaceful room like a gong. “What did you do?”

      Was he talking to me?

      “I know it’s you, Adele.”

      “What? Do you have a literal third eye in the back of your head or something? If so, that’s creepy.”

      Though I couldn’t hear it, I saw his heavy sigh move through his shoulders and back. “I can see your reflection in the window.”

      I looked toward the wall of glass in front of us, and though the images were hazy, I could make out his form and my red hair. Awesome. Now I looked and felt like an idiot.

      In a movement that was so fluid it appeared animated, he stood and turned to stare me down. His skin and dark hair were glistening with sweat, and his athletic shirt clung to muscles I didn’t need to know existed. I tried to imagine that he smelled like a men’s locker room to lessen his impact, but my attempts were in vain. Jameson was mouthwatering, and I hated that about him.

      “What. Did. You. Do?” he repeated.

      That’s more like it, I thought. Opening his mouth worked every time.

      “I. Have. No. Idea. What. You’re. Talking. About,” I replied, exaggerating the pronunciation of each word to the extreme. What was it about this guy that made me revert to middle school banter?

      “I had another vision, and I would bet my Mickey Mantle autographed baseball that it was caused by you trying to change my last vision.”

      “So you collect balls? That’s fitting.”

      His lips didn’t even twitch, damn him. The man had absolutely no sense of humor.

      “Tell me.”

      I shrugged. “I made a bit of a spectacle of myself with Stowe in front of the spa. Nothing major.”

      “Fucking hell, Adele. You can’t just go around doing whatever suits your fancy. You’re messing with people’s lives.”

      I had to give the guy credit. Despite the curse, Jameson didn’t raise his voice, and his scowl didn’t grow any more violent than usual. He was like the calm before the storm and the storm itself wrapped up in one sexy package. My eyes involuntarily drifted down, and . . . shit. Not the time to be thinking about Mr. Assface’s package.

      “Look, I understand where you’re coming from, but I needed to do something to distract the Collectors from Trevor. Stowe volunteered.”

      “That doesn’t mean you had to take him up on his offer.”

      I hated to admit it, but he was right. By throwing myself into Stowe’s arms, I’d basically served him up to the Collectors on a silver platter. It wasn’t fair for me to trade Trevor’s safety for Stowe’s, but I’d done it anyway. I sucked.

      “What was the vision?” I asked, wanting to change the subject to anything else.

      “I’m not going to tell you. At this point, I don’t trust you not to make things worse.”

      “If it involves me, that’s not your choice.”

      Jameson crossed his arms over his chest. “My vision. My choice.”

      Enough. With my hands behind my back, I took off one glove while saying, “You’re an arrogant, self-righteous prick, Jameson Drake.” I took a step toward him. “Anyone ever tell you that?”

      “In those exact words?” He clutched his chin, pretending to consider it. “No.”

      “What was the vision?” I asked again.

      He started to respond, but I stopped him when I grabbed his arm with my hand. My bare hand.

      Sheila the succubus stands across the antique shop counter from George. She looks around and comments, “It’s a month until Christmas. Shouldn’t it be busier in here?”

      George chuckles. “Today is that couch potato holiday. What is it called again?” He snaps his fingers. “Cyber Monday. That’s it.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, because I have a proposition for you.”

      “What kind of proposition?”

      She places her hand over his weathered one on the counter and says, “I want to buy this place from you. What do you think about that?”

      “But I only own half of the business,” George replies, sounding confused but not upset. “My partner owns the other half.”

      Sheila taps her blood-red nails against his arm. “Don’t you worry about Adele. She’ll be happy about this arrangement. And you can finally take that around-the-world cruise you’ve always wanted to do.”

      “I can?”

      “Yes, Georgie.” She strokes his arm and says, “You’re going to sell your half of the business to me, okay?”

      Sounding dazed, he repeats, “Okay.”

      She pulls a folder out of her bag and places it on the counter. “I have the paperwork right here. This will all be done and over with in no time at all.”

      As soon as I was pushed back to the present, I turned away from Jameson. I couldn’t bear to see his gloating expression. He undoubtedly thought that I had sacrificed my beloved shop by trying to distract the Collectors from Trevor. However, I had no doubt this was where we would have ended up, regardless. They had a list of ways to get to me, and threatening my livelihood was undoubtedly at the top of it.

      Cyber Monday was two weeks away, and if I didn’t hand myself over to the Collectors before then, George and our business would be in jeopardy. What a clusterfuck. It seemed that I couldn’t do anything right. Or maybe there just wasn’t anything to be done. They currently held all the power, and I had nothing.

      “What happened?”

      Stowe’s kind voice snapped me out of my depressing thoughts, and I forced a smile. “Oh, hey. I didn’t hear you come in. Did you find Andrea?”

      A flash of something that looked a whole lot like guilt flashed across his face before disappearing. “No, sorry.”

      I wanted to prod, but now really wasn’t the time. He’d probably found her, and she’d been too busy to come talk to me. Honestly, I didn’t even care. I’d just seen proof that the shop was destined to go under at the hands of ruthless Collectors. My brain couldn’t handle anything else.

      “It’s fine. I need to go, anyway.”

      I tugged my brown leather glove back onto my bare hand and started to leave.

      “Wait—” Stowe reached for my shoulder, but I shrugged him off.

      “Apologize to Jem for me?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Thanks, Stowe.”
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      I barreled through the yoga studio door, barely registering the presence of someone who had to step out of my way to avoid a collision.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, my tunnel vision set on the parking lot.

      “Adele? What’s wrong?”

      I halted and turned to find Noah watching me with what I had to guess was concern . . . or pain. It was difficult to tell since his eyes were hidden behind his dark sunglasses.

      “Since you already know the answer to that, I’m just going to keep walking. You, of all people, shouldn’t be around me right now.”

      He shook his head. “I’m the best person for you to talk to. The thing about being an empath is that I can empathize like no one else. I can feel your worry, can understand what you’re going through.”

      “But Jem explained how overwhelming emotions affect you. I don’t want to put you through that, and I’m not sure I can, or even want to, calm down right now.”

      “Jem is overprotective. I can handle a lot more than she gives me credit for.”

      I studied his face, which had already paled in the few moments he’d spent in my vicinity. In the last hour, I’d thrown Stowe to the wolves and turned Jameson into a hissing viper. Did I really want to add torturing Noah to my list of sins?

      “Come with me.” Noah started down the stone path, and when I didn’t budge, he looked back at me. “Or would you rather go home and sulk?”

      He had a point. I had absolutely nowhere to be and nothing to do. Normally, that would give me an excuse to go into the shop and get some extra work done. But that was the last place I wanted to be right now. It would only remind me of everything I had to lose.

      I fell into step next to Noah, and he smiled at me, though he had to wipe a bead of sweat from his brow. He could insist that he was fine with my chaotic emotions until he was blue in the face, but I’d never believe him. I would get control of them, whether I wanted to or not. It was the right thing to do.

      Deep breaths.

      “It’s probably best if you drive,” Noah said ruefully.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Following his directions, I got on the highway headed toward Norfolk. He stared out the passenger window, and though the silence wasn’t uncomfortable, I couldn’t resist taking advantage of this time to find out more about the sensitive man beside me.

      “I noticed the absence of a periwinkle shirt. Does that mean you don’t work at the spa?”

      He chuckled softly. “Not a chance. Way too many people.”

      “That makes sense. So, what do you do?”

      “I’m technically a graphic and web designer, but I mostly build websites. It allows me to work from home and communicate with clients through e-mail and over the phone, when absolutely necessary.”

      He said the last part with a childish grin, and I couldn’t resist matching it. “Not a fan of talking on the phone, I take it?”

      “I would say it’s the worst, but talking to people in person is actually the worst.”

      I laughed outright at that. “Wow. What did I do to deserve your company, then? I feel so honored.”

      “Take the next exit going north.” He returned to looking out the window. “And I like being around you. You have a calming influence.”

      Without taking my eyes off the road, I scoffed. “You’re kidding, right? Every time I’m around you, I have to practice deep breathing exercises to rein in my craziness.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for that. Anyone in your position would be struggling with emotions. But when you get past them, there’s this . . . I don’t know . . . serene aspect of your aura that affects me.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “I’ve never met anyone like you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I could hear the compliment in his soft tone, and I smiled to myself before unleashing my snarky reply. “It must be my witchy blood, then. Haven’t you heard? I’m a psychic-witch hybrid freak.”

      “You’re not a freak, Adele. Anything but.”

      “You say that now, but wait until I join my aunt’s coven. I’ll probably have to dye my hair and wear all black.”

      “Does that mean you found your aunt? Jem told me you were trying to.”

      “No, Stowe did.”

      In my peripheral vision, I saw Noah’s head whip toward me. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not. Aunt Ruby received the telepathic message Stowe sent her, and she came to see me today.”

      “Adele, that’s not possible. Stowe’s messages have never been received by people he doesn’t know. He usually can’t even send them to me when I’m in the same room as him.”

      “No offense, but you’re wrong. He did it.”

      Other than giving me the rest of the directions to our destination, Noah was quiet after that. I left him alone with his thoughts, because I understood being surprised and confused about abilities manifesting in a new or even better way. I didn’t know why Stowe’s message sent this time, but I’d believed in him. Maybe that’s all he’d needed. Or maybe it was merely a fluke.

      When I pulled into the mostly-empty parking lot of the Norfolk Botanical Garden, I glanced at Noah, confused. “Um, I think it’s closed.”

      “Park over by that green truck.”

      I did as instructed and grabbed my coat from the back seat when he exited the car. He walked toward a side gate and withdrew a set of keys from his pocket. When he successfully unlocked the gate and held it open for me, I hesitated. “You sure it’s okay to be here?”

      “Positive. Donating a significant amount of money to the garden grants a person certain privileges.”

      “I see. And what is it about this place that makes you want to donate a significant amount of money?” I asked as I proceeded through the gate and waited for him to lock it behind us. I also wanted to ask how he had so much money to give away, but I kept my mouth shut on that topic. It was too personal and none of my business.

      “As you know, I like nature. It’s peaceful here, at least when it’s closed. Have you ever been?”

      “Yes, with my mom. A long time ago.”

      The memory of our visit was hazy, but a meadow of tall grasses and wildflowers sprang to mind. The sun was shining brightly that day, and my mother was happy. She’d loved the flowers, all the colors.

      “Must be a good memory,” Noah said, smiling. It seemed my emotions were making him feel good for once.

      “It is. She was an amazing mother. I’m sad I’ve never come back here, now that I think about it.”

      “I’ll give you a pass, so you can come whenever you like.”

      “Does that mean this will be my only after-hours tour?”

      “I hope not.” Even though the sun was already setting, he waited until that moment to remove his sunglasses, and the brilliance of his blue eyes struck me dumb yet again. “Next time, we’ll come at sunrise. It’s beautiful then.”

      He headed down a path that was sparsely lit with small garden lights. “Will you tell me about your mother?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Anything you want to tell me. What she was like. How her psychic abilities worked. When she died. How.”

      I inhaled the fresh air and the sweet smell of a flower I couldn’t identify. Noah was right about one thing—it was peaceful here. Even if it was too dark to see much, it was a lovely place to take a walk. Romantic, even. But we weren’t on a date, and that wasn’t the point of this outing.

      “She rode her bike to and from work every day,” I said, wanting to get this part over with. “It was a hit and run, twelve years and nine months ago. I could tell you the number of days. They never caught the person who killed her.

      “She would tell these elaborate stories about the antiques that came through the shop. The customers loved her. She made everyone around her feel better just by being herself.”

      “The stories were real?” Noah asked.

      “Yes. When she touched an object, she could see its history. It wasn’t like when I have a vision of a memory associated with an object, though. It was more intuitive than that.”

      Noah stopped at a fountain and perched on the concrete edge. The tranquil bubbling soothed my anxiety as I seated myself next to him.

      “Did you know about her abilities?”

      “Not until I discovered my own when I was eight. She revealed what she could do, and as much as I hated seeing people’s memories, I loved having that secret with her.”

      “You’ve really never told anyone?”

      “Not until you and Jem walked into my life.”

      Noah dipped one hand into the fountain, and we both watched the ripples he caused as it glided through the water.

      “I’m sorry.” His voice was as soft as ever, but it also wavered on those two simple but powerful words.

      “For what?”

      “I can’t help but feel like everything that’s happened is my fault. If I hadn’t told Jem that you were a Psych . . . if I’d just let her talk to you about the locket and left . . . maybe none of this would be happening to you. The Collectors wouldn’t be in the picture, and you’d still be with your boyfriend. You wouldn’t be worried every second of the day.”

      Well, he had me there. Realistically, Jem wasn’t my new best friend—worry was. It was stuck to me like a barnacle that I didn’t want but couldn’t seem to scrape off.

      “What makes you think all of my problems have anything to do with you?” I asked out of curiosity more than anything.

      He finally looked up from the water. “I know you don’t believe it’s a coincidence that Collectors reached out to you days after meeting us.”

      Thinking back to how I’d stormed into the mansion and accused the Psych Squad of being behind my trip to Richmond, I grimaced. “Yeah, about that. New information has come to light that suggests it was a coincidence after all.”

      I explained Ruby’s spell and how I’d broken it with Patricia Drake’s locket. “I guess the Collectors were finally able to sense me after that fateful day. I’m not sure who or how, but it’s definitely not your fault, Noah. It’s all mine.”

      He placed a hand—the dry one—on my knee and gently squeezed. “There’s no way you could have known what would happen. Your aunt should have warned you about the spell and its consequences.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t blame her either. My grandmother asked Ruby to stay out of my life, and she complied. She didn’t even know my mother had died until years after the fact.”

      “Were you serious about joining her coven?”

      Noah removed his hand, and I felt its absence. I pushed the thought to some far back corner of my brain. It was something I didn’t want to think about too hard, especially after my almost-kiss with Stowe earlier.

      “Not really. She offered, but it’s too weird for me to think about right now.”

      “Being a witch?”

      “Being a witch, meeting other witches, learning spells, performing rituals.” I held my hands out to display my gloved hands. “I’ve been wearing these things for sixteen years, all the while doing everything in my power to hide who I truly was. How can I go from that to using my abilities willy-nilly and embracing magic?”

      He stood. “Do you want to walk?”

      “Okay.”

      We started down the path, and I buttoned my coat, needing the extra protection now that the sun had completely set and the breeze had picked up.

      Seemingly out of the blue, Noah said, “The day I gained access to my trust fund, I purchased a cabin in the mountains. It’s more than a three-hour drive from here and is extremely secluded. I had every intention of moving there to live full time. I would finally be able to escape from it all. The memories of my parents, the threat of Collectors, and, well, people in general.”

      “What stopped you?”

      “Jameson. He brought me plans he’d had drawn up for the guesthouse. He tried to convince me that withdrawing from the world wasn’t the answer, and in that moment, I knew I had a decision to make. I could either run away from my past and who I am, or I could learn to live with it.”

      I tried to imagine the scene Noah described, but I had difficulty seeing past my prejudices against Jameson long enough to complete the picture. There had to be an honorable side to him; he just refused to show it to me.

      “And you chose to live with it?”

      “Yes. There was compromise involved, sure. I still escape, but to the guesthouse instead of the mountains. And I work from home to avoid overstimulation. But I found my own kind of peace without walking away from the only people who mattered.”

      We paused in front a series of lions guarding a large pool. There was only enough light to see what was directly in front of me, but I could tell the area was beautiful. I would have to take Noah up on the sunrise tour sometime. Maybe in the spring, when the flowers were blooming. If he was still in my life months from now. I hoped so.

      I turned to him, wishing I had a better view of his features to decipher what he was thinking. His empathic abilities put him at a serious advantage. “So, you think I should stop hiding and embrace who I am . . . who I’m meant to be?”

      “I can’t tell you what to do, but I think maybe there’s a compromise for you as well. Just because you didn’t use your abilities in the past doesn’t mean you can’t use them now. And just because you’ve discovered that you’re a witch doesn’t mean you have to jump into the coven lifestyle. Don’t worry about your aunt’s expectations or what your mother would have said. Be who you want to be. It’s your choice.”

      An unexpected warmth seeped into my skin and burrowed beneath the surface. I’d never expected such a passionate response from Noah. He didn’t know me well, but he cared. That much was clear. And his advice meant something. It came from a place of empathy, of understanding. He got me.

      “You know, for someone who doesn’t talk much, you say a lot,” I said, tapping his shoulder with mine.

      “Don’t tell me you subscribe to that ‘introverts are always quiet’ myth.”

      I gasped in horror. “Are you saying once you start talking, I’ll never shut you up?”

      “If we’re discussing something important to me, that’s a distinct possibility.”

      “Am I something important to you?” The words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them, and I held my breath as I waited for his reply.

      Noah took a step toward me, and even in the dim light, I could feel his vivid gaze searing into me. He brushed a thumb over my cheek in the lightest of caresses. “Yeah, Adele, you are something important to me. It’s a little scary how important.”

      He took my hand and started leading me back the way we’d come. “We should probably go. You’re shivering.”

      Was I? Because I could have sworn I was toasty from cheek to toes.
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      Despite work, yoga sessions with Noah, a self-defense lesson with Stowe, and practicing my abilities with Jem, the next few days crawled by. The Cyber Monday meeting between Sheila and George was constantly on my mind. And, sadly, so was my ex-boyfriend.

      He had been calling and texting me almost nonstop. Though I’d stayed strong and deleted his voicemails without listening to them, I hadn’t been able to resist reading a few of the text messages. In short, Trevor wanted me back.

      Not that what he wanted mattered. Nothing about my situation had changed. If anything, it had only gotten more extreme, more dangerous.

      And because of that danger, I had finally decided what to do about the business. Or at least part of it.

      “George, I need a favor.” It was after closing on Friday evening, and I knew he was ready to leave, but I’d put this off for too long already.

      “If I had a quarter for every time you said that . . .”

      “You still wouldn’t be a rich man.”

      He sighed. “No, but I could buy myself a mug of joe and a scone, at the very least.”

      “Hint taken. I owe you a coffee shop run. Assuming you agree to my favor, that is.”

      “Well, now this is sounding an awful lot like blackmail. If so, I’ll need one of those giant double chocolate chip cookies thrown in.”

      “Fine. Black coffee, cranberry orange scone, and a double chocolate chip cookie. Is that all?”

      He tilted his head, considering. “That should do it. What do you need?”

      “After Thanksgiving, I want you to stay in Dallas for a while.”

      George was heading to Texas on Tuesday to visit family. He was supposed to fly back on Sunday, but I was determined to talk him out of it. Though sending him away wasn’t a permanent fix to my problem with the Collectors, it was the first step. If George wasn’t here on Cyber Monday, he couldn’t sign over his portion of the business to Sheila.

      I didn’t have a step two yet, but that was a problem for later.

      He gave me one of his “you’ve lost your mind” looks. “Why would I do that? The month between Thanksgiving and Christmas is one of our busiest.”

      This was the moment I’d been dreading. I’d debated making up some elaborate story, but George deserved the truth, even if he was only receiving a kernel of it.

      “Please don’t ask for details, but things will be better for the both of us if you leave town. When I said my life had gotten complicated lately, that was an understatement.” I started counting the crystals on the massive chandelier hanging from the ceiling, because I couldn’t look at George. I couldn’t stand that I’d failed him like this. “I’m sorry.”

      “Does this have something to do with your gift?”

      It took a moment for his words to register, but when they did, my skin tingled in a way that had nothing to do with the chill in the air. Turning to him, I asked, “What do you mean?”

      “I may be old, but I’m not stupid. I knew about your mother, and I know about you.”

      I shook my head, more in denial that he’d known this whole time than in an attempt to dispute his claim. It wasn’t possible. He would have said something.

      George patted my gloved hand, but there was more behind it than comfort. There was a knowing that frightened me.

      “Laura’s stories were wonderful. So wonderful that my curiosity got the best of me. I conducted a little research, and well, it became clear to me that she knew things she shouldn’t have known. When you started wearing gloves all the time and avoided touching people, I realized it must run in the family.”

      I clenched my jaw to keep it from dropping open. In the last two weeks, I’d experienced too many shocking realizations to count. But this one might take the cake. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “It wasn’t my place. I figured if you ever wanted me to know, you’d tell me.”

      I studied the wrinkled face of the man who had always been more than a boss or a partner to me. He was a mentor and a friend. He was family. And for all that time, he’d kept his own secret. I didn’t know if I should feel angry or relieved, betrayed or grateful.

      “I don’t know why you have your gift or even what exactly it is, but none of that matters to me. Just like it never mattered with your mother.” He chuckled. “Honestly, it gave me quite a thrill when I figured it out. Like I was living in one of those mystery movies Susan makes me watch on the Hallmark Channel.”

      At that, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Susan gets you to watch Hallmark movies? You must like her more than I thought.”

      “Don’t tell anyone. I’d hate to tarnish my tough-guy reputation.”

      “I promise.” It was the only thing I could promise right now. Everything else in my life was too in flux. “And will you promise to stay in Dallas? Maybe through Christmas?”

      George wagged a finger at me. “Don’t think I didn’t notice that you haven’t admitted to anything, missy.”

      I started to give him a clichéd response, something along the lines of, the less you know, the better. But this was George. He’d known I was different for all these years . . . and he’d accepted me anyway. How could I stop from spilling everything now?

      “Are you sure you want to know?”

      “You shouldn’t go through whatever this is alone,” he replied, his expression softening. I hated that I found sympathy there. He shouldn’t feel bad for me; I was the one currently screwing up his life.

      “I’m not.” I smiled, surprised to find that it was genuine. “For the first time since Mom died, I have a support system.”

      That support system was as fragile as antique bone china, but I could finally admit that what I had with Jem, Noah, and Stowe was the real deal. They weren’t scared away by the threat of Collectors. And even when all I’d wanted to do was run and hide, they didn’t let me get away with it.

      “Are you referring to that Stowe character?”

      My attention snapped back to George. “What? How do you know about Stowe?”

      His eyebrows rose to where his hairline used to be . . . a long, long time ago. “You invited a gentleman caller over to your house shortly after breaking up with that lug you were dating, and you thought I wouldn’t hear about it?”

      My dad—I should have known. What was it with men in the over-fifty crowd and gossip? “Stowe is a friend, not a beau vying for my hand, and Trevor isn’t a lug. We just weren’t meant to be.” If I repeated that enough times, eventually I’d believe it.

      “Friends are good.”

      “Yeah, they really are.”

      “And your father? He doesn’t know anything about your gift?”

      My pulse quickened like it did any time I imagined my dad finding out. “No. He can’t.”

      “You don’t think he deserves to know the truth?”

      I sucked in a breath. That question hit its intended mark—right in my chest. For all my certainty that Dad needed to remain in the dark, I’d had moments of doubt in the last few days. Maybe he would be better off if he knew everything. The Collectors were focused on George and the business now, but when I still refused to give in, the obvious next step would be to threaten my dad.

      But he wasn’t the type of man to sit around and allow a bunch of supernatural bullies to mess with his daughter. He would insist on stepping in.

      And when he found out that Mom and I had kept secrets from him, he would be crushed. How could I do that to him?

      Keeping him out of this had to be my priority.

      Finally, I said, “He doesn’t deserve to get dragged into something he can’t help me with.”

      George waited for more, but when my mouth remained shut, he eventually nodded. “It’s your decision, but I think you should reconsider. That man would do anything for you.”

      “I know.” That’s exactly why he can’t know the truth. Intent on changing the subject, I blurted, “Memories.”

      “What?”

      “That’s my gift.” It took everything in me not to stumble over the last word. At best, I’d considered it an ability, at worst, a curse. But never a gift. “I see memories through touch. It used to only happen with people, but lately, I’ve been having visions from touching objects as well.”

      George stared at me in silence for so long, I began to wonder if I’d made an error in judgment. Maybe he wasn’t ready for my full honesty. Maybe he couldn’t handle it.

      But, then, a grin spread across his face. “That’s incredible. And it all finally makes sense. The gloves. Your resistance to getting close to people. Even your aversion to hugs. And, Laura?”

      “Mom’s gift was similar. She could see the history of an object by touching it.”

      He shook his head, and if possible, his grin got even wider. “I knew it had to be something like that. All of those fanciful stories she would tell . . . I guess they were true?”

      I nodded, smiling at the memory. But it only lasted for a second. Because I had to make him understand.

      “You can’t tell anyone about this, George. It’s dangerous. Promise me.”

      The light in his eyes dimmed. “I promise. But you have to assure me you’re being careful. And that someone is looking out for you.”

      “Yes to both. I swear.”

      “All right.” He pulled on his coat and headed for the door. “I’ll stay in Dallas for an extra week or two, but I won’t agree to more than that. And you’ll need to find another employee to help out, even with Carla working part time.”

      “I will,” I said with more confidence than I felt. Someone had to be looking for extra hours during the holidays, right? I would figure it out.

      I turned off the remaining lights and started toward the door when a familiar car pulled up in front of the shop. “Shit,” I muttered as I ducked behind the player piano on display in the window just as Trevor stepped out of the car, bouquet of flowers in hand. “Will you stall him, so I can escape out the back?”

      George chuckled. “Of course. But I’m adding another trip to the coffee shop to your tab.”

      “Deal.”

      Staying low and using my cell phone light to guide me, I quickly made my way to the back of the store and took a short cut through a creepy alley to the parking lot on the next block. I typically walked around it, but Trevor knew where I always parked, and I couldn’t count on George to keep him distracted for long this time. Even from that glimpse of him through the window, I could tell he was more determined than I’d ever seen him.

      As I sped away, I found myself once again heading in the direction of the Drake estate. Jem had asked me over for dinner, and though I’d avoided committing, I now realized I had nowhere else to go. Trevor would find me at home, and I was still worried about leading Collectors to Aunt Ruby.

      I could either spend my Friday evening driving aimlessly or wandering around a mall . . . or I could spend it with my new friends. There was no contest. I only hoped they didn’t get sick of me. And that Jameson wasn’t home.

      Stowe opened the front door, and I could have sworn I felt the bear hug he wanted to give me. His posture and his happy, friendly smile gave him away. And the way I started toward him before freezing likely gave me away. We weren’t quite there yet, but we were close. Surprisingly, that realization didn’t appall me like it would have mere weeks ago. Maybe I’d grown, or maybe I was coming around to the idea that it was possible to have an almost-instant connection with certain people. Jem, Stowe, and Noah were my proof.

      “Hi, Daphne,” Stowe said as he stood in the middle of the doorway, blocking my path. “I wasn’t expecting to see you tonight.”

      “Jem invited me.”

      “Well, Jem’s not home yet.” I would have assumed that, somehow, he and Mr. Assface swapped bodies, but Stowe’s smile was still firmly in place.

      “Does that mean you’re not going to let me in?” I pulled my jacket tighter around my frame. “Because it’s getting awfully cold out here.”

      “Depends. What’s the password?”

      “Jolly Green Giant?”

      His chest rumbled with laughter, but he shook his head.

      “Jameson Drake is the devil?”

      “Good one, but no.”

      I huffed in frustration, creating a little puff of white air. That cold front the weatherman kept yammering on about must have blown in, because it was frigid. “Psych-witch hybrids do it better?”

      Stowe scrubbed a hand over his face. “Damn, woman, you can’t say shit like that.”

      “Then why don’t you let me pass?”

      “Not until you say, ‘I, Adele Rose, will practice touching with Stowe.’”

      I barked out an unladylike laugh. “Excuse me?”

      “You’ve only been practicing your abilities with Jem, even though I offered as well. I don’t like feeling left out.”

      “It was twice, and you weren’t home.” My teeth started chattering, and with my best pleading tone, I said, “Please, Stowe. I’m freezing.”

      “You know what to do.” Even though he was standing there in sweats and a T-shirt, he appeared completely unaffected by the temperature. Not fair.

      “Where did this stubborn streak come from?”

      He flashed a toothy grin. “It comes out to play when I really want something.”

      I threw my hands up in submission. “Fine. I, Adele Rose, will practice my touch-related abilities with Stowe.”

      “That’ll do.” He stepped out of the way and bowed at the waist. “After you, milady.”

      I smacked his bicep as I passed. “That whole gentleman act doesn’t work after you made me stand outside in the cold.”

      “But I got what I wanted.” Without warning, he pulled me into his body so that my face was plastered against his chest. His warm and hard, but surprisingly cushy, chest. “Better?”

      “Mmhmm,” I mumbled as I rubbed one cheek and then the other against his shirt to generate heat.

      “I would say get a room, Stowe, but I’d hate for you to find yourself on the business end of a wand or trapped in a pentagram. Who knows what the witch would do if she got you alone.”

      At the sound of Jameson’s unwelcome voice, my first instinct was to push away from Stowe and let Mr. Assface have it. But I was too comfortable to move. And I was too tired. Tired of Jameson piling on when I already had so much to deal with. So, instead of fighting back, I relaxed my body against Stowe’s and closed my eyes.

      “Seems like you’re the only one who should be worried about being alone with Adele,” Stowe replied nonchalantly, and I snickered. Damn right.

      “Thankfully, that won’t be a problem. I wouldn’t be caught dead in a room alone with her.”

      When I heard footsteps running up the stairs, I groaned into Stowe’s chest. “Do you think he’ll ever stop hating me?”

      “Honestly? I think he protests too much.”

      Yeah, right. Because that would mean Jameson liked me on some level, which I found impossible to believe. He had been nothing but hostile from the moment we met. And I didn’t see that changing anytime soon.
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      “Okay,” Stowe said as he tucked his cell in his pocket. “Jem is picking up Chinese food on her way home, which means we have about thirty minutes to kill.” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “Why don’t we get started?”

      “On what?”

      “The touching practice, of course.”

      “Now?” After our encounter with Jameson only minutes earlier, distance seemed like the better option. “And can we please call it something else?”

      “Skin-to-skin, featuring Adele and Stowe?”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “That’s worse.”

      “Adele’s magic touch?”

      “Still worse. If we have to call it something, I vote for Psych practice. Simple and to the point.”

      “Boring,” Stowe coughed into his hand. “But I guess it’ll do in a pinch. My bedroom?” he suggested hopefully.

      “Since Jameson went upstairs, we should probably stay down.”

      “Good point. The den it is.”

      I followed him to what was becoming my favorite room in the house. Though I could appreciate the formal style of the living and dining rooms, I preferred something a little more casual.

      “How do you want me?” He looked as excited as a kid on Christmas morning, and that kind of enthusiasm was contagious.

      “You do realize I’ll be poking around in your head, right?” I asked with a laugh. “It might not be that fun.”

      “Well, if you’re expecting to unravel any deep, dark secrets, I’m sorry to disappoint you. I’m an open book.”

      I was cynical enough to want to prove him wrong. Everyone was concealing something, whether it was intentional or not. But as I looked into Stowe’s eager face, I couldn’t bear to bring any of his hidden doubts or heartaches to light. I wanted to only dredge up happy memories . . . ones that would keep that infectious smile in place.

      “Why don’t you sit on the floor over there?” I said, pointing to the open space in front of the fireplace. “And I’ll sit across from you.”

      I took my jacket off and laid it across the back of the chair before removing my ankle boots. My clothes weren’t exactly the most comfortable for sitting on the floor, but at least I was wearing pants instead of a skirt.

      When I twisted back around, Stowe had turned on the gas fireplace and laid a blanket out over the hardwood. I bit back my initial, sarcastic response. He was being sweet, and at least a small part of me appreciated it.

      Once he was in position, I sat down across from him and scooted forward until our knees were almost touching. Or, more like my knees were almost touching his shins. Even on the floor, we weren’t on anything close to even ground. Everything about Stowe was big—his feet, his legs, his hands. And if the trend continued to other parts of his anatomy . . . Stop it, I scolded myself.

      “What do you want me to think about?” Stowe asked.

      “Nothing, actually.”

      During my practice sessions with Jem, I’d become proficient at seeing any memory she projected, whether it was an emotional one or not. Now I wanted to move on to the next step—drawing out memories on my own. I had no idea if it was possible, but these days, there wasn’t much that seemed impossible.

      I tried to think of a memory that was universally good, something I could draw out of him that wouldn’t produce unpleasant or sad feelings. Anything having to do with his parents was out. I knew better than anyone that even happy memories could create the opposite effect.

      Driving his first car, I thought. That should do it.

      Closing my eyes, I drew in a deep breath then released it while concentrating only on the excitement and freedom I’d felt when I first started driving. I didn’t know if the meditation exercises helped, but they couldn’t hurt.

      When my heart rate was steady and my thoughts were focused, I opened my eyes and said, “Okay.” I placed my hand in Stowe’s open palm, thinking first car over and over as a vision dragged me away.

      My mouth goes dry as I’m transported to a familiar locale with trees and a bridge spanning a small pond . . . the spa.

      Stowe is watching a woman walking away from him, and it takes a second for her jeans, navy sweater, and rose-gold hair to register—he’s watching me. And his thumping heartbeat is now my own.

      “Damn, Stowe,” he says under his breath. “Pull yourself together.”

      He stalks toward the main office but pauses when he sees a dark-haired woman in a navy suit exit the woods on the perimeter of the property. The yearning that has been pulsing through me changes to suspicion as he ducks behind a tree. He waits as she strides to a black Mercedes, and when she turns to climb into the driver’s seat, I realize he’s observing Grace Morrow.

      Once she drives away, he jogs to the edge of the woods and searches but finds nothing. My limbs grow heavy with disappointment and worry as he heads back to the office.

      Back in the present, I jerked my hand away from Stowe’s and glared at him. “For someone who claims to be an open book, you’ve been keeping an awful big secret from me.”

      The accusation fell easily from my lips, but in reality, I couldn’t stop thinking about the emotions he’d transferred to me in the beginning of the memory from earlier this week. Though he’d already admitted to having a crush on me, I’d disregarded his statements as being the result of his friendly, flirtatious personality. But his longing had felt pretty damn real.

      Stowe’s shoulders hunched forward in defeat. “I guess I was trying so hard not to think about that, I couldn’t think of anything else.”

      “That’s what guilt will do to you. Did you know that was Grace? As in Grace the Collector?”

      His brown eyes widened. “No, I swear I didn’t know. I just thought it was suspicious that a woman dressed like that walked out of the woods alone. And, yeah, it occurred to me that she could be a Collector checking up on us. But I didn’t have any proof, and there didn’t seem to be any point in worrying you.”

      “I knew you were keeping something from me when you showed up in the meditation room and said you couldn’t find Andrea. I figured she didn’t have time for me, and you didn’t want to admit it.”

      He shook his head. “That part was true. She wasn’t in her office.”

      “You should have told me what you saw.”

      “I’m sorry.” He started to reach for my hand but seemed to think better of it and rested his elbows on his legs instead. “I honestly thought you would be better off not knowing. You were already so upset, especially after seeing Jameson’s vision.”

      His earnestness cut me deep, and I knew there was no way I would be able to hold this against him. He clearly hadn’t known the woman was Grace, and I had been upset when he saw me right after it happened. If the tables had been turned, I would have kept my mouth shut as well.

      Still not adjusted to the cold weather, I moved closer to the fire. “Well, if there was any doubt that the Collectors know about you and the others, that’s now smashed to bits.”

      “Yeah, but there wasn’t much doubt to begin with.”

      “I guess not.” I stared at the big bear of a man in front of me, and I couldn’t ignore the pinch of concern this news brought on. “You’ll watch your back?”

      “Why, Daphne. It almost sounds like you’re worried about me.”

      “That’s because I am.”

      This time, he did take my hands in his. He gently massaged my icy fingers, warming them quicker than even my best thermal gloves could have. Staring down at his hands engulfing mine, he said, “You have the softest skin I’ve ever felt.”

      “That’s what sixteen years of constantly wearing gloves will get you.”

      “Do you get tired of them?”

      “Not as much as you’d expect. It’s probably a lot like wearing glasses. They’re annoying at times, but they’re such a part of me, I rarely notice them anymore.”

      His gaze drifted up to meet mine once again, and the intimacy of the moment smacked me across the face. Here we were, sitting in front of a fire while Stowe held my bare hands in his like he’d done so dozens of times before. And I wasn’t uncomfortable or scared. If he unintentionally gave me a memory, it was okay. He knew exactly what I was capable of, and he didn’t care.

      For the very first time, a man was touching me, and there was no fear associated with the moment. Only sparks of attraction and anticipation. It was as baffling as it was thrilling.

      “Do you think you’ll ever get rid of them?”

      “Hmm?” I asked distractedly. What were we talking about?

      Stowe chuckled, obviously enjoying my confusion. “Your gloves. Will you ever stop wearing them?”

      “Oh.” Now, I was the one staring down at his large hand swallowing mine. Even a few days ago, my answer to his question would have been an unequivocal no. But my life was changing almost daily—I was changing. “It’s hard to imagine, but maybe someday. Do they bother you?”

      That massive smile that I was quickly falling in love with lit up his face. “You could wear a giant glove over your entire body, and I wouldn’t find you any less attractive.”

      I laughed at the bizarre image. “How would that even work?”

      “As much as I hate to interrupt this cozy little scene,” Jem said from the doorway, “the food has arrived.”

      I glanced over to see her watching us with an amused expression. How long had she been standing there?

      “Finally,” Stowe said without an ounce of embarrassment. “I’m starving.” He let go of me just long enough to stand and then offer a hand to help me up. I took it without reservation, something that put a smile on both of our faces.

      “Please tell me you got egg rolls,” I said as I passed Jem, leaving my gloves behind.

      “I find you two like that, and you want to talk about egg rolls?” she hissed as she fell into step beside me.

      “Yep.”

      “You are exasperating!”

      “I know.”

      When we walked into the dining room, I was surprised to find Jameson and his former guardian already seated.

      “Hello, Adele,” Andrea said with a polite smile. Despite the casual dinner, she looked as put together as ever in a blue cashmere sweater with her blonde hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. “I’m sorry I missed you the other day at the spa.”

      “It’s not a problem.” I selected a chair at the other end of the table from her and Jameson. “I just wanted to thank you again for letting me know about my witch ancestry.”

      “Oh, yes. Jem told me that you met your aunt. You must be so pleased.”

      “I am. And it never would have happened without Stowe.” I shot him a grin, and though he ducked his head, I could make out the pleasure on his face.

      Noah entered the room, and he sat down directly across from me, for once. “Guess you’re feeling brave today,” I teased.

      “What’s life without a little risk?”

      The eternally grumpy one groaned. “Can the three of you tone down the flirting before I lose my appetite?”

      “Jealous?” Stowe asked.

      Jameson’s hard gaze wandered to me for a split second before returning to his friend. “Hardly.”

      Jem plopped a white container down on Jameson’s plate. “Eat. It’s clearly a better use of your mouth than speaking.” She passed around a ridiculous number of other containers. “That goes for the rest of you too. I have something to say.”

      While waiting for her to continue, I piled egg rolls, rice, and spicy-looking beef and vegetables on my plate and dug in. She certainly knew how to choose Chinese dishes, because all the food was spectacular.

      “I’ve figured out how to fix your problem, Adele,” Jem said confidently.

      My fork froze halfway to my mouth, and I carefully placed it back on my plate. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m going to buy out George’s half of the antique shop.”

      I waited for the punchline, but she didn’t say anything else. She just sat there, grinning like she’d cured world hunger.

      Eventually, my wits returned enough to respond. “That’s so incredibly generous of you, but I can’t let you do that.”

      “Why not? It would get George out of the picture, as far as the Collectors are concerned. And they wouldn’t be able to influence me as easily as they could George. I know what to expect, and I would see them coming.”

      “Still, that puts you directly in their line of fire. I won’t do that to you.”

      “She’s right,” Jameson said, practically choking on the words. “You can’t sacrifice yourself for someone you’ve known for two weeks. It’s insane.”

      That wasn’t exactly what I’d said, but I understood his point.

      “Stay out of this,” Jem said firmly. “You’ve been nothing but a complete asshole since the day Adele showed up, and I’m sick of it. If you don’t have anything helpful to add, shut the fuck up.”

      Stowe started clapping, and when I looked his direction, he shot me an obvious wink. I wanted to tell him to stop. He was poking an already strung-out bear. It didn’t seem like the wisest of decisions. But Jem started talking again, and I forced myself to ignore both Stowe and Jameson.

      “Please, Adele. I have the money, and I want to help. We’d get to work together, though I’d obviously let you run the place. It could be fun.”

      “You don’t even like antiques.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t dislike them.”

      Exasperated, I hid my face behind my hands. I didn’t know whether to hug or pummel her. It was a crazy idea, and I absolutely couldn’t let her go through with it. But she was a damn hard person to say no to. How could I convince her that this was my problem?

      “What if I chipped in so it wouldn’t be all on Jem?”

      The soft voice of the man sitting across from me might as well have been a crash of thunder, and I dropped my hands to stare at him. Was he kidding? It was one thing for Jem to suggest something so off-the-wall, but for Noah to jump in too? What was he thinking?

      Jem leaned toward him for a side hug. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “I’m in too,” Stowe said eagerly. “We can split it three ways.”

      Jameson laughed derisively. “Are you listening to yourselves? You sound like a bunch of drunk fools.”

      “You’re the one who sounds like a fool,” Noah said, though the dig still sounded kind coming from him. “Since when did you become so heartless? We care about Adele, and we want to help her. It’s not a crime.”

      While Jem started chattering with Stowe and Noah about plans, and I helplessly listened in, Jameson threw his hands up in the air. “I give up. Andrea, fix this.”

      Andrea stood, and the action drew all attention to her. “It’s not a terrible idea, but let me offer an alternative. A compromise, if you will.” She turned toward me. “What if I purchase George’s interest as an investment? The contract would be written to ensure that you retain all of the decision-making powers. I would only receive my share of the profits in return for my investment, but I wouldn’t be involved in any day-to-day management of the business.”

      “No offense, but why would you do that?”

      Even though it was crazy, I at least understood why the others offered. They were my friends. It might have only been two weeks, but it felt like a hell of a lot longer. And I was fairly certain they felt the same.

      But Andrea barely knew me. She had no reason to help me.

      “Honestly, I want to keep those three out of it,” she said, gesturing to my knights in shining armor. “And I can shield myself from influence by other psychics, so that won’t be a problem.”

      Really? This was the first I was hearing of it.

      “What do you think?” Andrea asked me. “Are you willing to let me be an investor?”

      Her straight posture, her steady gaze, her confident tone—everything about her told me she was willing and ready to go through with this. And it made sense now that she’d explained her reasoning. She was the Psych Squad’s mother figure. Of course, she would sacrifice herself for the sake of her children. This didn’t have anything to do with me. Between the two of us, it was a business deal and nothing more. And maybe I was okay with that.

      I glanced around the table. Jameson still appeared less than thrilled, but he also no longer looked ready to tear me apart and leave my remains by the side of the road to be picked at by ravenous vultures. Noah and Stowe appeared pleased by the suggestion, and Jem nodded her willingness to give up her own proposal for Andrea’s.

      It was up to me. I could debate this until my face turned blue, but it wouldn’t help. There was no right or wrong answer. There was only doing the best I could with limited time and resources.

      “Assuming I can convince George to go along with it, you have a deal.”
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      My arms shaking, I reminded myself to breathe as Noah gave me the ten-second warning. Inhale. Eight, seven, six. Exhale. Three, two, one.

      “And you’re done.”

      I slowly lowered myself onto my stomach from the plank position to keep myself from flopping down on the mat like a dying fish. My limbs were so rubbery, I half-wondered if they could be stretched out like Silly Putty.

      After giving me a minute to recover, Noah walked me through a set of cool-down stretches that, I grudgingly admitted, made me feel marginally better.

      “Now that you have a week of yoga sessions under your belt, how are you feeling?”

      I wiped sweat out of my eyes before shooting him an irritated glare. “What do you think? I’m a mess, and I suck at this.”

      “It’s only been a week.”

      “I’m starting to see why Stowe is so against this whole yoga thing. I mean, all this work, and I have no idea if it’ll actually help me control my abilities.”

      “It takes time. I wouldn’t have pegged you as impatient, but if you can’t handle putting in the work . . .” He shrugged. “Maybe it’s not worth it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I know what you’re doing. Reverse psychology won’t work on me.”

      Noah stood from his spot on my living room floor and rolled up his mat. Though he coached me through my exercises rather than participating, he always came prepared. He took his volunteer position as my yoga instructor seriously. And it was taking up a lot of his time. I had no doubt he had something else he would rather be doing on Saturday morning than listening to me whine.

      “No one is making you do this, Adele. If you want to stop, we’ll stop. It’s that simple.”

      Now I really felt guilty. Despite my bitching, I wanted to continue the lessons. Even if conquering this whole mind over body thing never helped me learn control, it would help me in life. And I was already feeling stronger and slightly more limber.

      “I don’t want to quit. And I’m sorry about complaining. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      “That’s not surprising,” he replied kindly. Too kindly. Why did he have to be nice when I was in a crabby mood? “Have you made a final decision about Andrea’s offer?”

      Expending an embarrassing amount of effort, I stood and pretended like it hadn’t hurt to do so. “Unless I talk myself out of it, I’m planning on talking to George tonight.”

      “Do you think he’ll agree?”

      “I think so. He’ll want to sign over his share of the business to me, so I need to convince him to sell instead. No matter what he says, he needs the money for a nest egg.”

      Noah handed me a fresh hand towel, and I used it to sop up the sweat dripping from my face. I didn’t even want to know how I looked. If there was any chance he’d found me attractive before, that was undoubtedly shot to hell now. No amount of walking around in skintight workout gear could make up for my floppy-fish style of yoga.

      “He sounds like a good man.”

      “The best.”

      This was the part where Noah would say, “I guess I’d better go,” and I would stand there and nod. But, despite my questionable mood, I wasn’t ready for him to leave. Even though we’d seen each other every day for the last five days, we hadn’t spent time together outside of our yoga sessions. Not since the gardens.

      “Well, I should—”

      “How do you feel about pancakes?” I asked, interrupting him. He hesitated, and I immediately regretted the suggestion. “You know what? Forget I asked. I’m sure you’ve had enough of me.”

      “No, no. That’s not it at all.” Noah rubbed at his clean-shaven jaw. “Vegan, remember?”

      “Oh.” I let out an embarrassed laugh. “I’m an idiot. My dad is helping with a pancake breakfast at the community center, and I thought we could go. But that is obviously the worst idea ever since you avoid big groups of people. Not to mention, you don’t eat pancakes.”

      “It’s okay. I’d like to go.”

      “No way. I wouldn’t put you through the misery. I mean, the smell of pancakes alone would be torture.”

      Noah laughed. “I think I can handle it. I don’t get out much, and it sounds like fun.”

      I studied him, surprised when everything in his warm expression told me he was serious. “Are you sure? We can go somewhere else instead.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Okay, but at least let me buy you a vegan muffin at the coffee shop on the way. It’ll probably taste terrible, but that’s the only way I’ll be able to stuff my face full of pancakes in front of you.”

      “Deal. But you’re going to have to put on warmer clothes.” His eyes raked over my tank top, or to be more precise, the generous amount of skin it failed to cover. If I wasn’t already flushed from my workout, I had no doubt I would be turning an unflattering shade of red under his gaze. “It’s freezing out there.”

      “Right. Um, I need to take a shower anyway. Give me fifteen?”

      “Sure.”

      After what was, for me, a painfully quick shower and change of clothes, I met Noah back downstairs and gave him directions to the coffee shop. The parking lot was crowded for such a cold day, but it was the Saturday before Thanksgiving, so people were out and about. And in need of caffeine.

      When Noah parked next to a familiar red muscle car, my heart started beating wildly. Trevor is here. But his presence wasn’t the shock. This coffee shop was blocks from his apartment; he came here all the time. It was the realization that the scene with Sheila could still come true—could be coming true this minute—that was making me anxious. Jameson had said there was a knit hat on the table. And today’s weather today was definitely cold enough to justify wearing one.

      I had to get in there.

      Noah turned to me. “What’s wrong?”

      I didn’t have to ask how he knew; obviously, he’d felt the sudden change in me. “Trevor is here.” I peered through the shop’s front windows, trying to catch a glimpse of him. “What if I was wrong, and Sheila is still going to influence him? Or is doing so as we speak?”

      “Do you want me to go in and check things out? I’m assuming you don’t want Trevor to see you.”

      “Not particularly. But . . .” A fabulous idea struck me, and I reached for my purse. “Thankfully, he doesn’t have to.” I dug around until I found the pouch holding the spelled pyrite. “Where is Jem right now?”

      Noah’s eyes narrowed on me suspiciously, but he said, “She’s working this morning.”

      “Perfect.”

      I pictured the last outfit I’d seen her wearing that included a coat as I slipped the stone into one of my gloves. Since they were designed for warmth over style, there was plenty of room. Having to tuck it in my bra with an audience would have been embarrassing.

      “What the—” Noah breathed, clearly in shock.

      I grinned at him and wondered if it came across as sardonic on Jem’s face. More than likely, it appeared genuine.

      Lifting my hand holding the stone, I said, “A gift from Aunt Ruby. Isn’t it great?”

      He shook his head, like he still couldn’t believe it. “It’s crazy. You even sound like her.”

      “Really? That’s cool.”

      “Yeah, but did you have to make yourself look and sound like Jem? You’re going to give me a complex. She’s like a sister to me, and you’re . . .” He stopped abruptly and got out of the car.

      “I’m what?” I asked as I jogged to catch up with him. “A pain in your ass? Or, more specifically, a whirlwind of emotions constantly invading your space?”

      Noah paused in front of the coffee shop entrance. “I was going to say that you’re nothing like a sister.”

      Oh.

      He opened the door and ushered me inside, effectively ending the discussion. But the smile on my face grew. Apparently, my floppy-fish yoga hadn’t completely turned him off.

      As we took our place in the back of the long line, I watched Trevor at the counter. He stuffed his wallet in his back pocket before walking to a two-person round table by the windows. After removing his gray knit hat, he dropped it on the tabletop and sat down. This is it, I thought with a mixture of anticipation and dread. Everything was stacking up to mirror Jameson’s vision. I searched the room for Sheila, but she was nowhere to be found.

      “He’s your type? Surprising.”

      I turned my attention back to Noah. “What does that mean?”

      He waved a hand in Trevor’s direction. “Look at him. He’s way too tan for this time of year, and it’s like he can’t stop smiling. Even his aura is bathed in contentment. He might as well be Captain America.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, he could probably pass for a blond Chris Evans from a distance.”

      “He could be his stunt double.”

      “So, you’re saying I shouldn’t be into Captain America?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s just not who I expected.”

      “Who did you expect?” Though I’d never considered Trevor my type, I wanted to hear what Noah would say. He was freakishly intuitive, and his answer undoubtedly would be as well.

      A blast of cold air hit me as the door opened. I glanced behind me, bracing myself for Sheila’s appearance. But a different dark-haired woman was standing in the entrance, scanning the room for her date. Her face lit up when she found him, and I didn’t have to wait for her to start toward Trevor to guess her destination.

      When Jennifer took her place across from my ex-boyfriend, I couldn’t help but notice how flushed and excited the pretty schoolteacher looked. Like there was nowhere else in the world she would rather be and no one she would rather be with. Had I ever been that eager to spend time with Trevor? I didn’t think so.

      “Why guilt?”

      Noah’s soft voice broke through my thoughts, and I forced my gaze away from the couple. “What?”

      “You’re not angry. Hurt. Jealous. You feel guilty, and I was wondering why.”

      I wanted to be annoyed, but then I noticed how pale he’d gotten since we’d been in the coffee shop, and I saw beads of sweat forming over his brow. Though he was picking up on my emotions, I knew they weren’t overwhelming for him this time. But being in a room full of people was. And he was dealing with it . . . for me.

      “I didn’t even realize that’s what I was feeling.”

      “That’s not a denial.” He smiled, and my heart double-thumped at the sight. I would never get over the transformation a simple smile made to his angular features. He wasn’t softer, exactly, but he was damn appealing. “You don’t have to tell me, but I am curious.”

      “I guess I’m feeling guilty because I’m not feeling those other things you mentioned. I should at least be angry, since that’s the woman he kissed in a bar last Saturday night.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No. I, uh, saw the memory of it,” I whispered, aware that there were plenty of other people around. “Thus, the breakup.” I didn’t feel the need to go into more detail. Noah already understood what was at stake with the Collectors breathing down my neck.

      He studied me for a few minutes before saying, “But you’re not upset.” It wasn’t a question.

      I watched Trevor and Jennifer chatting happily, and they made sense. They looked good together. Right. I waited for jealousy to stir, and it . . . didn’t. That realization made me a little sad—I had imagined marrying him someday, after all. But the sadness wasn’t heartbreak. It wasn’t even remorse. I’d done the right thing. This was just the moment it sank in.

      “I guess you’re right. I’m not upset.” I returned my attention to Noah. “So much has happened in the last few weeks, my failed relationship isn’t making the cut.”

      “Why don’t we get out of here?” he offered. “I doubt Sheila is going to show, especially with another woman in the picture.”

      “I don’t know.” I bounced on my toes in indecision. “Do you mind waiting around a while longer? I would feel better if we made sure he leaves without any Collector interactions.”

      “That’s fine. But will you be offended if I skip the muffin?” He pointed to the bottom row of the bakery case, where several sad-looking vegan products were on display. “I’m not entirely sure they’re edible, anyway.”

      “I won’t be offended, but I want to get you something. Do you drink coffee?”

      “Sorry, no.”

      “Okay.” I examined the menu, searching for anything he could eat or drink. “How about orange juice? It’s fresh-squeezed.”

      “That’ll work.”

      “You’re difficult, you know that?”

      He nodded, a faint smile on his face. “Trust me, I know.”

      For the next thirty minutes, we talked about a little bit of everything over hot chocolate and orange juice. I kept an eye out for Sheila but did my best to avoid watching the happy couple by the windows. Even though I sincerely hoped Trevor was interested in Jennifer—and that he would stop calling and texting me—I didn’t need to watch them together.

      When they left, and there was still no sign of the Collector, I finally relaxed. Maybe, I truly had spared Trevor by breaking up with him . . . and publicly throwing myself into Stowe’s arms. I tried not to think too much about that last part. Stowe had volunteered; he knew what he was getting into.

      “Can we go now?” Noah asked. “I’m not sure how much more of you as Jem I can handle.”

      I laughed. “Oh, yeah. I kind of forgot about that.”

      As soon as we got in his car, I made sure no one was watching before removing the stone and dropping it back in its pouch. “Better?”

      “Much.”
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      We pulled into the parking lot of the community center a few minutes later. I was just starting to get warm again, so I decided to bring up our earlier conversation to delay going outside.

      “You never answered my question about what type of guy you saw me with.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Noah said as put the car in park but left the engine running.

      “Please? I want to know.”

      Those striking blue eyes drilled into me, and I wondered yet again if he could see past my aura and emotions and straight into my soul.

      “I pictured someone with more depth. Someone like Stowe—tough on the outside but damaged and as gooey as a marshmallow on the inside.”

      “Stowe isn’t damaged.”

      “Isn’t he?” Noah asked soberly. “I’m not criticizing him. Jem, Jameson, Stowe, and me—we’re all pretty broken. And I hesitate to say it, but I’d put you in that category as well.”

      Noah believed I was broken? I’d never thought of myself that way. I’d lived in fear for too long, sure, but I’d made do. I was resilient.

      “You’re wrong.” I stared out the windshield at nothing in particular. “I see Stowe, and I don’t see damaged. I see someone who didn’t know how to be the person—the Psych—he thought he should be, so he found an outlet. He built up his physical strength and made a career he loves out of it while maintaining his friendly, open spirit. And you know what? I admire the hell out of that. Just like I admire you. Out of anyone I’ve ever met, you have the most reason to be bitter and mean. But nothing could be further from the truth. You’re kind and empathetic. Dedicated and strong.”

      I drew in a deep breath, hoping he was feeling the truth in my words. “You make me believe I can power through every bad thing that’s happening and come out stronger on the other side.” I shrugged helplessly. “You’re not broken. You’re inspiring.”

      Hesitantly, I turned my head to meet his gaze once again. The heat I found there instantly sent my pulse soaring.

      “And you, Adele Rose, are incredible.”

      Noah closed the distance between us slowly, giving me a chance to retreat. But I couldn’t have, even if I wanted to. I was drawn to him on a level I’d never experienced before and didn’t fully understand. He was the air I wanted, needed, to breathe.

      I leaned into him, and the faint scent of his eucalyptus-vanilla body wash drifted over me. With only an inch of space remaining between us, our eyes connected for a split second. I inhaled sharply, the intensity of the moment shaking me to the core. Yet again, my world was tilting on its axis. But, this time, I was embracing the disturbance with open arms.

      No longer tentative, Noah lowered his head and captured my mouth. He brushed his lips back and forth over mine, exploring. As he slid one of his hands up my neck and tangled his fingers in my hair, I nibbled at his lower lip.

      Itching to feel more of him, I clenched my trembling, gloved hands in my lap and parted my lips. A groan reverberated deep in his throat before he dipped his tongue in my mouth. The taste of him was intoxicating, and warmth spread through my belly.

      Noah broke the kiss abruptly but didn’t move away. He rested his forehead on mine and breathed, “You’re incredible.”

      I huffed out a laugh. “You said that already.”

      “I thought it beared repeating.”

      “Then why’d you stop?” I asked, only half-teasing. He’d given me a small taste, and I already wanted more.

      He slowly removed his hand from my hair and seemed to have to pull himself away from me. When he was safely back on his side of the car, he shot me a grin. His usually-pale face was flushed, making him appear healthier, happier.

      “Let’s just say that kissing you is overwhelming.”

      “Because I’m that amazing?” This time, I was fully teasing.

      “That . . . and because I feel what you feel. Add that to what I’m already feeling, and . . .” He rubbed his hands on his jeans. “Overwhelming.”

      “Oh.” I felt heat rush to my cheeks. For once, I hadn’t been fixated on what emotions he was gleaning from me. He’d sensed exactly how much he was affecting me. But he still looked so happy, I couldn’t seem to muster the appropriate amount of embarrassment. “So, pancake time?”

      Noah gave me a pointed look. “I’m going to need a minute.”

      “Right.”

      It took everything in me not to glance at his lap as I reached for my purse to dig for a mint or lip gloss or really anything that might provide a distraction. When I picked my bag up, I noticed a bulky envelope on the floorboard . . . with my name typed on the front.

      “Where did that come from?” I asked, my voice sounding funny to my ears. Though I hadn’t been paying attention when we left the coffee shop, there was no way it had been there when we first got in the car at my house.

      “What?”

      I pointed a shaky finger at the mysterious package.

      Noah reached over the console and retrieved it. He studied the front before flipping it over to the back. “Fuck,” he muttered.

      “What is it?”

      He held the envelope up to display the flap, where Intuition Financial Group and the company’s address in Richmond was printed in black embossed lettering.

      “They were following us,” I said rather than asked. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I still felt violated. Those bastards. “How did they get in your car? Wasn’t it locked while we were in the coffee shop?”

      “It was definitely locked.”

      “So, they got in and out without tripping the alarm.” I shivered at the thought. Noah drove an Infiniti sedan with all the bells and whistles. It couldn’t have been easy to break into.

      Noah lifted the small package to his ear for a moment before giving me a confused look. “There’s a watch in there.”

      “A watch?” I stared at it like it was a bomb seconds from detonating. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Do you want me to open it?”

      Whatever the Collectors had to say to me this time, it wouldn’t be good. But I had to know. “Yes.”

      He slid a finger under the flap and carefully opened the envelope without tearing it. When he pulled out a gold pocket watch, I gasped. I knew that piece.

      “That’s from the shop.”

      Noah handed it to me, and I examined it, but nothing stood out. It still looked like an average antique watch.

      “Which means they’ve been to your shop,” he said somberly.

      “I know.” The worry that had been hanging over my head sank lower, suffocating me. The Collectors meant business, and they wouldn’t give up until they found a way to control me. I contemplated giving in for one second, two seconds, and then I was done. They wouldn’t win this battle.

      I closed my eyes and counted out my breaths. Relax, Adele.

      When I felt more in control, I looked up, ready to apologize to Noah for my turbulent emotions. But he was studying two half sheets of paper he’d retrieved from the envelope. With obvious concern on his face, he handed me the first one.

      In perfect calligraphy, it said, “Tick tock. Your time is running out. You won’t like what happens if you continue to reject our generous offer.”

      A threat written in calligraphy, how lovely. Those Collectors were a classy bunch.

      “This is the offer,” Noah said, waving the second piece of paper. “Do you want to see it?”

      I held my hands up, stopping him from giving it to me. “No, I refuse to entertain their proposal, whatever it is. Will you just give me the highlights?”

      “In short, they’re offering you an obscene amount of money to work for them. They require only one day of your time per month.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t suppose they went into detail about what type of ‘work’ they want me to perform?”

      He gave me a wry smile. “They did not.”

      I stared at the watch in my hands. What was the point of giving it to me? Had they merely wanted me to know they could get at the antique shop any time they wanted?

      Inspiration suddenly struck, and I removed one glove and touched the watch. I waited . . . and kept waiting. Nothing. I closed my eyes. Still nothing.

      My stomach dropped in disappointment. I hadn’t expected to see all the answers to my questions, but I’d hoped for something. Some little sliver of information that would help me fight the Collectors.

      Instead, I was back where I’d started the day—knowing what I needed to do and loathe to go through with it.

      Noah squeezed my knee. “Do you want to go inside?”

      I shook my head. “Kind of lost my appetite.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      I dropped the watch into my bag, then turned to him, resolved. “I’m going to convince George to let Andrea buy him out. Whatever it takes.”
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      A single tear tracked down my cheek as George signed the contract with a steady hand. He extended the paperwork to me, and I took it, holding it away from my body like a bag full of trash.

      “Why do you look so glum?” he asked with a chuckle. “You got what you wanted.”

      I shook my head. “This was never what I wanted.” Want and need were drifting farther apart every day.

      Still, I was relieved that George had agreed to go along with Andrea’s plan. As expected, he’d tried to give me his share in the partnership, but I wouldn’t accept it. He was healthy and hopefully had many years ahead of him. The money he was making in this deal would ensure he would be taken care of, regardless of what happened to me. And that was the most important thing.

      “Nothing has to change, Adele. I’ll still come to work for as long as you want me.”

      “No, you should enjoy your official retirement for a while. Haven’t you always wanted to visit New Zealand?”

      His eyes brightened. “Do you think I could find a senior citizen tour that would let me tag along?”

      “I have no doubt. And I bet Susan would love to join you.”

      “What if I’d rather be single and ready to mingle?” he asked with a waggle of his scraggly white eyebrows.

      “Ugh, please never say that again. It’s just wrong.”

      George slowly got up from his desk chair and stood in front of me. “I know you don’t like to be touched, but I’m getting ready to hug you, and you’re going to grin and bear it. Okay?”

      I nodded as more tears welled in my eyes.

      He pulled me into surprisingly strong arms and held tight. “Those papers don’t mean anything. I’ll always be your partner, and I’ll always be here for you.”

      “Thank you, George.”

      After releasing me, he put on his coat and headed toward the front of the shop. “My cab should be here any minute.”

      “Have a good flight and enjoy Texas.”

      “It’s seventy-five degrees there right now,” he said with a grin. “I can’t wait.”

      “Well, think of me while you’re wearing shorts, and I’m stuck here, freezing.”

      Since the highs were usually in the fifties and sixties in November, it was strange for us to experience this kind of cold snap. It was almost as if the weather was mirroring my state of mind. If I didn’t know better, I might even think my witchyness had taken over the atmosphere.

      “Happy Thanksgiving, Adele.”

      “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      The door shut behind him with a finality that made me slump against the counter. Logically, I knew he would be back. That he would continue to be a part of my life. But the shop already felt drearier, lonelier without him here. Though I took care of most of the business tasks, George was the glue that held everything together. He was the heart and soul of this place.

      Without him here, it felt like a room filled with old things. It lost its magic.

      When a customer came in looking for a gift an hour later, I’d never been happier to offer personal shopping services. “Who is the gift for?”

      “My niece.” The woman glanced around, clearly out of her depth. “She’s turning ten, and it probably sounds strange, but she likes old things.”

      “As someone who has always been fascinated with the past, I don’t think that sounds strange at all. Does she have any particular interests?”

      “Like what?”

      “Dolls, books, jewelry, clothes?”

      “I don’t know. I rarely see my sister and her family, but they’re coming into town for Thanksgiving, and I wanted to do something more than my usual card with money.” She started to inch toward the door. “But maybe this was a bad idea. I don’t know anything about antiques.”

      A sudden thought popped into my mind, and I said, “I think I might have just the thing. Do you mind waiting for a minute while I run to the back?”

      “Okay.”

      In the storeroom, I unlocked a cabinet where I kept valuables that weren’t on display. I carefully removed the music box from the top shelf and smiled before returning to the front. Somehow, I knew it was the perfect choice. As devastating as the memory of the couple who lost their daughter would always be, at least I could imagine their music box in a happier place.

      After winding it, I set the wooden box on the counter and let its eerie song fill the room. The woman’s interested expression turned doubtful. “Is it supposed to sound like that?”

      “No, but that’s why I like it so much. It still works, but it shows its age.”

      “I don’t know. It sounds kind of . . . creepy.”

      “Technically, it can be repaired. But if your niece is anything like I was at ten, she’ll love it just as it is. I promise.”

      The woman studied the twirling ballerina, and eventually she nodded. “I think you’re right. It’s sweet but also odd, which sums up my niece perfectly.”

      “Wonderful.”

      After the customer left satisfied, I was able to stop dwelling on what I’d lost and get back to work. I had employees to hire, and I owed Marie a call regarding the appraisal that would start in a couple of weeks. My life was changing, and I was determined to prove to myself that I could change right along with it.

      Despite what may or may not happen with the Collectors, I refused to stand still. I had to keep moving forward.
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      I sat in front of the television in my pajamas with a bowl of cereal, waiting for the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade to start. After my mother’s death, it was the only family tradition I’d insisted on carrying on. I didn’t care about turkey or stuffing or even pumpkin pie. But watching the parade was a necessity. I never missed a single balloon, musical act, or marching band.

      My dad came into the room, and I was surprised to see that he’d already showered and gotten dressed. Usually, he was more than happy to spend Thanksgiving morning lounging around the house in anticipation of eating too much later on. Not that we went overboard for the two of us. I was only planning on making a ham, mashed potatoes, green beans, and rolls. And I’d already prepared Dad’s favorite chocolate pie.

      “Morning, sweetie,” he said, leaning over the back of the couch to place a kiss on the top of my head. “Ready for the parade?”

      “Always. Are you ready to gorge on a meal for ten?”

      “Actually, I have some bad news,” he said as he dropped into his recliner. “I have to go to work in about an hour.”

      “What? Why?” He’d had to work on Thanksgiving plenty of times before, but today was supposed to be a guaranteed day off for him.

      “Doug’s wife went into labor early this morning, and he needed someone to take his shift.”

      “So, you volunteered?”

      “You know how it is,” he said resignedly. “Everyone else has plans with family or is out of town, and . . .”

      “You just have me,” I answered for him.

      “I’m sorry. You know I wouldn’t have taken the shift if it wasn’t an emergency.”

      “I know,” I sighed. He clearly felt bad, and there was no point in making him feel worse. “And it’s fine. We can have a do-over this weekend.”

      “Do you have somewhere to go since George is out of town?”

      When I’d dropped off the signed paperwork at the spa the day before, Andrea had invited me to join her and the Psych Squad for dinner. Thinking I’d be spending the day with my dad, I’d declined. But now it seemed like my best option. Jameson would probably be pissed, but I couldn’t live my life constantly worried about Mr. Grumpypants. It was Thanksgiving—surely, he could be a decent human being for one day out of the year. Just like I could make his nickname slightly less insulting for a day.

      “Yeah. I’ll go over to Jem’s.”

      “I need to meet this Jem. Stowe is her brother, right?”

      I choked on a Cheerio. “No. Her brother is a massive jerk. But Stowe and Noah are kind of like her adopted brothers. They all live together.”

      “How did you meet them?”

      Surprisingly, he hadn’t asked much about my new friends in the week and a half since Stowe came over. He must have been saving up his questions, waiting to ambush me.

      “Jem came into the shop, and we hit it off.”

      Technically, it wasn’t a lie, but I seriously hated to skirt the truth so much. I’d been wondering if it was finally time to tell Dad the whole story. There’d been too much distance between us for the last few weeks, and I knew that had everything to do with me and nothing to do with him.

      Things were different now. I was no longer avoiding my abilities at all costs or hiding them from the entire world. It had always seemed necessary to keep him in the dark. Now, it felt wrong.

      But how could I continue honoring my mother’s memory while preserving my relationship with my dad? As far as I could tell, it was impossible. I had to sacrifice one for the other.

      “You seem different,” Dad said thoughtfully.

      I am different. That’s what I wanted to say. But, instead, I asked, “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not sure. You seem older, I guess.”

      I pointed to my flannel pajamas, which were covered in tiny coconut pirates from Moana. “Older, really?”

      He laughed. “Okay, maybe more confident would be a better description. And happier but also sadder. Honestly, I don’t know what’s going on with you.”

      “I have new friends, but I also broke up with my boyfriend. That’s probably why.” And the skirting continues.

      The parade started, and our conversation changed to our favorite giant balloons and performers. Even though I knew Dad would much rather be watching sports, I loved that he sat there with me and pretended like he was having the time of his life. It lessened the sting of him leaving me alone on another holiday.

      Not that I didn’t understand. Doug’s wife needed her husband a hell of a lot more than I needed my dad today. And it reiterated that I should begin building my own life apart from his. At the first of the year, I would start looking for my own place. It could be my official New Year’s resolution.

      I’d always considered myself so independent. It was time to start acting like it.

      Dad pushed out of his recliner. “Well, it’s that time.”

      I hopped up from the couch and ran into the kitchen. “At least take the pie with you. You can share it with the guys.” After placing it in a carrier, I handed it to him and kissed his cheek. “Be careful, and Happy Thanksgiving.”

      His face suddenly lit up. “Oh, I almost forgot.”

      He disappeared and returned a minute later with a light pink gift bag. “I got you a little something.”

      I reached into the bag and pulled out a box of chocolate truffles, a satin eye mask, and a bottle of lavender-scented lotion.

      He smiled at me, looking pleased with himself. “You seem to be taking your breakup with Trevor well, but I figured some extra pampering couldn’t hurt. Rachel at that little shop downtown helped me pick those out.”

      I opened the box and popped a truffle in my mouth. “Delicious. Thank you.”

      “Happy Thanksgiving, sweetie. I love you.”

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      I returned to the couch and watched the rest of the parade, feeling strangely optimistic. Maybe it was because things seemed to be falling into place. George was officially out of the business, and out of the state, which meant the Collectors weren’t likely to hassle him. They would try something else, but I was learning their game. They could only manipulate me if I let them.

      Or maybe my newfound optimism was stemming from the knowledge that I actually had people in my life who wanted to spend the day with me. Jem, Stowe, and Noah had made me feel like a part of their family. Well, in a non-creepy way, considering my potentially romantic connections with the two guys.

      Noah and I hadn’t talked about what happened on Saturday. There wasn’t much to say. The kiss had been wonderful, but the timing was awful. I liked Noah . . . I really liked him. But I couldn’t even think about traveling down that road right now. And if I knew anything about my favorite empath, it was that he understood what I was feeling without me having to say a word. He was giving me space, and I couldn’t be more grateful.

      By late afternoon, I was more than ready to leave the house. I’d scrounged together the ingredients for an apple pie and worked in the kitchen while holiday movies played in the background. Then, I’d spent way too long putting together an outfit. Andrea seemed like the type to require formal dress for Thanksgiving dinner, but I didn’t want to overdo it. Eventually, I settled on a maroon sweater dress, caramel-colored belt and boots, and cream gloves with embroidered leaves on the fingers.

      Andrea opened the front door, and I knew at once that I’d chosen well. She was wearing a burnt orange lace dress and matching heels. An elegant strand of pearls fell almost to her waist, and a diamond bracelet adorned her wrist.

      She stepped away from the doorway, a smile gracing her lovely face. “Come on in. Jem and Stowe went out to try to get their hands on some early Black Friday deal, but they should be back soon. And I’m sure Noah will come in from the guesthouse before long.”

      “I wouldn’t have pegged Jem as a bargain hunter,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment as I followed Andrea to the kitchen. I needed my friends to act as a buffer between me and their guardian. Though she was making an effort, I couldn’t help but feel like I was intruding.

      “Typically, she’s not. But there’s something about Black Friday that makes her crazy. She can’t stand being left out of the excitement.”

      “That, I can see.”

      “What do you have there?” Andrea asked, gesturing to my covered dish.

      “Apple pie. It was the best I could do at the last minute.”

      “It’s wonderful. We have pumpkin and pecan but no apple.”

      I glanced around the kitchen. It was way too orderly for being less than an hour before dinner. “What can I help with?”

      “Well, I just put the stuffing in the oven, and I was getting ready to mash the potatoes. You can do that, if you want?”

      “Sure.” I found a spot for my pie, then draped my coat over a barstool and removed my gloves. It was the one exception to my usual rule. I couldn’t stand to wear them while cooking; it was impossible to keep them clean.

      “I’m surprised Jameson isn’t helping you. Isn’t he supposed to be the chef in the family?”

      “Oh.” She turned away, suddenly finding the contents of the refrigerator fascinating. “He was helping, but he had something to take care of.”

      Figures. “In other words, he conveniently disappeared as soon as I arrived.”

      “No, that’s not—”

      “It’s okay.” I started mashing the potatoes. Imagining them as Jameson’s face made the task exceedingly more fun. “I should have expected it.”

      Andrea closed the refrigerator, a stick of butter in her hand. Her expression was so fierce, I wondered if she was going to use the butter as a weapon. “I know he hasn’t been very nice to you, but you have to understand. Seeing the future can be a heavy burden. His parents struggled with it, and now Jameson does even more so.”

      Once again, I thought back to the vision I received from holding the locket. Patricia Drake had said, “We can’t keep it to ourselves this time.” This time. How many times had she or her husband seen something that they never shared? And how did they decide when it was best to keep a vision to themselves?

      Their dilemma was now Jameson’s, but did that excuse his asshatness?

      “I’m not sure that explains why he hates me.” I added milk to the potatoes and started stirring, no longer able to picture Mr. Grumpypants in them. Grrr. I did not want to start feeling sorry for him.

      “I don’t think he hates you. But I also don’t think he was prepared for you to fit so easily into Jem’s life. Or Noah’s or Stowe’s.”

      “So, he resents me? I’m not sure that’s any better than hating me.”

      “It’s been the five of us for a long time. Give him time to adjust.”

      I reached for the stick of butter now laying on the counter, and just then, Andrea stretched out to grab the salt. My hand brushed her arm, and the world turned dark.

      The scent of damp earth and pine invades my senses, and my neck and shoulders tighten. Though no sunlight is breaking through the thick trees, I can clearly see the woman standing in front of me—Grace Morrow. She’s wearing the same navy suit I’d seen in Stowe’s memory.

      “You’re expected to hold up your end of the agreement, Andrea,” she says with cold authority.

      “I have done nothing else for the last thirteen years.”

      “Then, why aren’t you helping now?”

      “Because I don’t know anything.”

      Grace takes a menacing step forward. “Adele is spending all of her time here or with your wards. You must know something.”

      The tightness moves to my chest. “I heard that she broke up with her boyfriend.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nothing. I don’t think she has much of a life outside of her business.”

      Grace stares at her, and when Andrea says nothing else, she begins to walk away. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Andrea exhales in relief and turns the other direction.

      I returned to the present quicker than ever, my temper spiking to never-before-experienced levels. “You psychotic bitch! You were working with the Collectors all along.”

      Andrea backed away, putting the kitchen island between us. “It’s not what you think. I never wanted to get you involved, but I didn’t have a choice.”

      “You own half of my business—you tricked me!”

      “What the hell is going on?” Jameson asked as he appeared in the kitchen, his scowl directed at me, as usual. I wanted to laugh, a maniacal one. Didn’t he know I was the victim here?

      “Oh, not much. We’re just discussing how your precious guardian is a Collector. But you probably already knew that. I mean, how could you not?”

      He didn’t even blink at my words. “Don’t be insane. Andrea is not now, nor has she ever been, a Collector.”

      “Well, look at that,” I said with a flippant wave in his direction. “Jameson Drake doesn’t know everything.”

      “Adele,” he warned.

      I glared at Andrea even as I responded to Jameson. “I saw her memory. There’s no doubt.”

      His confident demeanor finally faltered. It was only for a second, but I caught it. He really doesn’t know, I thought, equally relieved and angry. Seriously, how could he not have known?

      Jameson faced Andrea, his scowl now trained on her. “What is she talking about?”

      Tears started falling down her face, leaving streaks of makeup in their wake. “Everything I’ve done was to protect you, Jem, Noah, and Stowe. That’s all I’ve ever done.”

      “No,” he whispered, shaking his head as though it was impossible. “No.”

      She began spouting unintelligible excuses through her sobs, but the sound of my cell phone ringing drowned her out. I ignored it until it started up again. Grabbing the phone from my purse, I stared in confusion at the screen. It was the shop number. No one should be there.

      Trepidation filling me, I answered. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Adele.”

      Grace. I recognized her evil voice right away. “What are you doing in my shop?”

      “You were warned that you wouldn’t like the outcome if you continued to ignore our more than generous offer.”

      “Why won’t you just leave me alone?” I slumped against the counter, fear and frustration replacing my fury.

      Put it on speaker, Jameson mouthed to me, and I complied. He might as well hear this.

      “I told you we’ve been waiting for someone with your particular talents to come along. Giving up is not an option.”

      “Is that why you’ve been making your little minion, Andrea, spy on me?”

      “Oh, is that what she said? She must have failed to mention that she was the one who told us about you in the first place.”

      “Imagine that,” I said more for the audience in the room with me than the one on the phone.

      “It seems like she’s been keeping secrets from everyone these days. You might have convinced her to conspire against me, Adele, but don’t think that little contract of yours fixed anything. In fact, it has only led me to take more dramatic action.”

      What was left of my heart sank. Grace had broken into Whitehurst Antiques, and she was pissed. That had to be a lethal combination.

      “I’ve left an early holiday present for you in your quaint little shop and another at your house. You can only save one of them, so choose wisely. And hurry.”

      The line went dead.

      Oh my god. I grabbed my purse and whirled toward the front door. I had to get out of here. Now.

      Jameson stepped in front of me, blocking my path. Before I could respond, he thrust my coat into my arms and strode in the opposite direction. “Come on, I’ll drive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Not in the mood to fight Jameson, I followed him into the massive garage and to a sleek black sports car. Other than being a Lexus, I had no idea what it was, but it looked expensive. In seconds, he’d maneuvered us off the estate and was speeding toward the highway. He was driving way too fast, but I didn’t care. There was no time to waste.

      “Where are we going?” Jameson asked.

      You can only save one of them, so choose wisely. My house or the antique shop? It was an impossible decision. “Maybe we should go to the shop first, since we know Grace was there.”

      “Is anyone at your house?” He actually sounded concerned, and if we weren’t in the middle of a crisis, I would have mocked him for it.

      “No, my dad’s at work.”

      Using voice command, Jameson called Jem over Bluetooth and told her and Stowe to meet us at the shop. The worry in her voice echoed my own fear. I never should have let my standoff with the Collectors escalate to this point. What had I been thinking? I was no match for a maniacal gang of psychic hunters with unlimited resources.

      After Jameson ended the call, I urged myself to approach the problem logically. There had to be a way out of this hellish predicament. “Maybe we should call the police.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Jameson replied. “The Collectors are undoubtedly monitoring incoming emergency calls, and who knows what they’ll do if you involve the police.”

      “But what if it’s a trap?”

      “It probably is. That’s why Jem is meeting us there. She’ll be able to sense the danger.”

      “I don’t know.” I stared down at my hands. Why were they bare? “I don’t feel good about this.”

      I frantically dug in the pockets of my coat—empty. Where were my gloves? I searched my purse and the floorboard. Nothing. Think, Adele. Think.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My gloves. I don’t have them.” I unhooked my seat belt and scooted forward to check the back of my seat.

      “Fuck, woman!” Jameson slammed a hand over my stomach, pushing me back. “I’m driving over a hundred. You can’t do that.”

      “Sorry—”

      The rest of my words were cut off when his hand swept over mine, transporting me to another place and another time.

      Jameson and I are sitting on a blanket over lush, green grass. Crystal blue water shimmers in the sunlight before us. I say something, and he laughs, his entire body shaking with it. As I smile up at him, he leans down as if to kiss me. But, instead, he tickles my sides, and I fall back onto the blanket, writhing and shrieking.

      I blinked at the man sitting feet away from me in the driver’s seat, his face in perfect imitation of a statue.

      “What . . . what was that?” Jameson and I had been laughing together. And we’d acted like a couple in love. What the hell?

      “A vision,” he replied without a lick of emotion.

      That was real? Jameson had actually received a vision of us as a couple? No wonder he was such an asshole around me. The idea of it was insane.

      “I don’t understand. When—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said, cutting me off.

      “But why didn’t you tell me?”

      Jameson finally glanced over at me, but I wished he hadn’t. He couldn’t have looked any more disgusted. “What’s the point? It’ll never happen.” Turning his attention back to the road, he snapped, “Put your damn seat belt back on.”

      I fought my desire to argue. Not about the seat belt; he was right about that much. I wanted to know what his vision meant. When had he first seen it? And why was he so dead set against us being together? Did he really hate me that much?

      Not that I was interested in making that particular vision come true. He was the last man I saw myself with. It would be easy enough to ignore how happy we’d seemed in some hypothetical version of the future.

      Jameson took the exit to downtown Whitehurst, and all thoughts of my love life dissipated. What would we find? My stomach cramped, and chills pricked at my skin. Was I doing the right thing by allowing Jem and Stowe to involve themselves?

      Main Street looked like a ghost town. Thanksgiving was one of only two days a year when every business was closed down, a fact I was suddenly grateful for. At least no one was around to get in Grace’s way.

      I saw headlights in the rearview mirror and turned around to see a large, silver SUV following closely behind us.

      “Stowe and Jem,” Jameson answered without me having to ask. He pulled into a parking spot down the street from the shop and cut the engine. “Stay here while I check in with them.”

      I searched the area in front of the shop for signs of life. The interior lights were off, but the remnants of the sunset made it possible to see the entrance. Still, from this distance, I couldn’t tell if anyone was inside.

      Except . . . I squinted, trying to identify the dark shadow around the door. Was that a person?

      Unable to wait any longer, I hopped out of the car and ran to the three Psychs, who were huddled together in front of the SUV.

      “What happened to you staying in the car?” Jameson’s tone was annoyed, but I wasn’t interested in sparring with him. I only wanted to get into my shop and check things out.

      “What’s happening?” I asked Jem. “Did you sense anything?”

      Her expression was stressed, but she shook her head. “Nothing.”

      I released a huge breath. Maybe I’d overreacted, and this wasn’t a trap after all. “Okay, let’s go.”

      Stowe led the way, and as we approached the entrance, it hit me—I wasn’t seeing a shadow. It was the absence of light reflecting off the glass door . . . because all the glass was gone. Or, not gone, I realized as I reached the threshold. It was all over the ground.

      “How about now?” Jameson asked Jem.

      “Not even a twinge.”

      Stowe stepped over the glass and into the shop. But as soon as he’d made it a couple of feet, he froze. I tried to peek around him, but his giant body was blocking my view.

      “What? What is it?”

      He turned around and held his arms out to keep me from passing him. “Maybe we should wait until the police get here.”

      My heart jumped into my throat. “What do you mean? Jameson said not to call the police.”

      “I know.” Stowe moved forward until he was standing only inches in front of me. Even in the dim light, I could see the sorrow on his face. It wasn’t for him—it was for me. “But the damage is already done. We need to call them.”

      I reached around him to turn on the lights for the front of the store, and with the pace of a snail, Stowe finally moved aside. The illumination revealed what he’d been hiding, and it cast an eerie glow over what used to be Whitehurst Antiques.

      Every painting was slashed, every piece of glass and pottery shattered. The clocks had been knocked off the wall and now lay busted on the floor. All the furniture and the shelves were overturned. Pages were torn out of books. Clothes shredded. Display cases destroyed.

      The once-glorious crystal chandelier lay in a giant heap in the middle of the room, like The Phantom of the Opera himself left it there as a warning. Message fucking received.

      Jem gasped as she moved in behind me. “Oh my god, Adele. I’m so sorry.”

      I walked forward, the need to explore the remains of my beloved business overwhelming. The small part of me that hoped some of the antiques had survived faded as I wandered through the wreckage. Nothing had been left untouched. And most of the jewelry appeared to be missing. Probably as a cover for the “thieves.”

      When I found the vintage cash register laying on the ground in pieces, I sank down next to it. Though we’d started using a computer years ago, George had insisted on keeping the beautiful piece on the counter for “old time’s sake.” I still remembered when my mother taught me how to use it like it happened yesterday. I was probably only six or seven at the time, and I’d thought it was the greatest thing in the world.

      I ran my fingers over the remaining keys, and a memory sucked me under.

      My stomach flutters as a fuzzy image of my mom and George at a rummage sale slowly comes into focus.

      Mom’s wild, red hair is flowing down her back. She stands in front of an old cash register in serious need of restoration and squeals happily. “This is perfect, George! We have to buy it.”

      He shakes his head at her. “You’re crazy. That old piece of junk?”

      “Just wait until we get it cleaned up. Our customers will love it.”

      George laughs. “You’re the expert.”

      Back in the present, I stared at the busted antique through watery eyes. George could never see this—not any of it. It would break his heart. Twenty years of his life destroyed in minutes. After he’d handed control of the business over to me less than forty-eight hours ago.

      I’d failed him. And my mother.

      I spotted a pair of my work gloves under the counter and carefully retrieved them. Amazingly, they were still in once piece. They were possibly the only survivors of the massacre. I might have thought it ironic if it wasn’t so sad.

      Stowe appeared and helped me up. “We should probably try not to disturb anything. Even if you’re not going to turn Grace over to the cops, you have to report this.”

      I nodded mutely, knowing I couldn’t let myself fall victim to the haze of numb shock threatening to consume me. There were practical things to consider. What to tell the police. Calling the insurance company. Covering the hole that used to be the door.

      Sirens wailed in the distance, and I looked from Jem to Stowe then Jameson. Had one of them called emergency dispatch while I’d been lost in memories?

      “Did you . . .?”

      “It wasn’t us,” Jem said.

      Jameson moved onto the sidewalk for a minute before looking back at us. “Adele, what direction is your house from here?”

      The wailing got louder, closer.

      Stowe sprinted outside, and within seconds, he was back and pulling me with him. I didn’t know what his problem was until he pointed to a sickening sight in the distance.

      Thick plumes of black smoke marred the darkening sky in the precise direction of my house.

      “You don’t think . . .?” Jem looked at me, panicked. “I can’t sense anything. We’re too far away.”

      I wanted to say something, anything, but I had no words. It couldn’t be my house. I refused to believe it. Grace had already destroyed the shop. She wouldn’t be so heartless as to go after my house as well . . . would she?

      “Everyone to the Expedition, now,” Stowe commanded as he lifted me into his arms.

      Startled, I wrapped my arms around his neck and hung on while he got us to the SUV in record time. He carefully placed me in the back seat and buckled my seat belt. Pausing for one second, he kissed me lightly on the lips. “It’s going to be okay, Daphne.”

      Then, the door was shutting, and he was behind the wheel, peeling away from the curb. Jem, Stowe, and Jameson were speaking, but I didn’t hear any of their words. My house was only a little over a mile away, and I was certain we’d find it still standing. The alternative was unthinkable.

      But as we turned onto my street, I knew. The Collectors hadn’t spared my house. Not even a little bit.

      A roadblock stood in our way, and when Stowe braked, I jumped out of the vehicle before it even stopped moving. I ran past a yelling policeman and up to the first firefighter I saw. “Where’s my dad?”

      He lifted his visor, and his face morphed into one of shock and horror. Without saying a word to me, he dropped the hose he’d been carrying and ran toward two firefighters standing nearer to the house. “She’s here!” he yelled. “Adele is here!”

      The men looked back at me before moving as one. Despite the smoke billowing out of the open front door, they got as close to it as possible and started shouting. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but a few moments later, a firefighter stumbled out of the house and onto the front lawn.

      “Dad!”

      I ran forward and dropped to the grass beside him. He removed his helmet, and behind soot-covered features, Trevor’s blue eyes stared up at me. He was gasping and coughing, but he didn’t look away. “You’re alive,” he rasped.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “A man.” He coughed and coughed again. “A man told us he saw someone in your bedroom window.”

      I looked up at my window, which was now nothing but char and smoke. What? “I don’t understand. Where’s my dad?”

      “He shouldn’t have gone inside. It was already too unstable.”

      “Trevor . . .” The rest of my words got stuck in my throat as I looked at him, pleading with him to explain. To tell me Dad was okay.

      “I’m sorry,” he said around more coughs.

      Paramedics reached his side and started loading him on a stretcher.

      “Wait,” I cried. “Tell me where he is.”

      Tears tracked down the black smudges covering Trevor’s face. “I went after him, but it was too late.”

      The paramedics took him away, and strong arms grasped me from behind, trying to pull me back.

      “No!” The scream that left me was like nothing I’d ever heard before. It was agony and despair mixed with a heavy dose of denial. I squirmed and kicked, trying to get away from whoever was holding me. “He’s in there. We have to do something!”

      A loud crash sounded from inside the house, and bright orange flames rushed toward me, sparks lighting the grass inches from my feet. The heat was unbearable, and each breath became a smoke-filled gasp. Still, I couldn’t move away. I couldn’t leave my dad in there.

      Those same arms hoisted me up and carried me across the street. I struggled, but there was no getting away. I was helpless against my captor’s strength.

      He set me down but didn’t let go. I looked up to find Jameson’s stern face, but I was too distraught to be surprised. I was in fighting mode, and I intended to attack him with every ounce of energy I had left.

      I shoved against him, trying to break his hold. “You have to let me go. My dad . . .” I choked out a sob.

      Jameson pushed damp tendrils of hair off my face. “There’s nothing they can do, Adele. I’m sorry.”

      “No,” I wailed as I pounded my fists against his chest over and over. “No.”

      He didn’t react, other than to continue holding me while I assaulted him. When I’d depleted all of my strength, I slumped against him and cried. And one single thought played on repeat through my head—I killed my dad.

      Time passed in a blur of alternating pain and numbness. I watched as the house I’d lived in my entire life was reduced to a scene out of my nightmares. Worse than a pile of ash, the charred remains reminded me of what used to be. But those memories were now twisted. Every good thing that had happened in that house was gone, replaced by nothing but regret. My dad gave his life trying to save mine.

      A pointless sacrifice.

      And it was all my fault.

      If only I’d gone to the house first. Or called the police. Or told my dad the truth from the beginning. If only I’d done something, anything, differently.

      “Miss Rose, we really need to check you out.”

      I didn’t bother looking at the paramedic. “I’m fine.”

      Unlike my dad, I thought. Somewhere in that house of horrors, what was left of my dad was waiting to be discovered. Grotesque images of his burned-up body filled my mind, and acid filled my stomach. I turned away, vomiting in my neighbor’s bushes. Someone held my hair and spoke soothing words, but I couldn’t hear them. All I could hear were the screams of recrimination in my own head.

      You did this, Adele.

      You murdered your dad.

      You ruined your home.

      You destroyed everything.

      I fell to my knees as sobs racked my body. My chest more than ached; it felt like it was collapsing in on itself. Every breath became a test of faith. And the darkest part of me hoped that each beat of my heart would be its last.

      At some point, I found myself in Noah’s arms. Through my own blurry eyes, I could have sworn I saw tears in his. “Shhh, Adele.” His soft voice washed over me like warm water, and my world faded to black.
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      I woke disoriented. Sunlight seeped through unfamiliar blue curtains, and too-soft sheets brushed my bare legs. The acrid smell of smoke lingered in the air, taking me back to the worst dream of my life. It had seemed so real.

      As I tried to remember what happened last night, the pieces I’d lost in sleep stitched themselves together, and I sat up. My head pounded and my world crumbled as the truth struck me—it wasn’t a dream. Every increasingly horrific event really happened. Andrea was a Collector. Grace called. The shop was in shambles. My house went up in flames.

      And my dad . . . 

      The room spun, and I fell back onto the bed and curled into a ball. I didn’t want to think about him, about any of it.

      I drifted in and out of a restless sleep. Jem appeared and tried to get me to eat something. I refused. She returned and tried again. I ignored her.

      Hours passed.

      “Adele?” Jem’s voice carried through the closed door for the third time, and once again, I didn’t respond. She cracked the door open. “Can I come in?”

      “Can I stop you?” I mumbled around the pillow I was hiding under.

      “Nope.”

      “What do you want?”

      The bed dipped under her weight. “You have to take a shower. It’s not healthy for you to keep breathing in all that smoke.”

      I inhaled deeply, relishing the scent that still clung to my hair and skin. I didn’t want to wash it off. It was punishing, a constant reminder of what—and who—I’d lost. And why.

      “No.”

      “I’m not leaving until you agree,” Jem replied sweetly.

      “Your choice.”

      The covers rustled as she got comfortable on the bed. She turned the television on and started flipping channels. “There’s a marathon of A Christmas Story on all day. Isn’t that great?”

      I bit back a scream. Of frustration . . . of anger . . . of despair. I didn’t even know. All I knew was that existing was too painful.

      Dragging the pillow away from my face, I glared at my tormenter. “What the hell is your problem? Why won’t you leave?”

      “Please take a shower? And eat a little of something.” She tried to smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Then, I’ll leave you alone.”

      “Fine,” I said, pushing up from the bed. I stared down at the massive T-shirt I was wearing, having no idea how I’d gotten into it.

      “Oh, and the paramedic who gave you the sedative said you should drink a lot of water when you woke up.” She pointed to several still-full glasses of water she’d left on the bedside table for me. “So, you need to drink up.”

      Sedative? That explained why I didn’t remember getting here. Or even where here was. A guest room at the estate was a pretty good guess, though.

      I escaped into the bathroom and shut the door behind me, tempted to crumple to the tile floor. But the sooner I got this over with, the sooner I could go back to bed.

      After taking a long and dangerously hot shower, I dried off and studied the array of brand-new products Jem had left in the bathroom. Lingerie, socks, jeans, sweats, tanks, sweaters, and shoes. There was even a lip gloss, blush, and a container of mineral foundation for fair skin. She thought of everything.

      The sane part of me knew I was supposed to be thankful. That if it wasn’t for Jem, I wouldn’t have anything or anyone. But I was too broken to feel something as healthy as gratefulness. So, I hastily brushed my hair and teeth, then threw on the most-comfortable looking clothes. I didn’t bother looking in the mirror. I knew what I would find—splotchy skin, puffy eyes, and misery.

      “You look nice,” Jem said when I returned to the bedroom.

      “I look like death.”

      Her eyes widened slightly, and I realized my faux pas. But did it count when I was the one making it? My dad was the one who died. Death, death, death. Might as well say it.

      Loud voices drifted to us, and I looked to Jem. “What’s going on?”

      She glanced away, her expression guilty. “Um, Andrea is here.”

      Andrea. At the sound of her name, a red haze fell over my eyes. Without another thought, I sprinted down the stairs and toward the voices. When I entered the living room, I froze. Andrea stood with her back against the wall, her head bowed. She looked defeated. Good.

      I could feel my rage building, but I couldn’t stop it this time. Noah was on his own. “What. Is. She. Doing. Here?”

      “She’s trying to explain herself,” Jem said from behind me.

      “Explain herself?” I laughed, though there didn’t seem to be any humor left in the world. Not even the dark kind. “There is nothing to explain. She destroyed my shop. Killed my father. Ruined my life. There is no explaining herself.”

      Stowe pulled me into his arms, attempting to comfort me. It didn’t work. “I know, but you should still hear what she has to say.”

      “I already told you,” Andrea said, her voice cracking. “After your parents died, I made a deal with the Collectors. If I worked for them, they would leave the four of you alone. I did it to protect you.”

      “That’s convenient,” Stowe said, his usual jovial tone completely absent. “It was all for us, so how can we blame you?”

      Noah stepped between Andrea and Stowe and me, establishing himself as the mediator. “She’s telling the truth.”

      I glared at him. “Are you seriously taking her side?”

      “Not at all. You didn’t let me finish.”

      He wiped sweat from his forehead, and I felt a stab of guilt. But it faded quickly. I was entitled to be an emotional basket case. If Noah couldn’t handle it, he was more than welcome to leave.

      “Andrea is telling the truth, but she’s holding something back. Something significant.”

      The villain in the corner started shaking her head, but she still wouldn’t look up. Probably because her guilt was written all over her face.

      “Adele can figure out what she’s hiding.”

      I spun toward Jameson in shock. Was he suggesting I force memories out of a woman who’d been acting as his mother for over a decade?

      “No,” Andrea said. “I won’t allow it.”

      “Why not?” Jameson asked, his voice taunting. “If your intentions were as pure as you claim, wouldn’t you relish the opportunity to prove it?”

      I felt Stowe’s nod from above me. “He’s right. This is your chance to tell the whole story. We may not give you another one.”

      “I hate to say it, but I agree,” Noah said as kindly as ever. I wanted to hate him for it, but I couldn’t muster the energy. “You have to let Adele view your memories.”

      Andrea didn’t say anything, so Jem approached her. “Please do this. It’s the only way we have any chance of moving past this.”

      I snorted. Like there was any way of moving past her betrayal. Maybe for Jem, but never for me.

      “Some things are better left unknown,” Andrea replied cryptically.

      “Maybe so.” Jem looked back at us. “But you’ve been keeping things from us for too long. It has to stop.”

      Andrea finally lifted her head. “Let’s get this over with.”

      As our gazes met, my heart started beating erratically. I would have to touch her, see into her past, when all I wanted to do was strangle her with my bare hands. I peered down at them, surprised to find my hands uncovered. How had I failed to notice that I hadn’t been wearing gloves this entire time?

      Noah approached and placed his hands gently on my shoulders. “Adele, you don’t have to do this. But don’t you want to know the truth to how we all ended up here? It may not offer peace or closure, but it’s a place to start.”

      “The last thing I want is peace.”

      His face, already pale almost to the point of translucent, dimmed with nothing less than pity. And I hated it as much as I hated Andrea in that moment. As much as I hated myself. I might have lost the most important person in the world to me, but I would not be pitied.

      I stalked over to Andrea and wrapped my fingers around her forearm. It would have only taken a pinky to get what I needed, but I wanted her to feel trapped by my hold. It was the smallest amount of satisfaction I could obtain.

      I’m sitting next to Patricia Drake on the couch in this very room. Some of the furniture has changed, but it feels very much the same.

      “Patty, what is it? What did you see?” Andrea asks as butterflies take flight in my stomach.

      Patricia blinks, her eyes filling with tears. “Oh, it’s awful. I can’t bear to think about it.”

      “About what? Tell me.”

      She clutches at her locket, holding it to her heart. “It’s Noah. Collectors are going to take him.”

      “What?” The butterflies shift into bats, making me feel like I’m going to vomit. “That’s impossible!”

      “It’s going to happen, Andrea. And soon, I think. I need to talk to James.”

      “Okay, yes. You talk to James. I, uh, I have to go.”

      “Andrea, wait.” Patricia’s expression is pleading. “Please don’t say anything. At least not yet.”

      My pulse shoots into overdrive. “I won’t.”

      I pulled my hand away from Andrea, as though I’d been burned, while my mind attempted to put the pieces together. “You were there. The vision Patricia was talking about in the memory I saw from touching the locket. You were there when she had it.”

      Jem shook her head in disbelief as she stared wide-eyed at Andrea. “But I asked you, and you said you didn’t know anything about it.”

      “Obviously, she lied,” Stowe replied.

      Jameson moved into my line of vision, and I realized I’d been wrong all this time. What I’d interpreted as scowls were merely neutral expressions. At least in comparison to the current expression on his dangerously handsome face. Because what he was aiming at his former guardian was no less than menacing. It was ominous and unforgiving. It was, perhaps, the scowl of the century.

      “What’s obvious is that she’s been lying to us for over a decade, and I’ve had enough of it.” Jameson’s hands clenched at his sides. “Start talking, Andrea. Now.”

      Noah collapsed into a chair, and I fought the urge to go to him. Was it possible that in this moment of truth, all I really wanted was to comfort him?

      “Why don’t we all take a seat and a few deep breaths?” I suggested. Even though I’d started it, we weren’t getting anywhere with the sniping. “For Noah’s sake.”

      Jameson glanced at his friend before nodding. Though Andrea retained her stance against the wall, the rest of us found a place to sit. I took a spot on the floor between Noah’s and Stowe’s chairs, wanting to be close to them. In their own ways, they each made me feel safe.

      “Will you tell us what you saw?” Noah asked me.

      I described every detail of the memory, watching him as the news that he had been the Collectors’ target sank in. He didn’t react, just watched me and waited for the rest of the story.

      “What happened next?” Jem asked, her attention on the broken woman in the corner.

      “I’m sorry,” Andrea said, her voice weak and resigned. Her gaze flitted over Jem, then Jameson, Noah, and Stowe. “After Patty’s vision, I called my boyfriend. He was a Collector, a fact that I’d kept from all of your parents. He’d promised me that not all Collectors were bad. That he would never do anything to hurt anyone. And I believed him.” She finally slumped into the only chair left in the room. “That day, I begged him to do whatever he could to stop Noah from being taken. I didn’t even know if he was part of the same group of Collectors, but it was the only thing I could think of.”

      “Did it work?” Jem asked. “Noah was never taken.”

      Andrea shook her head, and she looked like she was going to be sick. “That night, your parents had a meeting at Stowe’s house to come up with a plan, and the Collectors . . .” She choked on a sob. “The Collectors knew.”

      Jem gasped, and Noah fled, slamming the bathroom door behind him. Stowe leaned forward, placing his head in his hands, and Jameson stared at Andrea, his body as still as a statue. Tears welled up in my eyes at the destruction occurring around me. It was like watching an airplane colliding with a train. Too gruesome to watch, yet impossible to unsee.

      “So, let’s be clear,” Jameson said tonelessly. “Collectors killed our parents, and you were the one who tipped them off?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” Andrea cried. “Everything happened so fast. I was trying to help. I . . . I didn’t know what would happen.”

      “Oh my god,” Jem whispered, tears rolling down her face. “Oh my god.”

      No one spoke for several minutes as a cloud of utter devastation settled over the room. When Jem dragged me out of bed, I’d believed it was impossible to feel any worse. But I’d been wrong. Because this truth was more than painful. It was life-changing for every person around me.

      Noah returned and took his seat without looking at Andrea. Without looking at anyone. I’d never seen him so sickly, and I couldn’t help it. I stretched out my arm and took one of his hands in mine. I wanted to offer whatever it was that he needed. Support. Empathy. We didn’t need to be touching for him to sense those things from me, but I was finally starting to learn that nothing could replace human touch.

      “Thank you,” Noah murmured.

      “Tell us the rest,” Jameson eventually said to a crying Andrea.

      “After that, I made a deal with the Collectors. In exchange for them leaving the four of you alone, I would work for them. I would use my aura reading to give them names of Psychs with the highest potential. And I had to ensure that I would be exposed to a lot of people.”

      “That’s what the spa is really about?” Jem asked in horror. “We’ve all been helping you on your quest to turn innocent Psychs over to Collectors?”

      “The Collectors helped finance the spa in the beginning, yes. And they came up with the policy that I had to meet all new clients.”

      “It’s all been a lie.” Stowe’s hands gripped the arms of the chair so hard, I was afraid they might shatter. “How have you been able to live with yourself for all these years?”

      “No,” Andrea said emphatically. “It’s not all a lie. I also use the spa to help people. Very few Psychs pass through the business every year.”

      “And you just don’t care what happens to them?”

      “Of course, I care. But I don’t have a choice. It’s the only way to keep you away from the Collectors. They desperately wanted Noah thirteen years ago. And as soon as they figured out what Jameson could do, I guarantee they wanted him as well. I did what I had to do.” She turned beseeching eyes on Jem. “You understand, don’t you? You know I love you. I love all of you.”

      Jem wiped at her face, now red and puffy from crying. “You’re the reason our parents are dead!” she yelled. “Do you understand that?”

      She ran from the room and up the stairs. I wanted to go after her, but who was I to offer words of comfort? My rage was now intermingled with sorrow and a heaviness I wasn’t sure I could bear. Noah had been right about one thing—knowing the truth hadn’t given me anything close to closure. And I wasn’t sure if I’d ever feel peace again. Those days were over.

      Turning to Jameson, I said, “I can’t stay here with her.” The vehement way I said her left no doubt as to who I was referring to.

      If he wanted Andrea to stay, if he wanted to continue talking through the shambles of his past, that was his prerogative. I would leave. I didn’t even care that I had nowhere to go. My car would do in a pinch. Anything to get away from the woman who helped destroy every bit of happiness left in my life.

      “She’s leaving,” he replied with cool authority. I watched his face for signs of softness, but I found nothing of the sort. He wasn’t making her leave for my sake. He was angry with her; that’s all it was.

      Andrea went to his side. “Jameson, don’t do this. We can work this out.”

      “There’s nothing to work out.”

      Stowe stood. “Come on, I’ll walk you out.”

      His words were laced with a threat, and she stared at him in shock before looking to Noah for help. But even the most sensitive one among us didn’t seem interested in coming to her defense. Eventually, she walked out of the room without looking back, and Stowe followed. Jameson headed in the opposite direction, and a few seconds later, what had to be the garage door slammed shut.

      I stared at Noah’s slumped form and tried to form words. But I had nothing. There was no simple platitude for, I’m sorry the woman who has been a mother to you for half of your life was actually responsible for your parents’ deaths. Just like there wasn’t one for, I’m sorry my surrogate mother ruined your life.

      So, I sat there in silence. We might as well be miserable together.
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      With slow, deliberate movements, I stepped into my new black dress and cinched in the belt. I strapped my feet into decidedly uncomfortable black heels before pulling my gloves on and up over my elbows. My armor in place, I checked my reflection in the full-length mirror. I appeared strong and in control. It was an illusion, one I’d carefully crafted. No one would be able to sense the depth of my despair.

      Except Noah, my traitorous thoughts reminded me.

      Not that he would be at the funeral. I walked away from the Drake estate Friday night and didn’t look back. Jem’s calls and text messages were left unanswered. As were Stowe’s and Noah’s. I was alone in my grief, and I didn’t need them trying to convince me otherwise.

      A nondescript black car was waiting for me in front of the hotel, and I slid in the backseat without a word to the driver. He was doing his job and nothing more. I didn’t want to hear his murmurs of sympathy, and I had no intention of thanking him.

      I stared out the window as we drove down Main Street. People were dashing in and out of stores, tackling their holiday shopping with gusto. They were going about their lives as though everything was right in the world. I envied them. I despised them.

      We passed Whitehurst Antiques, and my eyes were immediately drawn to the glaring yellow crime scene tape blocking the entrance. The police had questioned me, and I’d admitted nothing. As far as they were concerned, I had no clue who could have broken in and destroyed the shop, and the fire had already been ruled an accident—a gas explosion, of course.

      It burned me up inside that I couldn’t point them in the direction of the culprits. But too many disasters had already rained down on me. I couldn’t take the chance that the Collectors would retaliate against George or my friends if I turned them in. And what evidence could be found against Grace and her cohorts, anyway? I had no doubt they’d covered their asses.

      The driver pulled into the entrance of the cemetery, and I didn’t bother taking note of the cars already parked along the narrow road. The funeral director had urged me to hold a formal service with all the bells and whistles. It seemed that the town wanted to pay their respects to the fallen hero who was tragically killed in a fire at his own home. But I’d refused. My dad was a simple man, and he would have wanted a simple sendoff. His friends, neighbors, and fellow firefighters were welcome. Everyone else was not.

      When the car stopped near the grave site, I pushed open the door and stepped out onto the stone path. Heavy gray clouds hung low, making the sky unusually dark. It was fitting for the blackest day of my life. The sun shouldn’t be permitted to shine today.

      I started walking toward the mourners already gathered around a plain wooden casket. Snowflakes landed on my cheeks, but I didn’t care about the cold. I didn’t deserve to be warm. Not when he was dead, and I was responsible.

      Though my arms were mostly covered in black satin gloves, my shoulders were bare, daring someone, anyone, to brush my skin with theirs. Please give me a memory of him.

      I will feed off it.

      I will savor it.

      I will punish myself.

      I felt the stares of accusation, of pity, as I reached the graveside, but I didn’t lift my gaze. It stayed rooted on the casket. The smell of churned dirt assailed me, and I inhaled deeply, stamping this moment in my memory. It would provide the fuel for what I had to do next.

      For today marked the end of two lives. I wasn’t only saying goodbye to him; I was saying goodbye to the old me. The me who allowed others to suffer for nothing more than being close to me.

      I was finally ready to accept what I’d been denying for weeks—my life had been irrevocably changed. I couldn’t sit back and let things happen anymore. It was time to take control.

      I’d believed I could outsmart the psychic mafia. That I could outplay them at their own game.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      The Collectors took everything. My house. My precious shop. And my dad—the person who meant the most to me. In a blink, he was gone, as though he’d never existed. There were no photographs or ratty old T-shirts for me to cling to. No “World’s Greatest Dad” mug or ugly recliner. Every piece of him, and what was left of my mom, had gone up in smoke.

      Alone didn’t cut it. I was more than an island. I was a frozen wasteland bordered by a fifty-foot steel wall and surrounded by shark-infested waters.

      I sensed movement on either side of me, and I didn’t have to look up to confirm that Noah, Stowe, and Jem were there. I just knew. They undoubtedly wanted to offer comfort and support, but I wasn’t interested in either. My armor was constructed of pure will. I wouldn’t allow anyone or anything to pierce it. Because if I did, I wouldn’t survive this. I wouldn’t have the strength to say goodbye.

      The minister spoke words of remembrance and hope; they were lost on me. No good could come from my loss.

      My dad’s friends shared stories, and the soft laughter that spread through those gathered reverberated like a horrific clash of minor chords. I gritted my teeth, refusing to react. They could cling to their fond memories. I would cling to my rage.

      When the minister called me forward, I plucked a blood-red rose from a garish bouquet and stopped in front of the casket. It was already sealed shut, hiding the mangled, charred remains of my dad. I closed my eyes to remember him as I’d last seen him. He’d been smiling, the chocolate pie I made him in his hands. Happy Thanksgiving, sweetie, he’d said. I love you.

      “I love you too, Dad,” I whispered. Opening my eyes, I placed the rose on top of the casket. “I’m so sorry.” I blinked back tears, determined to keep them from falling. “They won’t get away with this.”

      With those final words, I turned and strode away. I heard my name being called from behind me, but I kept walking. There was nothing left for me there. My dad had already been gone for days. Lingering near his grave wouldn’t do any good. Neither would enduring endless hugs and platitudes from well-meaning strangers.

      I opened the back door of the black car and slid inside once again. The address I rattled off to the driver should have surprised me, but I didn’t feel like examining my choice too closely. It didn’t really even feel like a choice, just something I needed to do.

      When I entered the meditation room a half-hour later, Jameson was sitting in his usual spot on an oversized pillow, facing the wall of windows.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said without turning around. I knew from the last time we’d been in this position that he could see my reflection in the glass. And it was easier this way. I could talk to him without having to look into his intense eyes.

      “You weren’t at the funeral.” It was an observation rather than a condemnation.

      “I didn’t think you would want me there.”

      I shrugged, assuming he would notice the movement. It wasn’t like I’d expected him to attend.

      After undoing the straps on my shoes, I kicked them off and sank to the floor with my back against the wall. In my snug-fitting dress, it wasn’t exactly graceful. Then again, I wasn’t in a graceful kind of mood.

      “Why didn’t you see it?” The words came out more accusatory than I’d intended, but maybe I was accusing him. In fact, I wanted to scream at him. If nothing else, it would make me feel better.

      Jameson spun around, his expression neutral. “See what?”

      “The break-in at my shop, the fire, my dad, any of it. Why didn’t you see it?”

      “You know that’s not how my abilities work. I don’t have any control over what I do or don’t see.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” I replied, arguing, even if it was pointless. “You saw Sheila with both Trevor and George, but you didn’t see my dad dying? If you were going to have a vision of anything, shouldn’t it have been that?”

      “Yes, it should have.”

      That shut me up.

      He bowed his head. “More than anything, I wish I had known what would happen. I would have done anything to stop it.”

      In spite of myself, I believed him. When it came down to it, it didn’t matter what “gifts” we’d been given. We still couldn’t control other people. And that’s what this was really about. The Collectors and the decisions they’d made.

      I could blame Jameson—or myself—but it wouldn’t accomplish anything. For the first time all day, I let tears build in my eyes and run down my cheeks. “My dad is gone, and I sent George away. I’m truly alone.”

      He lifted his head, and the real Jameson Drake finally showed himself. His eyes, the color of smooth dark chocolate, radiated sympathy and, if I wasn’t mistaken, affection. “You’re not alone. You have us.”

      I laughed, unable to so easily accept the change in him. "You hate me. And you hate me disrupting your life, your family. I'm nothing but trouble to you. Remember?"

      “I don’t hate you. I just can’t risk you.”

      “Risk me?”

      Jameson drew his plump lips into a straight line. “I can’t risk turning into that guy from my vision. The one who lets a woman become his everything.”

      I gasped. He . . . he thought I would become his everything?

      Before I could process that information, he groaned and leaned over, cradling his head in his hands.

      “Jameson?” I moved to his side. “Jameson, what’s wrong?”

      After interminable seconds of him not responding, he sat up, his face white and eyes wild. “Stowe is going to die.”
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      “Stowe is going to die.”

      Jameson’s strangled words reverberated through the meditation room, and the remaining pieces of my shattered heart crumbled into dust. No. It couldn’t be true.

      I still wore my funeral dress and gloves. The scent of churned dirt constantly inundated my senses. Death and despair clung to me like a second skin. The world was dark and growing blacker with every breath.

      I couldn’t take any more. There was no space left in my mind, in my soul, to process pain. Especially the kind of pain brought on by loss.

      Despite my best efforts, Stowe’s grinning face sprang to mind. His smile always seemed to take over his huge frame, making him appear like an impish child stuck in a grown man’s body. A very sexy, muscular body.

      But his affable personality was what had drawn me to him from the beginning. He flirted like it was second nature, and surprisingly, that didn’t bother me in the slightest. Because everything that came out of Stowe’s mouth felt honest. Real. He was so easy to be with, and the thought of something happening to him…

      The room started shrinking around me. No, no, no, no, no. This couldn’t happen. I wouldn’t let it.

      “When?” I forced out. “How?”

      Jameson’s head snapped up, and he stared at me like he’d never seen me before. “What?”

      “Stowe. When…how is he going to die?”

      He shook his head, refusing to answer.

      “Show me.” I removed my gloves and stretched a hand toward him, but he jerked away from my touch.

      “Stop.”

      Anger replaced my anguish, and I welcomed it with open arms. This was a place I knew well. I was comfortable here. Much more comfortable than I’d been for those brief moments when Jameson had been candid with me. When he’d admitted that he couldn’t risk getting close to me.

      I didn’t know what to do with a vulnerable Jameson Drake.

      But the Mr. Assface Jameson? That one I could handle.

      “Are you seriously going to be petty?” I spat out. “Now? About this?”

      Any remaining softness in his demeanor vanished as his dark eyebrows drew together menacingly. “Can you come down from your high horse for one minute and fucking listen to me?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and tilted my head, giving him permission to proceed.

      He let out an aggravated, guttural sound before standing and stalking to the other side of the room, his back to me. His stance radiated tension, even as his head fell in defeat. “I said no because you don’t want to see the vision.”

      “I assure you, I do.” Who the hell did he think he was telling me what I did or didn’t want?

      “No, you don’t.” He spun and glared at me. “Because, if you do, you’ll never be able to unsee it. For the rest of your life, you’ll never be able to wipe the sight of Stowe on the floor, bleeding, drawing his last breath. Even if we manage to change things, and that never happens, it’ll be there. In the back of your mind. Behind your eyelids when you try—and fail—to fall asleep.”

      The vicious retort sitting on the tip of my tongue retreated as the horror of what he’d seen hit me like a deluge of sixteenth-century musket balls. Stowe…bleeding…dying. Did I want to see that? The mere thought of it made my stomach pitch. And Jameson had known, must have known, what it would do to me.

      Unlike me, he didn’t have a choice, and for the first time, I began to understand a little bit of what it must be like to be Jameson Drake. His words weren’t ones of warning; they were words of experience. He’d seen things he clearly never wanted to. Things he could never forget.

      Once again, my anger began to wane, but I couldn’t have that. I needed something to grasp onto other than my sadness.

      “At least tell me what you saw?” I changed the demand into a question at the last moment, hoping to garner at least a slight amount of cooperation from Jameson. Not that I deserved it after the way I jumped all over him.

      God, I was a mess.

      The door burst open, and a harried-looking Jem walked into the room with Noah and Stowe on her heels. “Fucking hell. I can’t believe you left in the middle of the funeral like that. I was freaking out.”

      I knew I was supposed to respond to her, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Stowe. He was here, in one giant-size piece and offering me a cautious smile. I itched to leap up from the floor and throw myself into his arms, like I had that day in front of the spa. He’d held my weight like it was nothing, his strong arms comforting, the brush of his beard against my cheek pleasurable.

      But as relieved as I was to see him, I wasn’t that girl from two weeks ago anymore. At the hands of Grace Morrow and her Collector cohorts, I’d lost everything. Whitehurst Antiques was in shambles. My home had been reduced to a pile of ashes. And…

      I swallowed around the mammoth lump in my throat.

      …And I’d been forced to say a final goodbye to my dad.

      Much like my shop, I was nothing but a shell of my former self. Pieces of my soul were strewn all over the floor, and no amount of super adhesive would put them back together again. There was nothing left. Nothing but a numb kind of heartache mixed with the uncompromising need for vengeance.

      “Adele.” Jem uttered my name softly as she fell to her knees by my side. Her dark hair was pulled into a neat bun, completely concealing the array of colors she loved to flaunt. “You look pale. Did something happen?”

      “I’m a redhead. I’m always pale.” Around my snarky reply, I shot a questioning look at Jameson. He shook his head slightly, and I narrowed my eyes. Was he seriously going to keep his vision from the rest of the Psych Squad?

      Jem looked between me and her brother, frowning. “What’s going on with you two?”

      I waited for Jameson to explain, but his luscious lips appeared glued together. So, I said vaguely, “Oh, you know, the usual.”

      She let out an exasperated huff. “Why did you even come here?”

      Pushing up from the floor, I ignored the spinning sensation my movements caused and put my gloves back on, all the while avoiding Mr. Hot and Frowny’s gaze. “I needed to talk to Jameson. But we’re done now, and I’m leaving.”

      I could have sworn there were weights strapped to my ankles as I took those first few steps toward the door. Leaving was the last thing I wanted after Jameson’s ominous declaration. The need to stay and figure out a way to protect Stowe was as instinctual as breathing. I couldn’t bear the idea of him hurt…or worse.

      But I’d seen firsthand what could happen while attempting to prevent an undesirable future. After Jameson’s vision of Sheila-the-succubus-Collector convincing George to sell his half of our antique business to her, I’d taken things into my own hands. I’d listened to Andrea when she assured me everything would be all right if she purchased George’s interest instead. And that had ended up being the biggest mistake of my life.

      Andrea. Her name alone made me shudder in hatred and disgust. She was the reason Grace Morrow found out about me in the first place. For over a decade, she’d been working for Collectors, turning especially gifted Psychs over to them. Not to mention her part in the deaths of her friends. She’d been lying to Jem, Jameson, Noah, and Stowe for all these years, allowing them to believe their parents had died in an accident, rather than at the hands of Collectors.

      Still, as much as I wanted to blame Andrea for everything that happened, I was the one who set the events in motion that led us here. And I refused to be responsible for doing to Stowe what I’d done to my dad. This one time, I needed to accept that maybe Jameson knew better how to deal with this situation. Because I sure as shit didn’t know anything.

      If it was best for the vision of Stowe’s death to remain a secret, I would go along with it.

      For now.

      The big guy stepped in front of me, easily blocking my exit. “Please don’t go.”

      I stared at the tanned skin revealed by the parting of his stark white button-down shirt. It occurred to me that I’d never seen Stowe wearing anything other than a T-shirt or hoodie, and the dress clothes suited him surprisingly well. My eyes roved over the expensive-looking fabric, and I couldn’t help noticing how it clung to him, outlining the hard lines of his massive shoulders and chest.

      But it only took seconds for the day to catch up with me. Even his impressive physique wasn’t a satisfactory distraction from the shit show that was my life. And Jameson’s newest vision wasn’t helping matters.

      “I can’t stay,” I whispered, unable to meet Stowe’s gaze. It would be too difficult to hide what I was feeling for him right now. He would never understand my desire to smother him in bullet-and-fire-proof bubble wrap without knowing the truth.

      “Then, come home with us,” he pleaded as he smoothed a strand of my hair with his large fingers.

      I shook my head. I needed to be alone…didn’t I?

      For the last few days, I’d been hiding away in my hotel room, just leaving long enough to make the funeral arrangements and purchase a few necessities. I’d been certain that alone was the only way to be. That I didn’t deserve to have anyone in my life after what I’d done.

      But now that I was in the presence of Jem, Noah, and Stowe, I didn’t know if I had the strength to hold out. I could feel their desire to be there for me rolling off them in waves. Jem would most likely give up on the coddling soon and start ordering me around. And I was pretty sure Stowe would throw me over his shoulder and carry me out of here if I didn’t give in.

      I couldn’t deny that I was tempted.

      When I allowed my gaze to stray to Noah, and saw his knowing expression, I inwardly groaned, calling myself a thousand shades of idiot. In my muddled state, it hadn’t occurred to me that Noah would know exactly what I’d been feeling since the moment he walked through the door. He knew something was up, but in typical Noah fashion, he was observing rather than speaking. Or asking questions. They were there, though. In his eyes and the concerned tilt of his head.

      “There’s no point in pushing us away,” Noah said in that soft voice that held compassion mixed with a heavy dose of certainty. Beads of sweat gathered around his temples, letting me know he was feeling my turmoil. He shouldn’t even be here right now, not when I was lacking the capacity to control my emotions...or even want to. “It won’t change anything, and it won’t work. We’re here for you, and we’re not going anywhere.”

      He didn’t mention the elephant in the room that was probably more like a Tyrannosaurus rex to him, since he could read my emotions…and Jameson’s. Part of me wished he would force the vision out of Jameson. But I also didn’t want to think about it anymore. And I trusted that Jameson would have said something already if there was an immediate threat.

      “He’s right,” Jem said as she moved to Noah’s side. “We want you to come stay with us. As you know, there’s plenty of room at the house. And it’ll be safe for you there.”

      Safe. Was anyplace safe? For me...for any of us?

      “I don’t know...”

      The truth was, I hadn’t given a second thought to where I would live. It had taken every bit of strength I had to get through the funeral arrangements and show up in that cemetery today. I supposed I could look for a furnished apartment or move to an extended stay hotel. Neither option was tempting in the least, but could I really go live on the estate with the Psych Squad indefinitely?

      I glanced toward Jameson, certain he was gearing up to voice his protests. But when my eyes met his chocolatey ones, they weren’t indignant like I expected. He didn’t go so far as to offer a smile, but he wasn’t throwing off hostile vibes either.

      Jem took my gloved hand and squeezed gently. “We’ve all talked about it, and this is what we want. There’s absolutely no reason for you to turn us down.”

      “Except that I’d be putting you in danger. More danger. You saw what the Collectors did to my shop and house. What’s going to stop them from doing the same to the estate?”

      “Andrea will—”

      Stowe shook his head to stop her, but he needn’t have bothered. I interrupted, anyway. “Andrea can’t be trusted. You have to know that. She’s been lying to you for years.”

      Jem snapped her mouth shut, but I could see the disagreement on her face. Thankfully, Noah chose that moment to step in.

      “We have a top-of-the-line security system, and we have Jem. She’s not at home all the time, but when she is, she’ll know if trouble is headed our way. It’s your best option, Adele. You have to see that.”

      Did I? Because everything seemed blurry. The past, the present, and definitely the future. I didn’t know what was best for me or for them. I didn’t trust myself anymore. That was the simple truth.

      When I didn’t immediately resist, Jem shot me her signature grin. “It’s decided, then.” She laced her arm through mine and started leading me back through the yoga studio. “We’ll go pick up your stuff at the hotel and grab some junk food on the way home.” She pinched my side, and I yelped. “You’re wasting away.”

      Like it had ever since Grace’s fateful phone call, the thought of food turned my stomach. But I didn’t bother arguing. There was no point when it came to Jemimah Drake. She was determined to smother me, and as much as I wanted to hate her for it, I couldn’t.

      Deep down, I knew I needed her. If nothing else, I had to remain strong and healthy. It was the only way I could fulfill my final promise to my dad—the Collectors would pay.
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      I stood in the doorway of the spacious guest room in the Drake mansion, trying to find some semblance of home between the four walls painted in a silvery gray. Like the rest of the house, the room was impeccably furnished and decorated. The deep purple upholstered headboard complemented the mirrored dresser and nightstands. And the subtly patterned bedding was made of the most luxurious fabric I’d ever seen.

      It was all gorgeous.

      And it didn’t feel a bit like me.

      I was used to the antique four poster bed and matching wardrobe I’d purchased as a teenager. George had driven me to every estate sale in the area for months until we found the perfect set. The wood had been scarred and chipped in places, but that had never mattered. I’d loved them in spite of and because of those flaws.

      But they were gone. As were the curtains my mom had handsewn for my eighth birthday. My gloves, my photographs and keepsakes, and the antiques I’d spent years meticulously collecting. It was all a pile of ash.

      “You don’t like it.”

      The sound of Jem’s deflated words snapped me out of my reverie, and I turned to offer her a wan smile. “Of course, I do.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Please. You’re a terrible liar.”

      I studied the room once again, taking in every detail. The designer had clearly spared no expense, but it wasn’t so lavish as to make the space stuffy or uncomfortable. And maybe the feelings of unfamiliarity the scene evoked were for the best. I didn’t need to be constantly reminded of everything I’d lost. I needed something completely new and fresh.

      “I do like it,” I said honestly. “It’s lovely. Thank you.”

      “Are you sure?” Her expression was doubtful, and I couldn’t blame her. I wasn’t exactly in the frame of mind to be convincing. “There’s also the room you stayed in after…”

      As Jem trailed off, my mind immediately jumped to waking up in a strange bed, memories of the fire that stole my dad’s life slowly filtering into my consciousness. It was one of the worst moments of my life—that final realization that he was gone—and my limbs seemed to grow numb the more I thought about it.

      I’d been living in despair for the last few days, and it would be so easy to jump feet first down that rabbit hole again. It was simpler to drown myself in sorrow, to feel so much pain and anger and regret that I stopped understanding what it meant to feel in the first place.

      Forcing myself to remain present…that was the hard part.

      “Anyway,” Jem continued with strained cheeriness, “I thought you’d like this one better. It’s bigger, and it’s farther away from Jameson’s room.”

      I snorted an almost-laugh. Despite having only known me for a month, she got me. Living in the same house with her infuriating brother would be enough of a challenge; I didn’t need to be right down the hall from him as well. We’d probably end up burning down the estate with the power of our fiery glares alone.

      “It’s perfect. I promise.”

      “You haven’t even seen the best part yet!” She flounced to a closed door and flung it open.

      With a mixture of trepidation and curiosity, I followed her into an enormous walk-in closet. Not surprisingly, it was as elegant as the rest of the house, with floor-to-ceiling shelves and cubbies on one side, and drawers and numerous rods for hanging clothes on the other. A large mirror was mounted to the wall opposite the door, and a velvet chaise lounge sat in the middle of the room.

      Jem gestured to the clothes already hanging up, along with a selection of shoes, bags, and other accessories. “Obviously, this won’t make up for everything you lost, but it should get you started.”

      “Those are for me?”

      My gaze had barely skimmed over them, assuming they were overflow from Jem’s own wardrobe. But now that I took a closer look, I noticed the abundance of tailored dresses, slacks, and shirts in solid colors. They were nothing like the flowy tops and floral prints she normally wore.

      She placed her hands on her hips and gave me a withering look. “Yes, and you have to start eating again, or they won’t fit.”

      “Yes, Mother.” The flippant words slipped out before I had a chance to think about them. It probably wasn’t an appropriate retort given the parental baggage we each carried around, but maybe that’s what made it okay. We’d both lost our mothers way too young; it was undoubtedly one of the reasons we’d hit it off so quickly.

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Jem replied, not missing a beat. As she strode out of the room, she tossed over her shoulder, “Dinner is in an hour. And make sure to check out the drawers on your left.”

      Suddenly needing to shed my funeral dress, I changed into a pair of jeans and a soft sweater. Even though the clothes were in my size, they were noticeably loose. Jem was right—I really did need to start eating. It was a miracle I hadn’t passed out from hunger already.

      After unpacking my meager belongings, I opened one of the drawers Jem referenced and stared in silent wonder. It was divided into sections, each one holding a pair of gloves in a variety of colors and styles. I opened the next drawer and then the next and found more of the same.

      There were fancy gloves and plain gloves, light gloves and heavy gloves, and everything in between. How had she even found so many so quickly? I would have said it was impossible if the evidence wasn’t laid out in front of me. It had taken me over a decade, and a shitload of searching, to amass my former collection.

      I picked up a dark pink pair with slim black bows at the wrists. They were like the grownup version of the first gloves my mom bought me when I discovered my psychic abilities. Sadly, I wasn’t sure that I’d grown up all that much in the years since. My world felt like it was over that fateful afternoon, and it sure as hell felt like it was over today.

      If only my mom was here to help me through this dark time. All I had left were my memories of her, and they seemed to fade more every day. Before long, I’d have to rely on borrowing George’s memories of her to get my fix.

      George. A pang—that was more like a bowling ball—of guilt struck me when my former business partner came to mind. Other than begging him not to come home for the funeral, I’d dodged every single one of his calls since breaking the news of Dad’s death.

      I knew it wasn’t fair to ask him to stay away—he’d been friends with my dad, after all—but I couldn’t take on worrying about him again. Not when I could barely keep my head above water. Though he’d already sold his half of the antique shop to Andrea, he was still in danger from the Collectors. They clearly weren’t above murder, and I wouldn’t allow anything to happen to him. Not now. Not ever.

      After taking one last longing look at the pretty pink gloves, I replaced them and withdrew a pair of simple black ones instead. That was more like it.

      Resisting the urge to crawl into bed and tune out the world, I sat in a tufted arm chair and gazed out windows overlooking the yard and lake behind it. Though the sun was still hiding, the clouds of doom from earlier in the day had lifted, and the snow had stopped, leaving only a light dusting of white over the grass and trees.

      Still, if my dad had been here, he would have found a way to at least start a snowball fight. He loved the snow, and since we didn’t get much of it each year, he took advantage of every single inch that fell.

      I didn’t want to think about that…about him, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Treasured memories flooded my vision, and all I could see was his smile. All I could hear was his gruff laugh. All I could feel was the warmth of his love.

      Joy and grief swirled together, making it impossible to distinguish one from the other. Tears rolled down my face, even as I laughed at a memory of Dad dressing up as Mufasa for my tenth birthday party. I’d already withdrawn from the other girls at school, so it was just my parents, George, and me. Maybe that’s why my dad worked so hard to make the day special. He’d always gone the extra mile to make me happy.

      Time passed in a blur of remembering, until a knock sounded at the door, followed by Noah’s dark head peeking through the open door.

      “Dinner’s almost ready.”

      “And Jem figured I wouldn’t be able to refuse you?”

      He offered a restrained smile. “That, and I wanted to see how you’re doing.”

      I opened my arms wide. “And, what’s your verdict? Am I a lost cause?”

      “Never.” He straightened, and his vivid blue eyes flashed a warning. “Don’t say that. Better yet, don’t even think it.”

      Uncertainty churned in my stomach. At times, Noah seemed to understand what I was feeling even better than I did. For him to react so strongly…

      He sighed before sitting on the edge of the bed, facing me. “Sorry. I’ve been worried about you.”

      I gulped. “You thought I was suicidal?” When he didn’t immediately deny it, my pulse quickened with fear. “Oh, wow. You did.” I’d been in a dark place for the last few days, but I wasn’t that bad…was I?

      “It’s not that, exactly.” He leaned toward me and placed a hand on my knee. “You disappeared, and I didn’t like not knowing where you were or how you were. I thought…” He ran a hand over his face, and for the first time, I noticed the purple smudges under his eyes. “I thought you might do something reckless.”

      I opened my mouth but closed it before any words trickled out. Honestly, I didn’t know how to respond. I’d been too despondent to do anything at all, but that wasn’t something I was especially proud of.

      Finally, I said, “I didn’t mean to worry you. I didn’t think about that…or anyone but myself, really.”

      Noah squeezed my knee. “You’re allowed to be selfish right now. Just don’t run off again, okay? You’re one of us.”

      In that moment, with Noah’s fervently-spoken words bouncing around in my head, it struck me how fortunate I was to have him in the midst of all this tragedy.

      If I could go back, I never would have searched for the key that ended up unlocking mysteries better left unsolved. And if I hadn’t found the locket, I never would have shown up at the Drake estate, Jem wouldn’t have hunted me down at the shop, and Andrea wouldn’t have turned me over to the Collectors.

      The shop would be intact, my house would be standing, and I’d be spending my free time with Trevor—for better or worse. Most importantly, my dad would still be alive and well.

      But I did touch the locket. And with all of our powers, the one thing Psychs couldn’t do was manipulate time. There was no going back. Which meant there was only going forward.

      Selfish or not, I was thankful that meant going forward with Noah, Stowe, and Jem by my side. Maybe even Jameson too, though I wasn’t ready to think about that yet.

      I’d spent so much of my life feeling like a freak, but I didn’t have to anymore. I was part of an us, and I was done running from it, Collectors be damned.
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      I woke to sunlight streaming in through the windows, and it took a few disoriented seconds to remember I was in one of the guest rooms at the Drake estate. My new home, at least temporarily. I wanted to be annoyed with Jem for bullying me into staying with her and the rest of the Psych Squad. But how could I when she’d gone to so much trouble and expense on my behalf?

      And this mattress is insanely comfortable, I thought as I burrowed deeper under luxurious sheets that were undoubtedly Egyptian cotton. The temptation to hide in bed all day was strong. I was relatively content here. And I wasn’t ready to face the world yet.

      Then again, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready. The devastation the Collectors rained down on me had left my own personal Mount Everest in its wake. I needed to overcome countless obstacles to reach the summit, where I’d be able to move on. But I didn’t know if I had the strength or tenacity to succeed.

      I’d taken the first few steps last night by going downstairs to eat dinner with Noah, Stowe, and Jem. Jameson had been conspicuously absent, but that didn’t surprise me. He was keeping a huge secret from his family, and given Noah’s ability to read the room, he would probably make himself scarce until he decided to share the information. He needed to tell them soon, because I didn’t know how long I could hold out.

      Forcing myself to take the next steps on my symbolic journey, I stumbled out of bed and into the massive walk-in shower. Turning the water as hot as I could stand it, I stood under the waterfall stream and imagined all of yesterday’s sorrow washing off my body and disappearing down the drain.

      I lost track of time, and when I finally shut the water off, I was left wrinkled, shivering, and angry. It seemed that once my melancholy was gone, rage was the only emotion remaining. The people who had wronged me consumed every crevice of my mind, until my mission became clear. Grace Morrow and her Collector accomplices were my primary target, and I wouldn’t rest until they paid for their ruthless actions.

      But, first, I had a smaller fish to fry, one that was much closer to home. Andrea Parsons was responsible for turning me and countless other Psychs over to the Collectors. She couldn’t be allowed to walk away from this mess unscathed. I only hoped my housemates agreed; otherwise, an extended stay at the Drake estate wasn’t in the cards, after all.

      After I dried my hair and got dressed in a pair of black skinny jeans and a gray shirt, paired with the plain black gloves I’d chosen the night before, I trudged downstairs in search of something to eat. Expecting the house to be empty, I was surprised to find Jameson, Noah, and Stowe sitting at the bar in the kitchen.

      Their easy conversation fell away when they spotted me, and I stopped awkwardly in the doorway. “Um, hey. Sorry to interrupt. I didn’t think anyone else would be home.”

      Stowe’s face lit up, and he hopped off his barstool and rounded the counter. “You’re not interrupting anything.” He picked up a plate and held it toward me. “Waffle?”

      At the sight of one of my dad’s favorite foods, the sadness I could have sworn I’d eradicated in the shower rushed into me, almost knocking me over with its intensity. I clutched at my stomach and turned my head away. “No, I…I can’t.”

      Damn it. Why was this so hard? I wanted, needed, to be stronger than this. How would I ever take down the Collectors if I fell apart at the mere sight of breakfast food?

      “Daphne,” Stowe said softly as he approached, “what is it?”

      “Nothing.” Still looking away from him and the others, I shook my head, fighting tears that I absolutely could not let fall. “It’s stupid.”

      His body surrounded me in a gentle embrace. “Nothing about you is stupid. Tell me.”

      I turned into him, allowing his warmth to seep into me. “My dad loves…loved waffles.” The words were muffled against his chest, but his sharp inhale let me know he’d heard them.

      “I’m so sorry. Forget waffles. You never have to see another waffle again, if you don’t want to.”

      I leaned back enough to look up, way up, into his now-somber face. “No, I don’t want that. I don’t want to forget.”

      More waffle breakfasts with Dad than I could process flashed across my vision, making me ache in that way I was, sadly, growing accustomed to. Would I really never get to experience a lazy Saturday morning with my dad again? It didn’t feel possible.

      “But, right now, remembering is too hard.”

      “It’s okay.” Stowe pulled me tighter against him, his massive arms encircling me in a cocoon of safety and understanding. “I get it…we all do. How do you feel about scrambled eggs?”

      “I’m a fan.”

      “Good.” He kissed the top of my head before releasing me and walking to the refrigerator.

      I immediately missed his closeness, which surprised me. Stowe and I had hit it off from our first meeting, and I’d been in his arms a few times since. And liked it. But to go one step further and actually miss his big body enveloping mine? It wasn’t like me.

      Movement caught my attention, and I realized Noah and Jameson were no longer sitting at the bar. Noah stood over the trash can, where he’d apparently deposited the remaining waffles, while Jameson dug around in the pantry. No one spoke, but the three guys worked efficiently together to produce a new breakfast of scrambled eggs with cheese, whole wheat toast, and fresh-squeezed orange juice. Just for me. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It was nice to be taken care of…but by these three? I couldn’t quite get over the strangeness of it.

      “So, what are you guys doing home?” I asked around a large bite of eggs. “Well, other than Noah, obviously.” Since he was self-employed, I should have anticipated that I might run into him during the day. Still, I’d gotten the impression that he mostly kept to himself and the guesthouse.

      “We quit.”

      Jameson’s terse words echoed through the room, but he continued to load the dishwasher like he’d commented on the weather rather than dropping an A-bomb. A for Andrea, that was, because the discovery that their former guardian had been lying to them for over a decade was the only possible reason for Jameson and Stowe to quit jobs they loved. At least, I assumed Jameson loved running the yoga studio. Stowe had told me how much he enjoyed working with his personal training clients at the spa gym.

      I moved my attention to Stowe, who was watching me with a placid expression. But behind the calm, his flashing eyes let me know a storm brewed underneath. I’d been so preoccupied with my own devastation, I hadn’t stopped to think about how he and the others were handling the life-altering information that Collectors had murdered their parents. And Andrea had a hand in it.

      Even though it felt like months had passed since I confronted the traitor in the living room, it had only been four days. Of course, they weren’t over it. What did I expect them to do? Get up and go play happy subordinate to the woman who had helped destroy their lives?

      “What about Jem?”

      Jameson slammed the dishwasher door closed but didn’t turn around. His shoulders were heaving, and I could tell I’d opened a can of worms with that question.

      “She’s at the spa,” Noah said in his usual soft voice.

      “So, she’s just going to keep working there?”

      I heard the disbelief in my own voice but didn’t care. Now that I’d taken the time to contemplate the situation, I couldn’t imagine any of them stepping one foot on Andrea’s playground for finding “talented” Psychs. What the hell was Jem thinking, continuing to work for that bitch? I didn’t care that Andrea had been a mother figure to her for all these years. She couldn’t be trusted.

      “For now, at least. She’s decided to hear Andrea out, and she doesn’t want to let down the clients who take her classes,” Stowe said.

      There was some rational part of me that could probably understand that, if I let it. But I wasn’t into thinking rationally right now. “You and Jameson seem to be fine with it.”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t say I agreed with her.”

      “I sure as fuck don’t,” Jameson said, finally turning around to join the conversation. He looked different, and it took me a few moments to pinpoint the change. There was a pallor to his skin, like he’d been in a fight with the flu and lost. “How she can even look at that woman, I don’t know.”

      Damn. He’d clearly been pissed at Andrea that day in the living room, but the way he said that woman combined with his menacing expression? Pissed didn’t even begin to describe it. He was livid with her on a level I didn’t even want to think about. I didn’t know him well, or at all, really. I had no idea what he’d do with that kind of anger. Could Noah and Stowe keep him in check? I honestly wasn’t sure and part of me hoped not.

      “What’s the plan?”

      As three sets of eyes shifted to me, I regretted my words. But I couldn’t exactly take them back now. Noah must have already been feeling my need for retribution. Hiding it wasn’t an option.

      “What do you mean?” Stowe asked.

      “I mean, what are you going to do about Andrea? After everything she’s done, surely you can’t be satisfied with just avoiding her. So, what’s the plan?”

      Noah placed a gentle hand on my arm. “Revenge won’t fix anything.”

      Revenge. As the word rolled around in my head, it twisted and contorted, eventually taking a different shape.

      I’d gotten one thing right—Andrea was a small fish. I would never be able to forgive her for her part in my dad’s death. But she wasn’t directly responsible for the fire. I needed to focus on catching the thousand-pound marlin instead of wasting my time on a measly catfish.

      “I have something else in mind.”

      Jameson laughed, actually laughed. “Why am I suddenly scared?”

      He was leaning against the counter, arms crossed over his broad chest. He appeared relaxed—well, for him—and genuinely interested in what I had to say. His faintly amused expression gave me the confidence to move forward with my quickly-developing plan.

      “You should be.” I smiled, knowing I probably looked a bit crazed. “I want to see Andrea.”
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      After leaving Jameson, Stowe, and Noah to contemplate my idea, I got into my SUV and drove straight to Whitehurst Antiques. Or, more specifically, what was left of it. I wasn’t certain what drew me there, but I knew I needed to see it again. To stand in the space that had been like a second home to me since I was a little girl…stand there and remember.

      As I approached the boarded-up entrance, butterflies took flight in my stomach. I knew what to expect, and that was the problem. It had been beyond painful to see my mother’s legacy destroyed on Thanksgiving. But that pain seemed amplified now that our family home was gone as well. What little of her that remained was broken, shattered.

      I put my key in the lock, thankful when it still worked, and forced myself to cross the threshold. The bell above the door failed to ring, and I glanced up, unsurprised to find it missing. It had probably been tossed into one of the many piles of debris that covered the floor.

      With sunlight spilling in through the front windows, I didn’t bother turning on the lights as I stood there studying the chaos. Now that I was thinking more rationally, I could see that there were pieces here and there that had likely survived the attack. But those were few and far between. The Collectors had done a damn good job of destroying almost everything in the shop.

      An image of Grace grinning as she smashed a Tiffany lamp into a thousand colorful pieces came to mind, causing fire to rush through my veins. Although it was merely a product of my imagination, I had no doubt it was a solid representation of reality. Someone who would cause this kind of destruction just because I didn’t surrender had to be sadistic by nature.

      As I brushed my gloved fingers over the, now busted, mid-century modern sideboard I’d recently purchased at an estate sale, it occurred to me. Maybe I didn’t have to use my imagination. Maybe the antiques could show me what happened.

      I pulled one glove off and let my hand hover over the sideboard. Did I really want to see? No, but I had to try. Other than Grace and Sheila-the-succubus, who’d appeared in two of Jameson’s visions, I didn’t know who else was a part of the organization. If this was the way to uncover more information about the Collectors, so be it.

      The moment my skin came into contact with the mahogany, the vision dragged me to another time and place.

      My muscles tense as a woman with flowing blonde hair reaches for a stack of plates. “I still can’t believe I let my mom talk me into registering for china. It’s so old fashioned.”

      A handsome, dark-haired man appears from behind her and takes the dishes from her. “But then what would we serve our first Thanksgiving dinner together on?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Normal, everyday plates.”

      The man laughs and kisses her lightly on the lips. “But think of how happy it will make your mother to see you using them.”

      The woman huffs, but then my pulse quickens when she shoots her husband a wicked look. “The only person I’m interested in making happy is you…and I have a pretty good idea of how I can accomplish that.”

      Without another word, the man picks his wife up and carries her away.

      Back in the present, I moved away from the sideboard and smiled bitterly. How wonderful for the newlyweds, but that vision didn’t help me one bit. Moving on, I touched a silver teapot, chest, and book. None of them showed me anything related to the break-in.

      In fact, there was no guarantee that any of the objects in the store held memories of what I was looking for. It wasn’t exactly the type of emotional event I usually saw.

      Deciding it was a pointless undertaking, I moved through the wreckage, taking it all in. But the longer I was in the shop, the more depressed I became. It was like the soul of the place had been sucked out by a demonic presence. Maybe it was silly to think of the building as a living thing, but that’s how it had always been. Just standing in this room used to make me feel calm. Secure. Loved.

      Now, it felt empty.

      And that’s when I knew what I had to do.

      I retrieved my cell from my pocket and flipped it open to dial the number from memory.

      “Adele? Is that you?” George said, answering on the first ring.

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “Thank god you finally called me back. If I didn’t hear from you this afternoon, I was going to book a flight for tomorrow morning.”

      “No, you can’t do that.”

      Though he’d agreed to extend his trip to Dallas indefinitely before he left, I’d barely convinced him not to come home for the funeral. I couldn’t allow him to change his mind now.

      He sighed loudly into the phone. “Adele, you know I trust your judgment, but I think you’re making a mistake. You need me there to help you through this. Don’t push me away.”

      “I am not pushing you away. I’m trying to keep you safe. Surely, you can understand that after…well, everything.”

      It was still difficult for me to speak the words aloud. Voicing them made it all more real. But who was I kidding? I was literally standing knee deep in the Collectors’ handiwork. It didn’t get more real than this.

      “But who is keeping you safe?”

      “My safety isn’t an issue.” At least, I didn’t think so. “The, uh, bad guys want me for what I can do for them. They’re not going to physically harm me.” Too much.

      “That’s not particularly reassuring.”

      “I know, but we’re past the point where I can reassure you. All I can do is beg you to do as I ask.”

      “Okay, I give in.” He sighed again, and a small grin took over my mouth. I could just imagine his exasperated expression and slumped shoulders. “But you have to tell me how you’re doing. I’ve been worried.”

      Join the club.

      “I’m better.” That much was true. “I’m at the shop, actually.”

      “Why are you there?”

      “I needed to see it. And…well, I’ve come to a decision. But I want your blessing.”

      “Oh?”

      I spun in a slow circle, trying to remember the shop the way it used to be. But, already, I failed to picture it. There was too much damage, too much loss.

      “I’m not going to reopen.”

      Silence stretched over the endless miles between us, and I gritted my teeth to keep from speaking again. I needed to hear George’s honest reaction. He may have sold his half of the business to Andrea, but Whitehurst Antiques would always be as much his as it was mine.

      “Okay.”

      I released the breath I’d been holding, and words, too many of them, poured out of me. “I’m not saying it’s forever. But, for now, I think it’s best. And I wouldn’t reopen in this building. It would be too hard. I’d have to find someplace new. Maybe in one of those old houses down the street. That could be a nice change.”

      “Adele,” George interrupted. “Stop. It’s okay. I understand.”

      Damn the tears that started gathering in my eyes. “I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful for—”

      “I don’t. I would never think that.”

      Relief flooded me. I hadn’t realized the prospect of reopening the shop had been weighing so heavily on me. As much as I loved my job, it would never be the same after what happened here. Decades of happy memories were now tainted by violence.

      “Thank you.”

      “Now, why don’t you tell me where you’re staying? I need to know how to find you if you stop answering my calls again.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, flippantly saluting him. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t see me. The action alone made me feel a little more like myself. And like George was here with me, saying goodbye to a place that had always felt more like a member of the family than bricks and mortar.
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      “Hey. You okay?”

      I didn’t have to turn around to know that Stowe had entered the shop behind me. I should have been surprised he was there, but I wasn’t. I’d left the estate, once again, without notifying anyone. The guys probably assumed I ran off. That wasn’t the case; I just needed time alone.

      Slowly spinning to face him, I arched an eyebrow. “What? Did you attach a GPS tracker to my car or something?”

      “No, I’m old school. I followed you.”

      The statement was made without any indication of a guilty conscience, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Wow. Way to be blunt about it.”

      He lifted one shoulder. “No reason to beat around the bush. I don’t feel comfortable with you being on your own right now. If you’d have mentioned you were leaving, I would have told you so.”

      Given Jameson’s vision, Stowe was the one who should be worried about leaving the estate alone. I wanted to point out the irony, but the look on Jameson’s face in the meditation room stopped me. There had to be a reason he didn’t want Stowe to know about the vision, but damned if I knew what it was. At this rate, I’d have to corner him in his bedroom to find out.

      An unexpected thrill rushed through me at the thought of Jameson’s bedroom, but I quickly squashed it. My goal was to avoid him as much as possible, not to take a tour of his private quarters. It shouldn’t have even crossed my mind. Why did he have to be so attractive?

      After clearing my throat, and my head, I said, “I needed to see this place in the light of day.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Stowe’s gaze skimmed over the mess. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “I did.” I hitched my purse up higher on my shoulder and forced a smile. “And now I’m ready to go.”

      I began to wade through the debris but stopped when I realized I couldn’t leave yet. “Actually, I have to check out the office first. Do you want to come with me?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      An hour later, we’d filled my cargo space with boxes of files and miscellaneous office supplies that had been left untouched. And Stowe managed to get my mom’s secretary desk loaded into the back of his Expedition. Thankfully, the Collectors had left it in relatively decent shape. Several of the drawers and legs were broken, but I could easily have it restored.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay longer?” Stowe asked as we stood near the door, ready to leave. “We don’t have to meet the others at the spa for a few hours yet.”

      The idea of confronting Andrea face-to-face exhausted me, but he was right. I didn’t want to leave the shop like this. “You don’t mind?”

      Stowe pushed up the sleeves of his sweatshirt and grinned. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Grab a few boxes from the storage room, and see if you can find a large roll of paper that should be near the register.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      After pulling my hair back into a ponytail, I scanned the room, trying to devise a plan. There was no way to make a dent in the cleanup, so I would focus on identifying the antiques that made it through the massacre intact.

      Starting with the case that once held my private collection of local artifacts, I carefully picked through the broken glass until I found several arrowheads and a colonial-era tobacco pipe. When I discovered the letters—or, more accurately, what remained of the letters—that referenced the Whitehurst witch trials, my heart sank. They’d been torn into so many pieces, it would take hours to reconstruct them, even using my digital copies as a guide.

      Still, I couldn’t just leave them. They were more than a piece of local history to me now—they were part of my history.

      My mind wandered to my witchy heritage, hitting me with a twinge of guilt. I’d called Aunt Ruby the day after the fire to ask her to keep her distance, but I hadn’t explained why. I wanted her to be safe, and that meant staying away for the time being.

      “You want me to do that?” Stowe asked softly from behind me.

      I looked up at him, knowing he would see the tears gathering in my eyes. “No, I need to do this. Maybe start in the front and look for anything that hasn’t been trashed?”

      “Okay.” He kissed the top of my head. “Let me know if you need me.”

      Nodding, I wiped at my eyes then returned to my task. There was no use crying over what was already done. At the end of the day, these were all things—objects—not people. I couldn’t dwell, not when I had more important things to think about.

      Hours later, I took one last look at the interior before closing and locking the door behind me. I’d have to come back at some point to deal with the insurance company and cleanup, but this still felt like goodbye. My decision was made. Whitehurst Antiques was closing its doors, maybe forever.

      “You okay?”

      I paused in front of my CR-V. “I really wish you’d stop asking me that.”

      “You look so sad. I hate it.” Stowe opened the door for me, and I slid into the front seat. He crouched down so he was at eye-level. “I want to make you laugh, but it’s like I’m tongue-tied. I don’t know the right thing to say.”

      I peered into the face that had become dear to me so quickly. I wanted to run my fingers through his beard. I wanted to raise the edges of his mouth into a smile. I wanted to do, or say, anything that would make the gold flecks in his brown eyes sparkle. But I just…couldn’t.

      Wanting those things, though. That was a start.

      “Be you, Stowe. That’s all I need.”

      He nodded solemnly before looking at his phone. “Jameson and Noah are going to meet us at the spa. You ready to confront Cruella de Vil?”

      “Are you saying that Andrea has added kidnapping puppies to her list of misdeeds?”

      “No, but she doesn’t like dogs, so that’s practically the same thing.”

      “You should have realized she was evil all along.” I rewarded him with a half-smile. “And, yeah, I’m more than ready.”

      This time, when I arrived at The Bridge Wellness Spa, the calm beauty of the place didn’t soothe me. It wasn’t the oasis I’d first believed; it was nothing more than a tool for the Collectors. They’d financed the business in order to ensure Andrea had access to as many people as possible.

      She met with almost every client who passed through the doors, claiming a desire to suggest services that would best meet their needs. But what her unsuspecting clients didn’t know was that she could read auras. By proximity alone, she sensed specific psychic abilities. When she happened upon particularly talented Psychs, she turned them over to the Collectors. Exactly like she’d done to me.

      Just walking through the grounds gave me chills. I didn’t want to be here, but it was the obvious place for everyone to meet. Jameson had banned Andrea from the estate and had no interest in changing that anytime soon. I didn’t blame him. And now that the mansion was my home, however temporary, I wanted her to stay far away from it.

      Stowe led me to a building I’d never visited. According to the sign, it was the “Knowledge Center,” which meant Jem spent most of her time here. I knew she taught wellness classes, but that was about it. There always seemed to be other things to talk about.

      The room we entered was nothing like any classroom I’d ever been in. It was painted in the spa’s signature periwinkle color and had dark wood floors and low lighting. A large semi-circle table was situated in the middle of the room, facing a wall of windows overlooking the woods.

      Jameson had already staked out a place against the wall, while Noah and Jem were sitting in chairs on opposite ends of the semi-circle. I found that surprising. I knew Jem considered Noah her best friend. Was her decision to continue working at the spa causing a rift between them?

      Knowing that now wasn’t the time to pick sides, I chose a seat in the middle, and Stowe slumped into the one on my left.

      “Where is she?” he asked with obvious disdain.

      “Right here.”

      The sound of Andrea’s stilettos echoed in the suddenly-silent room as she made her way across the wood floors until she was standing directly in front of me. She looked as put together as ever in a gray suit and heels, with her blonde hair pulled back into a sleek ponytail. The need to yank it out strand by strand was almost overwhelming. Only my fierce desire to bend her to my will stopped me from attacking.

      “Adele, I’m glad you agreed to see me.”

      Agreed? Wasn’t this entire awkward meeting my idea?

      “I wanted to let you know that I’ve decided to sign my half of the antique business back over to you. I know it won’t make up for everything I’ve done, but I hope that it will help you move on.”

      “Move on?” Yeah, right. “I don’t want to move on.”

      Her confident expression faltered. “I don’t understand.”

      Needing to rise to her level, I stood, grateful for the table between us. It might just keep me from launching myself at her to squeeze her annoyingly graceful neck.

      “I want you to give your share of the shop to the Collectors.”

      Jem gasped. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m serious,” I said, not taking my eyes from Andrea’s cool blue ones. “I assume you want to redeem yourself with these four?”

      Her gaze flitted to Stowe and then Jem, Jameson, and Noah. “Yes, of course.”

      “This is how you’re going to do it.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Jem moved around the table and stood next to Andrea. She stared at me, eyes wide, like she was afraid I was losing it. And maybe I was. “You’re not making any sense.”

      Still keeping my attention on my target, I placed my hands on the table and leaned forward. “I’m guessing the Collectors are still angry with you for purchasing George’s interest in the first place?”

      “Yes. I haven’t taken any of Grace’s calls, but I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before she shows up here in person.”

      “Perfect. When she does, you’ll offer your half of my business as a way to get back in her good graces.”

      Stowe placed a hand over mine. “Are you sure?”

      At breakfast, I hadn’t mentioned anything about the shop in my plan. It wasn’t until I was standing in the midst of the wreckage that I realized it was a necessary sacrifice. The Collectors didn’t need to know that I didn’t intend to reopen. At this point, all Andrea really owned was half of the insurance money, and I didn’t care about that. I had enough of my own to get by.

      I looked down at Stowe and gave him a small smile. “I’m sure.”

      “So, what do you think?” I asked Andrea.

      She inclined her head, appearing confused. “Why would I do that? More importantly, why would you want me to?”

      “You’ll do it, because Stowe, Noah, and Jameson want you to.” I left Jem off that list, because I had no clue what she wanted. “It’s the best way to take the Collectors down. From the inside.”

      “No.”

      Jameson straightened from his seemingly relaxed position against the wall. “What do you mean by no?”

      Andrea turned her attention to him. “I mean, I didn’t spend the last thirteen years protecting you from those bastards just to let you go after them. You saw what happened when Adele tried to defy them. It didn’t go well.”

      I snorted. Understatement of the millennia.

      He stalked forward until he was standing a mere foot from her. His body was ramrod straight, and his face was expressionless. He didn’t look menacing; he looked powerful. And done with her. “You’re a coward. I can’t believe I ever looked up to you.”

      I heard a harsh intake of breath and couldn’t tell if it came from Andrea or Jem. Both appeared shocked, whether from Jameson’s words or the thought of going after the Collectors, I didn’t know. Probably both.

      Andrea turned to Noah, who had stayed conspicuously silent through the entire exchange. “Surely, you don’t agree with this madness!”

      Slowly, he stood and walked to my side. His sharp features, which I used to think made him look almost gaunt, now just made him look fierce. But I sensed pain behind his eyes and his stiff movements. The emotions in the room had to be overwhelming for him. I wanted to tell him to leave, to protect himself. Then again, he was an adult. He could decide when he’d had enough, and he deserved the opportunity to be heard. This affected all of us.

      “Your employers have killed no less than seven innocent people.” There was a roughness to his voice I’d never heard before. “They destroy lives without a second thought. They have to be stopped.”

      Stowe finally pushed up from his chair to stand on my other side. Sandwiched between him and Noah, I felt strong for the first time since my world fell apart.

      He grasped my hand while saying to Andrea, “We’re going to do this with or without your help.”

      She seemed to deflate before my very eyes. Her head dropped, and her shoulders slumped. With her eyes closed, she rubbed her temples and said, “It’s not as simple as you think. Grace won’t believe that I’ve changed my ways.”

      “Come up with a good story, then,” I insisted. “Convince her that you hate me for getting your family involved in this mess. That you only want what you’ve ever wanted—to keep them away from the Collectors.”

      She lifted her head. “She’ll send a telepath to read my thoughts.”

      “Good thing you can shield them,” Jameson said.

      “You know that’s not foolproof.”

      She could shield her thoughts? I vaguely remembered her saying something about being able to shield herself from the influence of other Psychs when she offered to buy George’s interest, but I’d forgotten about it.

      “Wait,” I said. “How does that work?”

      “Decades of meditation and practice.”

      “Can you pick and choose what thoughts the telepath hears?”

      “In theory, yes, but it’s difficult to control.”

      “Do you hear yourselves?” Jem asked suddenly, her usually happy face pinched with concern and maybe even a little anger. “We’ve spent our entire lives avoiding Collectors, and now you’re all suddenly okay with infiltrating a group of them and shielding thoughts from mind readers and putting our lives at risk?”

      Jameson moved to her side, and for the first time, I noticed a resemblance that went beyond their brown hair and eyes. Jem was fire to her brother’s ice, the other side of the same coin. They’d been through so much together, and they were close. I hated to see them at odds now.

      “They killed Mom and Dad,” Jameson said almost softly.

      “Yeah, and at this rate, you’re probably next. Or Noah or Stowe. Is that what you want?”

      At her mention of Stowe, I bit the inside of my cheek. She didn’t even know how close she was to the mark. Was my stupid plan the reason for Jameson’s vision? My stomach clenched as my gaze bounced between the people in the room. I wouldn’t lie, even to myself. I didn’t give a shit about Andrea. But the rest? They were important to me. Could I truly risk their lives in my reckless pursuit of vengeance?

      Jameson placed his hands on Jem’s shoulders. “No, but I also can’t bury my head in the sand anymore. This fight is coming, whether we want it or not. We might as well go on the offensive.”

      The certainty in his tone made me wonder what other visions he might be hiding. Had he known all along that it would come to this?

      Jem shook him off. “I can’t...won’t be a part of this.”

      Without looking back, she strode out of the room and slammed the door behind her. I wanted to go after her, but Jameson was right. The Collectors weren’t just going to leave us alone...not any of us. Not after everything that had happened. It was time to go on the offensive. If Jem couldn’t get on board, then she’d get left behind.

      Stowe squeezed my hand. “Now what?”

      “Now, Andrea is going to tell us everything she knows about the Collectors.”
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        Grace Morrow.

        Sheila Clark.

        Abel Turner.

      

      

      I wrote the names on a blank piece of paper and glared at them. Supposedly, they were the only three Collectors that Andrea knew. I wouldn’t have believed her if Noah hadn’t been there to verify she was telling the truth. Then again, if she could shield her thoughts from prying telepaths, who was to say Noah’s empathic abilities worked on her?

      Next to Grace’s name, I added everything I knew about her.

      Employed at Intuition Financial Group.

      Is not a Psych.

      Has been Andrea’s “handler” since she first joined the Collectors.

      Evil incarnate.

      Then, I did the same thing with Sheila.

      Is a Psych.

      Telepath with somewhat limited ability to control minds through touch.

      Has attempted to influence Andrea at Grace’s behest.

      Would have influenced Trevor and George, if Jameson’s visions had come to pass.

      Beautiful.

      Might as well be a succubus.

      And, again, with Abel.

      Is a Psych.

      Telepath who can read minds.

      Has read Andrea’s mind at Grace’s behest.

      Andrea can *probably* shield her thoughts from him.

      Tall, with spiky blond hair. Mid-twenties.

      I read through my list five times before setting it aside. Andrea hadn’t filled in many holes for me. Though, I was surprised to discover that Grace wasn’t a Psych. I’d assumed all Collectors were psychic. Apparently, Collectors—at least the ones I was dealing with—didn’t discriminate. They were more than happy to employ normal, morally bankrupt people as well.

      Andrea had also explained that Sheila’s ability to control minds only worked on unsuspecting victims. I didn’t have to worry about her influencing me or my friends, since our natural defenses would protect us from her control.

      But we did have to worry about encountering Abel. Since none of us had Andrea’s shielding abilities, we’d be susceptible to him reading our minds. Until I gathered more information about him, I just had to avoid all men around my age with his general physical description. That shouldn’t be a problem.

      I threw my pen across my bedroom in frustration. The list of things I didn’t know about my enemies was still way too long.

      Who helped Grace destroy the shop?

      Who set the fire?

      Who was the man that Trevor mentioned at the scene? The one who told him and my dad that there was someone still inside the house?

      How many Collectors are part of the organization?

      Who is in charge?

      Most importantly, why do they want to exploit my abilities so badly?

      And how can I stop them?

      As I stared out the window, questions bouncing around in my mind like pinballs, I realized there was one that I might be able to answer. I just needed to dig into Trevor’s memories. The prospect of seeing my ex-boyfriend didn’t exactly thrill me, but I had to know what happened and who was directly responsible for my dad’s death.

      Trevor had been trying to get ahold of me ever since the fire, but I’d ignored all of his calls and texts. I’d been half-tempted to block his number. Now, I was glad I didn’t.

      Without looking at any of his previous communications, I sent him a new message.

      Me: Can we meet tomorrow?

      A few seconds later, my phone lit up with a response. And then another and another.

      Trevor: Thank god you’re all right.

      Trevor: I’ve been so worried about you.

      Trevor: Where are you?

      Trevor: How are you?

      Sheesh. This is exactly why I didn’t want to contact him.

      Me: I’m okay. Tomorrow?

      Trevor: Can you come by the station in the morning? The chief needs to talk to you.

      The fire chief. Yet another person’s calls I’d been avoiding.

      Me: Ten okay?

      Might as well get both unpleasant encounters over at the same time. Though I already knew the fire had been ruled an accident—specifically, a gas explosion—the chief would want to go over the details with me. I didn’t really want to hear any of the specifics. I knew exactly how the fire started, and there was nothing accidental about it. But, sooner or later, I had to face the world. And that meant dealing with fire chiefs and insurance agents and financial advisors. They would force me to move on, to make decisions, whether I wanted to or not.

      Trevor: Yes.

      Trevor: Looking forward to seeing you.

      I sighed. I didn’t want this to give him any hope that we might get back together.

      Me: See you tomorrow.

      After tossing my phone on the bed, I looked around the room for something to occupy my time. Stowe had hooked up a TV in my room, but I didn’t think there was a show or movie in existence that would hold my attention. After the emotional toll of visiting the shop and confronting Andrea, I should have been exhausted. Instead, I felt restless. Like I should be doing something. I just didn’t know what.

      Finally, I decided to try and track down Jem. I hadn’t heard from her since she stormed out of the Knowledge Center. She’d been absent at dinner, which didn’t seem like her. Not that I’d known her long enough to anticipate her habits. But I did know her well enough to understand her confusion this afternoon. I’d known about Collectors for a month; she’d been warned against them for her entire life. She was worried about her family. That was only natural.

      I knocked on her door, and when there was no answer, I opened it enough to peek my head in. The room was dark, but there was enough moonlight streaming through her windows for me to tell it was empty.

      Where is she?

      “She went out.”

      I jumped and spun to find Jameson freaking Drake standing directly behind me. His luscious lips were tipped up, suggesting reserved amusement. His deep brown eyes, which were usually flashing with disgust, suddenly made me crave chocolate. The rich, dark, and wicked type.

      “Oh.” The word came out strangled, so I cleared my throat. “You talked to her? She’s okay?”

      “Yes, Noah’s with her. She’s smart enough not to leave work, or the house, alone.”

      Hearing the insinuation in his tone, I placed my hands on my hips. Screw chocolate. “Are you calling me stupid?”

      “If the…” His eyes skimmed over me, pausing on my waist. “Glove fits.”

      Of all the…I couldn’t believe he…what a…

      “At least I’m not lying to everyone.”

      Okay, it wasn’t the best comeback of my life, but I was at a loss. And the lying thing was something I needed to talk to him about, anyway.

      His eyes narrowed, no longer warm. Wow, that hadn’t lasted long.

      “Follow me.”

      I stared at his back as he strode down the hall in the opposite direction of my bedroom…or the stairs. He started to disappear around the corner, but then looked back at me, where my feet were glued to the floor. “Coming?”

      Well, that was a loaded question, if I’d ever heard one.

      With a strange combination of dread and curiosity, I followed him around the corner and down a short hallway with only one door at the end. It was already open, and once we were both inside, he shut it behind us.

      “For privacy.”

      Despite my shaking hands, I nodded confidently and turned to study the room. It was huge, clearly the master, with French doors leading to a balcony. One entire wall was taken up by built-in bookshelves, painted charcoal gray and displaying a fireplace in the center. The bookshelves were full of, well, books, except for one small portion that acted as a desk. The bed had the tallest tufted headboard I’d ever seen, also in a masculine but elegant charcoal color. Two stylish chairs sat next to the French doors, with a small round table between them. Lamps with silver bases sat on matching nightstands, and luxurious bedding and pillows adorned the bed.

      It took everything in me not to let my jaw drop. Who the hell was Jameson Drake?

      “Not what you expected?”

      Despite the fact that my jaw was firmly shut, he must have read the surprise on my face. “I guess I was expecting something more like the meditation room.”

      “My job doesn’t define me.”

      “Well, to be fair, I don’t know much about you. Other than the fact that you teach yoga, drive an expensive car, and like to scowl a lot.”

      Not exactly true, but I felt like it was a solid summary.

      “I don’t scowl a lot.”

      I gestured to his furrowed eyebrows. “Have you looked at yourself in a mirror lately?”

      Jameson discreetly glanced in the mirror on the opposite wall, but I noticed and had to bite back a laugh. A few moments later, his features slowly relaxed into a mild expression.

      “I don’t normally scowl a lot.”

      Shrugging, I went back to studying his room. Damn. Was that an authentic antique Chinese scroll painting I spotted? Either it was left over from when his parents were alive, or Mr. Hot and Frowny had good taste. “You’re going to have to do a better job convincing me of that, because I’m having trouble believing you.”

      “Things have been…stressful since I met you.”

      I let out a disbelieving laugh. “That’s a nice way of putting it, surprisingly.”

      “I’m a nice guy.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I challenged, “Prove it.”

      His eyes skimmed over my face, like he didn’t know what I meant. Then, his features lightened. “Okay, I will.”

      I tapped my foot. “Waiting.”

      “Damn, woman. Give me a minute.”

      He pulled a cell from his pocket and went to work tapping on it. A few minutes later, he returned the phone and smirked at me. “Done.”

      “Okay…?”

      “You’ll see in fifteen minutes.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Hmmm.”

      He pointed to the set of chairs. “Want to sit?”

      I selected the one closest to the balcony doors. That way, if things got too awkward between us, I could always escape. It wasn’t that far to the ground; I might survive the jump.

      Jameson adjusted the other chair so that it was facing me, then sat down. “You want to know why I’m hiding my vision.”

      It wasn’t a question, and I didn’t need to answer. But I nodded, anyway.

      “It’s for Stowe’s own good. Even if he pretends to take the news well, knowing will eat him up inside. He’ll lose sleep, become paranoid, and who knows what else.”

      “You know this from experience?”

      It was merely a guess, but I wasn’t prepared for his reaction. His face transformed into something worse than a scowl. It was hollow. Haunted. And, once again, I noticed the sickly pallor to his skin. Was he sick? Or just not sleeping?

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t offer anything more, and as much as I wanted to beg him for details, I kept my mouth shut. I hadn’t earned the right to know.

      “Besides,” he continued, “you’ve seen how my visions work. They rarely come true. Usually, just having seen them changes events so that they never occur.”

      I didn’t know how they worked in general. All I did know was that the one he’d had of Trevor and Sheila-the-succubus in the coffee shop never happened. Neither did the one with George and Sheila in the antique shop. But I’d changed things to ensure those visions didn’t become reality. If Jameson never told Stowe the truth, how could he stop them?

      “But—”

      “I know what you’re going to say. Stowe has to know so he can avoid the circumstances leading to the vision.”

      My mouth snapped shut. If I didn’t already know for certain that he had precognitive abilities, I would have sworn he was a telepath digging around in my mind.

      “Yes, that’s what I was going to say.”

      “The event takes place in a nightclub.”

      “What?” It took me a second to follow his train of thought. “You mean the vision? Do you know which one? Or when?”

      “I’m not exactly the clubbing type, so no, I don’t know where. Or when. But I will know when Stowe plans to go to a club. And when—if—that happens, I’ll stop him.”

      “How? He’s what, twenty-five years old?” I hadn’t gotten around to asking his age. “He’s not obligated to share his social calendar with you.”

      “No, but Stowe and I have already discussed a security plan for the five of us. Given our current situation, it makes sense to be extra cautious. When possible, we’ll go places in groups of two or more. And we’ll download an app that allows us to see each other’s schedules.”

      “I don’t have a smartphone.”

      “Oh, yeah. Why is that, exactly?” Surprisingly, there was no condescension in his tone. Only curiosity.

      I held my hands up and wiggled my fingers. “Touch screens aren’t glove-friendly.”

      He shook his head but didn’t comment further. “We’ll figure something out.”

      “Okay.” Everything he said sounded rational enough. But it still felt...wrong. “How long will we keep this up? Is your plan to never tell him and make sure he doesn’t stumble upon a nightclub?”

      “I don’t know.” His knees started bouncing, and his gaze wandered around the room. “There’s no guide for when to tell your best friend that you saw him die at some unknown moment in the future. I just know that I can’t do it yet.”

      My pulse seemed to stutter to a stop, then roared back to life while he spoke. He was agitated, sure, but there was a fragility to him that made me want to reach out and soothe him. Damn my stupid heart. Temporary truce or not, I did not want to start caring about Jameson. If I did, it would be that much more painful when he turned into a raging assface again. And I was absolutely certain he would.

      His gaze finally landed back on me, and I almost gasped at the intensity I saw there. He confused me at every turn. He was relatively lighthearted one moment and incredibly severe the next. If he didn’t pick a personality soon, I was going to end up with permanent whiplash.

      The one thing I did know?

      There was a deeply passionate man underneath it all. And breathing the same air as him every day was either going to suffocate me or swallow me whole.

      “You won’t tell anyone, will you, Adele?”

      “No.”

      The words spilled out of my mouth before I had a chance to reconsider. But what was there to think about? I didn’t want Stowe to suffer any more than Jameson did. I just hoped to Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore that we were making the right decision. Because making the wrong one could mean Stowe’s life. Or, more aptly, his death.

      Jameson’s phone chimed, and he jumped up and started toward the door. “It’s time. Come on.”

      “Time for what?”

      He didn’t answer, so I gave in and followed him downstairs. I might have also made an obscene gesture behind his back, but what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. And it put me in a considerably better mood.

      After disappearing out the front door, he returned a few moments later with several to-go drinks and a large, white box.

      “What’s all this?”

      He led me into the kitchen and handed me a cup. I lifted the lid and gasped when I smelled decadent hot chocolate and spotted exactly five puffy marshmallows.

      “How did you...?”

      Still not responding, he opened the box and withdrew a cupcake with at least three inches of frosting piled on top. He held it out, and I took it, still confused.

      “It’s white wedding cake. That’s your favorite, right?”

      My eyes shot from the cupcake to him. “Okay, there’s no way you could have known that.”

      He grinned. A real, honest-to-god grin. And, fuck, did it transform him. He went from brooding jackass to adorable heartthrob in one second flat.

      “Maybe I’m psychic.”

      Still in shock from his unexpected smile, I stared at him for so long my eyes started watering. And then I laughed. It began as a soft chuckle. Then it grew and grew until I had to put my treats on the counter and hold onto my belly. Tears were rolling down my face, and for the first time in way too long, there wasn’t any worry or pain behind them.

      “Oh my god,” I choked out. “I can’t believe you said that.”

      “What can I say? I’m a funny guy.”

      I laughed even harder at that. Maybe I was going insane, or maybe I was merely feeling again. Something less than better but more than hopeless.

      Either way, I suddenly knew that I was in trouble when it came to Jameson-Mr.-Hot-and-Frowny-Assface-Drake.
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      After dropping Stowe off at the cafe across the street, I parked in front of the fire station and waited for the surge of pain to hit me. A lifetime of memories from visiting Dad bubbled under the surface, threatening to overflow. He’d taken great joy in showing off the shiny red trucks and heavy equipment. I’d soaked up every bit of it and the attention I’d received from his fellow firefighters. They hadn’t cared that I was an awkward girl, uneasy in my skin and hiding behind gloves. I was Adam’s little girl. That’s all it took for them to treat me like a queen.

      As I walked through wide, open doors, I felt more like a queen of the damned. If I wasn’t careful, my dad wouldn’t be the only person killed for being close to me. The weight of that knowledge would have been crippling if I didn’t have a specific goal. I would find the people responsible for my dad, for the Psych Squad’s parents, for this entire mess. And I’d find a way, somehow, to stop them from hurting anyone else.

      A new sense of purpose filled me, pushing me forward when all I wanted to do was tuck tail and run. I heard voices in the common room, so I intentionally bypassed it and headed straight for the chief’s office. I could do this, but I needed to tackle one challenge at a time.

      I knocked lightly on the closed door and pulled it open when the chief’s gruff voice called for me to come in. After a yoga-style deep breath, I entered and braced myself for an onslaught of emotions.

      Chief Mackenzie stood and moved around his desk to give me a side hug. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

      His lined face was almost as familiar to me as my dad’s. Uncle John, as I’d always called him, had been my dad’s best friend for as long as I could remember. He’d been the ultimate poker buddy and spent countless Sundays watching football on our couch. After my mom died, he was the one who pulled Dad through what could have been an extended depression. He was the one person I knew had to be suffering like I was.

      “Thank you.”

      “How are you holding up?”

      Searching for a distraction, I sat down in the chair across from his desk and adjusted my sweater. “It’s been a rough week.”

      “You have someplace to stay? I tried calling, but...”

      “I’m sorry. I just needed space from everyone. But, yes, I’ve moved in with a few friends for now.”

      His worried expression loosened somewhat. “That’s good. I’m glad you’re not alone.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I replied, finding that I meant it. Maybe I was still on a sugar high from the delicious cupcakes—yes, plural—I’d inhaled last night.

      “About the fire...”

      “Listen, Uncle John. I don’t need to hear any details. It happened. It was an accident.” I had to swallow the acid that crawled up my throat at that lie. “And, now, it’s time to move on.”

      A few long, silent moments passed before he nodded. “There’s another reason I wanted to see you. I found something that survived the fire. It’s a wooden chest with a rose carved on the front.”

      My grandmother’s trunk? With everything else going on, it hadn’t crossed my mind. Still, the knowledge that it wasn’t lost felt like a salve on the gaping wound that was my life.

      “We found a pocket of the laundry room that was left untouched,” he continued. “It happens sometimes, but the fact that an antique wooden piece survived is pretty much a miracle.”

      Not a miracle—magic. The last time I’d seen the trunk, it was in the hall outside my bedroom. The only way it could have ended up in a “pocket” on the first floor was from some sort of protection spell. My grandmother may have left her witchy ways long ago, but she’d put a pretty effective spell on the trunk first.

      “That’s wonderful. You have it here?”

      “Yes. It’s locked in the storage room downstairs. The guys can help you take it to your car.”

      “That would be great, thanks.” I stood and started for the door. Uncle John wasn’t much of a talker, but I had no doubt he would keep me here as long as I let him.

      What would I say? That I was living in a mansion for displaced psychics? That I was sacrificing my business to homicidal maniacs? That I was intent on finding a way to stop said maniacs once and for all? That, according to a psychic vision, one of my friends might die?

      I had nothing normal left to share.

      “Adele, wait.”

      My hand on the doorknob, I stopped and shifted my body to look at him. He was frowning in that way that let me know he wasn’t pleased. It was coming from a place of concern, I had no doubt.

      “If you ever need anything, you know you can come to me, right?”

      Intellectually? Sure. Realistically? Not so much. I refused to get yet another person involved in my clusterfuck of a life. Still, I couldn’t say that to his face. He’d meant too much to me, and my dad, for too long.

      “Yes, of course.”

      I must not have been particularly convincing, because disappointment was clear in his voice when he said, “Okay. Take care of yourself.”

      “I will. Bye, Uncle John.”

      As I closed the door behind me, I tried to pretend that it didn’t feel like our final farewell. When I reached the common room, I spotted Trevor’s tall, muscular form immediately. His back was to me, and he was in the middle of what looked like a heated ping pong game. As soon as his opponent saw me, though, he dropped his paddle and smiled widely.

      “Hi, Adele.”

      “Hello, Ben. Nice to see you.”

      A moment later, I found myself surrounded by several of my dad’s closest friends. The last thing I wanted was to talk to them, to see the pity and sorrow in their eyes. But I forced myself to stand there and exchange pleasantries. My dad would have been disappointed in me if I was rude. There wasn’t much I could do to honor his memory, but I could do this.

      Trevor hung back and, hoping to extend our talk for a few more minutes, I talked the guys into carrying the heavy trunk to my CR-V. Eventually, though, it was just the two of us, and I was forced to face him.

      He looked as handsome as ever, his skin sun-kissed and his short blond hair recently cut. His stance was casual, but I could sense his tension. Probably like he could sense mine.

      “You look good, Adele.”

      Liar.

      “Thanks. You too.”

      “Where are you staying? I’ve gone by George’s, and no one is home.”

      Had he turned stalker since our breakup? I didn’t know whether to feel bad for ignoring his calls or a little creeped out.

      “I moved in with friends.”

      “What friends? You don’t have any friends.”

      Annoyed at his tone, I narrowed my eyes. “Believe it or not, you don’t know everything about me.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just confused. You never talked about anyone you were that close to.”

      “You’re right, but things have changed.”

      “We’ve only been broken up for seventeen days. Not that much could have changed.”

      I wanted to laugh in his face. First of all, he’d been counting? And, yeah, that much had changed. It was already changing before the breakup, but he hadn’t realized. It wasn’t his fault. It just was.

      “Look, Trevor, that’s not why I wanted to talk to you. I—”

      “I want you to move in with me.”

      I blinked at him, replaying his words in my head to make sure I’d heard them correctly. If he’d told me he was an alien, I wouldn’t have been any more surprised. Psychics and witches were real; why not aliens too?

      When I was finally able to respond, I tried my best to keep my voice level. “Why would I do that?”

      He moved forward a step, and I retreated, until I bumped into the back of my SUV.

      “Because I want to be with you. I know I screwed up, but I’ll make it up to you. Starting with taking care of you. You shouldn’t be alone. You should be with someone who loves you.”

      “And that’s you?”

      “Yes.”

      I shook my head. “I told you before. I didn’t break up with you because of the kiss. You’re a good friend and a great guy, but I don’t feel anything else. I’m sorry.”

      “Since when? I thought we were great together. We enjoy each other’s company, we don’t fight, and we want the same things out of life.”

      Did we? Not likely, but I’d probably let him believe we did. Or I’d convinced myself of it. I didn’t even know anymore.

      Regardless, none of that was enough. Maybe I would have continued on, pretending like it was, before the Psych Squad came crashing into my life. Even after only a few weeks, I knew that what I could have with Noah or Stowe would be deeper, more meaningful. Jameson too, if we ever got past this off-and-mostly-on hatred of each other.

      “But we’re not in love, not like we should be.” He started to interrupt, but I held up a hand to stop him. “I believe that you care about me, even love me. But do I believe you’re in love with me? The weak-in-the-knees, can’t-stand-to-be-apart kind of love? No.”

      Trevor started arguing again, but I’d had enough. This entire conversation was pointless. I might as well blast Taylor Swift from my car stereo, because we were never getting back together.

      I removed one glove and stepped toward him. None of my attempts at drawing out memories had actually been successful, but I was counting on sheer force of will to make it happen. I needed to see his memories from the night of the fire, and I wasn’t letting him go until I succeeded.

      Grasping his wrist with my bare hand, I closed my eyes and chanted, “show me the fire” over and over again in my mind. If Trevor was confused about my actions, I didn’t notice or care. All of my attention was fixated on seeing what he had seen.

      It might have been minutes, or only seconds, but the black behind my eyelids started to lift.

      Red and blue lights swirl in the foreground while smoke billows in the background. My chest tightens as a crashing sound comes from the direction of the house.

      Trevor pauses, fire hose in hand, to watch as the structure starts to collapse. My dad rushes to his side, and his distress is obvious. He’s already removed his helmet, and his skin is a sickly shade of gray. He pulls his gaze away from the house to say, “She’s not home, right? She can’t be home.”

      “Her car isn’t in the garage. The first responders checked.”

      My dad nods. “Okay. Okay.”

      Trevor squeezes Dad’s shoulder. “She’s fine.”

      He hefts the hose up over his shoulder and starts to move toward the house again when a civilian runs up to him. The man is average looking, with thinning hair and nondescript features.

      He points up to the second story and frantically shouts, “I think there’s someone up there. I saw someone in that window.”

      A wave of dizziness, followed by acute nausea, hits me.

      “Are you sure?” Trevor asks.

      The man points again. “Yes, up there.”

      Trevor looks at my bedroom window, which is engulfed in flames. He turns toward my dad, but it’s too late. Dad is already sprinting for the front door, helmet on and fire hook in hand. Trevor calls out to him, but he doesn’t stop. He slams the steel tool into the thin window on the side of the door, reaches through shards of glass to unlock the deadbolt, and enters the house.

      Trevor drops the hose and runs after Dad, yelling his name. My limbs feel weak as he hesitates at the now-open door. I want to scream at him to move, to get in there, even while my lungs seem to fill with smoke.

      After what feels like hours, but is probably only seconds, Trevor cautiously moves past the threshold. And I’m certain I’ve entered the seventh circle of hell. Everything is hazy and too bright at the same time, the vivid yellow and orange flames blazing in every direction. It’s impossible to hear anything over the constant whooshing of the fire. My—Trevor’s—vision is obscured, and he walks forward slowly, searching for a clear path to the stairs. Heat travels over every inch of my skin, and my breathing becomes shallow. I lose all sense of time and space as an oppressive heaviness settles over me.

      A dull roaring sound breaks through my confusion, and Trevor whirls around and starts running back the way he came. The roar grows louder, like it’s chasing me—him—I can’t even tell anymore. Black spots obscure my vision even more, and the entire world collapses in on me. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can’t even feel.

      My eyes popped open, and I ran to the grass and heaved, emptying the contents of my stomach. Too weak to stand, I stumbled away from my mess and fell onto my hands and knees on the hard ground, sobbing.

      Shivers racked my body, and, suddenly, I could feel...everything. The terror my dad must have experienced, believing I was trapped in that raging inferno. The insane heroism he’d displayed by going in after me, knowing his chances of coming out alive were practically non-existent. The deafening, all-encompassing chaos of his last moments as our family home toppled around him. And bald hatred for the man who’d led him to that, wholly unnecessary, end.

      “What’s going on?” I heard Trevor come up behind me, and I shook my head in an attempt to keep him away. “Adele, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m fine,” I croaked.

      “You’re clearly not fine.”

      Strong arms engulfed me, and I instinctively stiffened, resisting Trevor’s touch. But as quickly as I’d tensed, I began to relax. Stowe. His arms were comforting in a way my ex-boyfriend’s had never been. My body was able to tell the difference before my brain even had a chance to catch up.

      I didn’t have to look at Trevor’s face to know it was a bad idea, but I let Stowe pull me to my feet, and I curled into his chest as he held me up. The sight of my dad running into the burning house played on repeat through my mind. I tried to think of something, anything, else, but it was futile.

      “You okay, Daphne?” Stowe asked quietly.

      “No.”

      “Did he—?”

      Anger laced his words, and I knew I had to stop that train of thought before this already torturous meeting resulted in fisticuffs.

      “No, nothing like that.” Lowering my voice to a whisper, I said, “It was his memories. I...” Another sob rose in my throat, and I didn’t bother trying to stop it.

      “Shhhh.” Stowe ran gentle fingers through my hair. “You don’t have to explain.”

      “What. Is. Going. On?”

      At the fury radiating from Trevor’s voice, I forced myself to stand on my own two feet and turned to face him. I didn’t fully step away from Stowe, though. He was supporting me, and I needed that. Him.

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “Oh, really? So, you haven’t already replaced me?”

      “Like you replaced me with Miss Kindergarten Teacher?”

      “She teaches second grade! And, I didn’t fucking replace you.”

      Damn it all to hell. Why was I even arguing with him about this? I’d wanted him to replace me with the pretty schoolteacher; that was the point of ending things in the first place. I was only reacting because I was pissed. And in pain beyond belief. Why did I ever think I could watch his memories of that night without losing my mind?

      “Look, Trevor. Stowe is a friend. And I hope that you do decide to date that teacher. You two make a cute couple.”

      His shoulders stiffened. “How do you know?”

      Oh, shit. I was so out of it, I was making mistakes right and left.

      “I saw you together in the coffee shop before Thanksgiving.”

      “Is that why you don’t want to get back together? Because that was—”

      “Trevor, stop it!” I practically screamed. “Enough. We’re done, and I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Just answer me this: do you know the man who told you he saw someone in my bedroom window the night of the fire?”

      “What?” He frowned and rubbed at his forehead. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I blinked at him, not understanding. “What do you mean?” I wanted to blurt out that I saw the memory minutes earlier, but I kept myself in check. “You told me about him that night. Right after you came outside.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t...it’s fuzzy.

      What. The. Fuck?

      Was he lying to me? He didn’t look like he was trying to hide anything from me; he just looked confused.

      That made two of us.

      “Trevor, think. You said that a man told you and my dad that he saw someone in my window. That’s what made my dad run inside.”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      “What do you remember?”

      His stared off in the distance. “I grabbed the hose from the truck, and I was heading for the house.” His eyebrows scrunched together. “And then...nothing until I was on the ground and you appeared.

      Holy shit. I dragged my gaze away from him to look up into Stowe’s wide eyes. This one time, I wished his telepathic abilities were more consistent and he could send me a message. Because I seriously wanted to know if he was thinking what I was thinking.

      Was it possible...?

      Did I steal Trevor’s memories?
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      I could feel Stowe’s gaze on me from his spot in the driver’s seat. We were parked on the side of the road a few blocks from the fire station, and I knew he was waiting for me to speak. But damned if I knew what to say.

      “Are you—”

      I whirled on him. “If you ask if I’m okay, I’m going to punch you in the throat.”

      He held his hands up in surrender and chuckled. “Whoa, no need for violence. I intended to ask if you’re going to tell me what happened.”

      “Oh.”

      I didn’t want to tell him. I wanted it all to go away.

      But words started spilling out of me, anyway. “I grabbed his wrist and mentally urged him to show me what happened at the scene of the fire.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Yes. I saw exactly what I needed to see.”

      And so much more. I wanted to take a scrub brush to my brain and remove every fragment of those memories. Every piece except the nondescript man. He was currently Public Enemy No. 1.

      “Then what?”

      “You saw the rest.”

      Stowe reached for my hand and squeezed. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized my left hand was missing its glove. I must have dropped it back in the parking lot.

      Normally, I would immediately pull away from the touch. Now, though, I’d happily view any memory that could help wash away what I’d just seen. Then again, I had no idea what happened with Trevor. I didn’t want to take a chance that something weird would happen with Stowe too.

      Hoping he wouldn’t be offended, I removed my hand from his huge one and stared down at it. “The really strange thing? What I saw…it was the exact part of his memory that he said is fuzzy. Or, well, gone.”

      I turned pleading eyes on Stowe. “Tell me I didn’t do that to him.” I twisted my hands in my lap. “Please.”

      Sympathy oozed out of him as he gave me an encouraging smile. “Don’t worry that pretty red head of yours. Whatever happened, we’ll figure it out.”

      “Don’t worry? Have you met me?”

      “I have. And that’s how I know you’ll be okay. You’re stronger than you think.”

      I scoffed. “Clearly, you already forgot about the little gift I left in the grass.”

      His smile dimmed. “Whatever you saw in Trevor’s memories—and you don’t have to tell me about it, if you don’t want to—would be traumatizing for anyone.”

      “That’s not an excuse.”

      “Yeah, actually, it is. Do you think less of Noah for getting sick from feeling other people’s emotions?”

      “No, of course not.”

      He raised a knowing eyebrow at me. “Yet, what you experienced was as bad, if not worse. You saw what Trevor saw, felt what he felt, and compounded with your own emotions…”

      “Stop being so logical,” I said, slapping him on the bicep. My hand practically bounced off it, and I shook my head. “You really do spend a lot of time at the gym, huh?”

      “It’s my job.” He winced. “Well, it was.”

      “I’m sorry that you had to quit. I haven’t had a chance to tell you that.”

      “It’s nothing compared to what you’ve been going through.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t care.” And I was pleased to realize that was true. Apparently, it was possible to care about something other than myself, my pain, and my desire for retribution.

      “I’m glad.” His eyes roamed over my face. “I really want to kiss you.”

      A surprised laugh burst out of me. “You’re not one to hide your feelings, are you?”

      His massive shoulders lifted and fell again. “What’s the point?”

      “I don’t know. Mystery?”

      “Is that what you want, Adele? Some brooding, mysterious guy like Jameson?”

      I opened my mouth to deny it, but I didn’t want to lie to him. As much of a jerk as Jameson had been since the day we met, he’d revealed a different side of his personality the last few days. That Jameson intrigued me. The constantly dark and broody one? Not so much.

      But did my potential interest in Jameson mean I wasn’t also drawn to his two best friends? Definitely not.

      I was officially a horrible person.

      He turned his head to stare out the driver side window. “Well, I guess that’s my answer.”

      “No, it’s not.” I placed my hand on his arm, silently urging him to understand. “I just don’t know how to admit that I’m attracted to more than one man.”

      He twisted his head to gape at me, and I felt my cheeks burn.

      “It’s kind of embarrassing.”

      The edges of his lips tipped up, and then they kept lifting, until his smile was so broad he was practically blinding me with it. “So, you are attracted to me. I knew it.”

      My mouth dropped open. “That’s what you got out of what I said?”

      “At least I know I’m in the running.”

      I shook my head, but I couldn’t resist smiling back at him. “What am I going to do with you?”

      Somehow, his expression brightened even more. “I’ve got a few ideas—”

      I pressed my fingers to his lips and, damn, were they soft. “Don’t ruin it.”

      “Okay,” he whispered, his breath a warm caress over my skin.

      I wanted to lean in, to replace my fingers with my mouth. But it wasn’t going to happen. Not today. Not after I’d had a breakdown and lost my breakfast. Not when so much confusion and sadness flowed through my veins.

      “Let’s go home,” I said, only realizing I’d used the “h” word after the phrase had passed my lips.

      When we arrived at the mansion, I went straight upstairs to brush my teeth and change clothes. I asked Stowe to explain the morning’s events to Noah and Jameson in my absence. It had been difficult enough living through them; I had no desire to go into any of the details yet again.

      Jameson immediately came to the same conclusion I had—not only had I drawn the memory out of Trevor. I’d stolen it.

      I, Adele Rose, was no longer a mere voyeur into other people’s minds.

      I was a thief. A memory thief.

      “We need to test the ability,” Jameson said without hesitation. “You can use me.”

      I choked on a drink of water, mid-sip. “Excuse me?” Beyond the double entendre, he couldn’t mean what I thought he meant.

      “Right now, we don’t know if this was an anomaly. Maybe the conditions were just right for you to take the memory and keep it for yourself.”

      “Oh, yeah, because I was so jealous of that memory of the moments leading up to my dad’s death that I had to keep it for myself. Must be my witchy blood. I can’t help this morbid fascination with death.”

      Stowe chuckled from the refrigerator, where he was leaning in, searching for a snack. Noah smiled. And Jameson’s expression remained blank. Of course.

      “Jameson does have a point,” Noah said apologetically. “Anomaly or not, we need to know. You need to know.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest in defiance. “I just won’t touch anyone ever again.” So there, I thought, barely resisting the urge to stick out my tongue.

      “No,” all three of the guys said in unison.

      Furtive glances passed between them, and I suddenly felt the need to remove my thick sweater. Was it getting hot in here? Or maybe the kitchen was shrinking. What had seemed like a huge room when I first saw it now felt way too small for the four of us.

      Stowe set string cheese and a sleeve of crackers on the kitchen island. “Here, I thought you might want to eat something.”

      My heart beat an extra thump in appreciation. He’d remembered that string cheese was my favorite snack and, I guessed, made sure there was some in the house. “Thank you.” Methodically, I removed a string and stuffed it in my mouth, not caring that the action was probably as inelegant as slurping spaghetti.

      While I chomped on my food, I considered Jameson’s suggestion. The thought of stealing his memories was downright horrifying. But what choice did I have? Regardless of the romantic implications, could I really live the rest of my life without any human contact? Not only would it be depressing, it wasn’t remotely practical. I’d have to become a shut-in to have any hope of accomplishing it.

      Noah moved closer to me and leaned against the island. “Let me do it. I have plenty of memories I’d love for you to take from me.”

      “But what if I accidentally take a good memory? I’d hate myself.”

      “Then, you can tell me about it, and I’ll feel my own emotions through you.”

      I gave him a dubious look. “That’s not exactly how it works.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s close enough.”

      With all three of them watching me, waiting, I finally gave in. “Okay, but I’m not doing this with an audience.” It would be stressful enough without Stowe’s worried gaze or Jameson’s judgy one.

      “We can go out to the guesthouse.”

      “Okay.” I threw my trash away and then stood on tiptoes to kiss Stowe on the cheek. “Thanks.”

      “For what?” The gold in his eyes seemed to sparkle as he smiled down at me.

      I struggled to narrow it down. He’d been there when I needed him, and he’d said the things I needed to hear. “For being you.”

      “Any time.”

      I followed Noah out the back door and down the stone path toward his house. As soon as the little white structure came into view, I smiled. As gorgeous as the mansion was, I always felt so much more at home here.

      “What are the chances I can convince Jameson to build me a matching guesthouse on the other side of the property?”

      “If you keep kissing Stowe in front of him, probably not great.”

      There was something in his tone that made my eyes jump to his. Was he…mad? His expression was contemplative, but I didn’t see any anger there. My thoughts wandered to our kiss in his car. It had been less than two weeks, but it felt like a lifetime ago. We hadn’t been alone since, and now that we were…well, I had no idea what to expect.

      Feeling exposed under his all-knowing gaze, I said, “I really doubt Jameson cares who I kiss.”

      He opened the door, letting me pass in front of him. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      I wanted to hide, change the subject, anything to move past the sudden awkwardness I was feeling. But that wasn’t my style. If this needed to be discussed, I’d confront it head-on.

      “Do you care who I kiss?”

      Noah plopped down on the couch, but he did it gracefully, making it look like a choreographed move. How did he do that? Probably the daily yoga, my inner angel reminded me. Like I was supposed to be doing. Oops.

      I chose the other end of the couch and sat facing him, cross-legged, and waited for him to answer.

      He pushed a lock of dark hair off his forehead as he watched me with those captivating blue eyes. “I don’t think there’s a good answer to that question.”

      “No?”

      “If I say I don’t care, I sound like I’m not interested in you. If I say I do, I sound like a jealous idiot.”

      “So, stop worrying about how you sound and be honest.”

      He leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees but kept his head turned toward me. “Okay. I hope that our kiss was the first of many. But if you happen to kiss Stowe in between said kisses, I wouldn’t be upset.”

      A spike of adrenaline rushed through my body. “You wouldn’t?”

      “No, at least I don’t think I would. I guess I’d have to have evidence of the kissing before I can say for sure.”

      “Stowe and I haven’t—” I stopped, because a memory resurfaced. I’d tried very hard to block everything about Thanksgiving night from my mind. But, now that I was thinking about it, I remembered him carrying me from the shop and depositing me in the back of the Expedition with a kiss. “Well, just a peck.”

      I rubbed my gloved hands over my jeans. Deep down, I knew I should probably drop this line of questioning. But the other part wanted—no, needed—to know.

      “May I ask why it wouldn’t bother you?” I didn’t know how to put my question delicately, so I went with, “Is it because you’re only interested in something casual?” And, yeah, I’m really asking you if you just want to have hot, sweaty sex with me, I added silently. Because I had a feeling it would be pretty damn hot with Noah. And not only because of his empathic abilities.

      Noah laughed. “Do I seem like someone who does casual, has ever done casual?”

      “Well, no.”

      His “PEOPLE…NOT A FAN” sweatshirt came to mind. He didn’t seem like the type to even go to a bar, much less pick up a girl there. Where else would he meet someone? From what I knew about him, he rarely left the estate. And I doubted the Psych Squad was in the habit of throwing ragers in their pristine mansion.

      He leaned back against the couch and propped one foot against the coffee table. “This is kind of hard to explain, but spending my life as an empath has given me a different perspective on relationships.”

      “Different how?”

      “Being able to read all the emotions in any given room has provided a lot of insight. Love isn’t as black and white as we try to make it. It comes in different shapes, colors, and sizes. I truly believe someone can love, be in love with, more than one person.”

      He shifted again, like he couldn’t get comfortable.

      “I guess what I’m trying to say is that if, at some point in the future, I could tell that you loved me but also loved someone else…I wouldn’t want to take that away from you. Or try to make you choose.”

      I opened my mouth to reply but then shut it. Was he suggesting…? Surely, he couldn’t mean…? Was he basically giving me his blessing to be with him and Stowe and maybe even Jameson? At the same time?

      “Look, I can feel your confusion. I didn’t mean to spring this on you. I know you’re not there yet with any of us.” His smile wavered. “It’s just…since you asked…”

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “This is totally on me. I asked.”

      And, now, my brain had stopped functioning. I might as well have stamped “does not compute” on my forehead, because cells were misfiring right and left.

      “So, how about that memory stealing exercise?” I asked with fake cheer.

      Noah shook his head. “That can wait. I have a better idea.” He reached into the top drawer of the television cabinet and withdrew two retro-looking controllers. “How do you feel about ‘Mario Kart’?”
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      “Inhale.”

      I sat across from Noah on the floor as he led me through a series of deep breathing exercises. After an hour of mindless racing as Yoshi, I’d been feeling much more relaxed. But the thought of what might happen when I touched Noah was pumping my anxiety back up. Even now, my mind was bouncing from one scenario to the next instead of focusing.

      “Exhale.”

      I let out a puff of air and opened my eyes. “We might as well get on with this. I don’t think anything is going to keep me calm, at this point.”

      “Whatever happens, it’s okay. You know that, right?”

      Avoiding his probing gaze, I murmured, “Yeah.”

      “Seriously, Adele. You could take every single memory away from me, and I wouldn’t be angry with you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “There’s no way that’s true.”

      He leaned in so close, our noses were almost touching. “It is. My past is full of pain and heartache.” He brushed my hair off my shoulder, careful to avoid exposed skin, and rested his hand on my shoulder. “I’m much more interested in the future.”

      Inhaling his faint eucalyptus-vanilla scent, I found myself studying the light smattering of freckles over his cheeks. I’d never noticed them before, but I liked them. I liked them so much, I began imagining kissing each and every one of them.

      “You might want to spend more time with Jameson, then. If you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of stuck in the past.”

      “That’s too bad. I think I’m starting to prefer your company.”

      “Starting to, huh?”

      Instead of replying, he closed the small gap between us and glided his lips over mine. They were softer than I remembered and painstakingly gentle. He caressed the dip between my neck and shoulder with his thumb, and my muscles relaxed even as sparks lit up my insides.

      I closed my eyes and leaned into him, ready to explore every millimeter of his mouth. Just as my tongue slipped out to taste him, my vision became blurry, and I was transported once again.

      A heaviness settles over my body. I’m—well, Noah is—looking out over a courtyard scattered with picnic tables and teenagers. They’re grouped together, talking and laughing. But Noah is alone. He watches in silence for a few moments before returning his attention to a science textbook.

      A shadow falls over him, and he glances up to find two burly guys standing next to his table. “Hey there, weirdo,” the taller of the two says with a sneer.

      “Go away,” Noah replies with no inflection in his voice.

      “Oooh,” the short one says. “You gonna make us?”

      My stomach cramps, and it’s as if I can feel the bullies’ evil intent through Noah’s memory.

      The tall one laughs. “Like that’s even possible. Look at him. He probably only weighs a hundred pounds soaking wet.”

      Noah’s nostrils flare, but he doesn’t respond, instead looking back down at his book.

      The tall one slams it shut and places a packet of papers in front of him. “I have a proposition for you. You do my biology homework, and I won’t hunt you down in the locker room during gym. What do you say?”

      “No, thank you.”

      The short one slams his hands down on the table and gets in Noah’s face. His breath is rank as he grunts, “Wrong choice.”

      My body tenses, and Noah picks up his book and bag and walks away from the guys.

      “See you in gym,” a voice calls out behind him.

      I opened my eyes and blinked into Noah’s blue ones, still inches from mine. He smiled grimly. “I wasn’t very popular in high school, if you couldn’t tell.”

      “Me neither, but I was mostly ignored. That…” I shook my head, not able to put into words how much my heart hurt for him. “That was awful.”

      “Not as awful as the ass-kicking I got in fifth period.”

      “No,” I gasped. “They really beat you up for not doing their homework?”

      “I spent the night in the hospital. But it ended up being a good thing.”

      “How could a trip to the hospital possibly be a good thing?”

      He smiled sadly. “Andrea agreed to homeschool me after that.”

      “Wait.” It suddenly struck me that we were discussing the memory he’d shown me. “Do you remember everything about the confrontation in the courtyard?”

      “Unfortunately for me, yes. But that’s good news for you.”

      I pressed a hand to my chest. “Thank god.” Doubt immediately started to cloud my relief, though. “How do we know for sure? Maybe you should tell me everything you remember to make sure it matches up with what I saw.”

      He gave a vague description of the events, and I filled in the rest. “Do you think that means I stole parts of it?”

      “No, even when I thought about that particular incident before touching you, I only remembered what I just told you. Your ability must be able to draw out those details that were long ago buried somewhere deep in my brain.”

      “Huh.” It made sense. Most people weren’t able to recall past events in detail like I saw them. But it wasn’t like I’d ever been able to test it. Well, until now.

      “So, what do you think this means? The thing with Trevor was a fluke? Or did I not steal your memory because I wasn’t trying to take it?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s try again.”

      I removed both of my gloves and tossed them on the coffee table. “That way you don’t have to kiss me this time.”

      Noah grinned, and one side of his face lifted slightly more than the other, giving it a crooked effect. Had it always done that, and I was only now realizing it? If so, where were all these new observations coming from? Maybe our awkward conversation earlier opened me to really seeing him for the first time.

      “Oh, I didn’t have to. I wanted to.”

      I smiled but reached for his hand, anyway. Right before touching him, I paused. “Wait. Since we talked about the details of that particular memory, maybe I should try to take a different one. Something off the top of your head.”

      “True. How about the time someone hit my parked car?”

      “Okay, that works.”

      Not wanting to overthink this, I closed my fingers over his and started thinking, show me Noah’s damaged car.

      The day is hot and sticky, the sun overly bright. Noah walks up to a dark blue coupe and hits the key fob to unlock it. As he opens the door, he notices something on the ground. He walks to the rear of the car and sees that the edge of one of his tail lights is smashed, the pieces scattered on the asphalt. And there’s a dent in his bumper.

      My muscles stiffen as Noah searches for a note. When he finds none, he examines the front of nearby vehicles. He notices a woman sitting in her car with the air conditioning running and waves at her to roll down her window.

      “Hi. Did you happen to see who hit my car?”

      She glances away from him. “No, sorry.”

      My heartrate kicks up a notch. “Are you sure? Even the make or color would be helpful.”

      “No, I didn’t see anything.” She pulls her seat belt over her chest and clicks it into place. “I need to go.”

      Back in the present, I looked at Noah expectantly. “Okay. What do you remember?”

      “About my car?”

      He had to ask? That wasn’t a good sign.

      “Yeah. When you saw your damaged car in the parking lot.”

      He was looking at me but seemed far away while he considered my question. “I remember filling out a police report and calling my insurance company. I remember taking it in to the body shop to be fixed.”

      “But finding it damaged?”

      He pulled on his ear and then gave me a guilty look. “I’m sorry. It’s like…I don’t know…murky. I know that I should remember, but when I try to recall it, nothing is there.”

      I smiled at him, but I had a feeling it came out more bitter than I intended. “Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault. And I’m sorry I stole your memory.”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t an important one.”

      “I guess not.”

      Though, I did want to ask him what was up with that woman in the parking lot. Now, if I brought her up, he probably wouldn’t know what the hell I was talking about. That was the danger of stealing memories, any memory. He may not care that I’d taken it, but what if it was more important than he’d realized? What if I’d taken something from him that might matter one day?

      He gracefully stood and held his hands out to help me up. I started to take them but stopped to put my gloves on first. This newest development meant I needed to be more careful than ever. And that was damn depressing. I lived with three way too enticing men, and I couldn’t do a thing about it, even if I wanted to.

      Once Noah pulled me to my feet, I immediately put distance between us. Maybe it was for the best that I needed to avoid touch at all costs. My dad was murdered six days ago. The last thing I should be thinking about was my love life. And if it hadn’t been clear to me before today, my relationships with Noah, Stowe, and Jameson had the potential to become complicated. Like Stefan, Elena, and Damon complicated, if Matt was thrown into the mix for good measure.

      We walked back to the main house in silence. But before opening the door, Noah turned to me. “Don’t use this an excuse to push me—any of us—away. You know now that you won’t accidentally take a memory. You have to be actively trying.”

      “All I know is in that one instance, I didn’t steal the memory. I’m not willing to chance it.”

      “And if I am? Are you going to take that choice away from me?”

      I peered into his blue eyes, as beautiful and endless as the sea. From the first moment I met him, I’d known I could end up lost in them. But I couldn’t afford to be lost. Not now, when my mission was clear. I needed to put all my focus into Grace and the nondescript man from Trevor’s memory.

      Everything else? It would have to wait.

      “For now, I have to.”

      I opened the patio door and walked through, not waiting for him to follow me. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed or take a stupidly long, hot shower. But as soon as I saw the look on Stowe’s face when I entered the kitchen, I knew both would have to wait.

      “What is it now?”

      “Andrea wants to meet,” Jameson answered for him.

      As always, her name sent a rush of fury through me. It didn’t matter that she was working with us. My hatred for her was infinite. “Did she say why?”

      “No. She’s being careful with her communications. But it’s safe to assume that the Collectors have made contact.”

      I grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and downed it as Jameson repeated the information to Noah. Jem’s conspicuous absence sent a pang of regret through me. I didn’t want to be the cause of a rift between her and her family. She was the reason the Psych Squad brought me into the fold to begin with. She’d done so much for me, been a true friend when I’d given her no reason to even trust me. And she hadn’t asked for anything in return.

      The one thing she’d wanted? To keep the people who made up her world away from Collectors.

      And what had I done? Gone and recruited her brother and closest friends into a battle we might not have a chance in hell of winning.

      I was a horrible friend, and I knew it.

      But the guys, and even Andrea, were all on board with this plan. And since I didn’t have a better one, I had to hope she would come around. This wasn’t just about me anymore. The Collectors had wronged all of us in unimaginable ways.

      They had to be stopped. I knew it. The guys knew it. And, deep down, I had a feeling Jem knew it as well.

      I tossed my now-empty bottle in the recycling bin before turning to face Noah, Stowe, and Jameson. For better or worse, the four of us were a team. And, if I had anything to say about it, we were going to kick some Collector ass. The sooner, the better.

      “Okay. Let’s do this.”
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      An Escalade version of a taxi picked us up at the estate and, after several detours to make sure we weren’t being followed, dropped us off a few blocks away from the Norfolk Botanical Garden. Apparently, the guys had already come up with this spot as a potential meeting place. Noah’s set of keys would get us in a side gate, and Andrea would come in through the regular entrance. Anyone watching her would most likely wait in the parking lot.

      At least, that’s what we were counting on. Otherwise, her cover would be blown before she even began helping us.

      Unlike the leisurely stroll Noah and I took the last time we were here, the four of us made quick work of several sections of the garden before reaching a group of secluded benches beneath a thick canopy of trees.

      “This isn’t exactly what I had in mind when you offered to bring me back here,” I told Noah with a grim smile.

      “Same here.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever be able to do normal things again...like visit a garden without having to constantly watch our backs?”

      Stowe draped an arm over my shoulder, and I almost sagged under the weight of it. “What? Are you saying this isn’t your ideal date?”

      Knowing my skin was likely turning an obvious shade of pink, I avoided eye contact and directed my attention to the cobblestone path. Going on a date with all three of them would be weird...wouldn’t it? Though Noah hadn’t had a chance to repeat our earlier conversation, it almost felt like he told Stowe all about it. Or, now that this impending dilemma regarding my love life was in the forefront of my mind, I was probably just reading too much into everything they said.

      I spotted a woman walking toward us, and it took a moment for me to recognize her. Instead of her usual stuffy suit, Andrea was wearing slim black pants, bright white sneakers, and a red pea coat. A digital camera hung around her neck, and she paused to take a photo of a flower.

      “Isn’t the tourist act a little overkill?” I said to no one in particular. Anyone watching her would have to know this was out of character.

      “I told her to try and blend in.” Jameson snorted under his breath. “I guess this is her trying.”

      My laughter froze in my throat as Andrea approached. As much as I wanted to hear whatever she had to tell us, I still wanted to tear out her shiny, blonde hair even more. That instinct showed no signs of fading.

      “Thank you for meeting with me.”

      Getting right down to business, Jameson handed her a slim silver phone. “We shouldn’t chance it again. You can reach us using this from now on. The number to call is already programmed in.”

      She slipped it into her purse. “Okay.”

      Stowe dropped his arm from my shoulder but stayed close to my side. “So, what’s going on?”

      Andrea’s gaze slid over me and then back. “Wait. Something is different.”

      “Well, I haven’t cut my hair since yesterday,” I replied snidely.

      She shook her head slightly. “No, with your abilities. You can...take people’s memories now, can’t you?”

      Shit. Why didn’t these things ever occur to me beforehand? Of course, she would be able to sense the change. That’s why she was so valuable to the Collectors.

      She dropped onto a bench, as if her knees were giving out. “How is that possible? Psychs don’t just develop new talents.”

      My pulse thundered, and I leaned against Stowe’s side for support. They don’t?

      “Never?” Jameson asked, his tone more curious than anything.

      “Not that I’ve ever observed. It’s not unusual for an existing power to get stronger or weaker, but to alter in such a significant way...? No.”

      I looked to each of the guys, searching for answers, but they were all exhibiting varying degrees of bafflement. “What does this mean?”

      “My guess?” Andrea offered, appearing almost unsure of herself. “It has to be your magic. It’s somehow influencing your psychic abilities. Making you more powerful.”

      “Awesome. Just what I always wanted.”

      “It’s not necessarily a bad thing. Do you know how many Psychs would kill for that kind of gift? I’ve never even heard of someone who could take memories.”

      “Kill being the operative word.” I straightened and, in what I hoped was a fairly good imitation of Jameson, scowled. “My dad already lost his life over my stupid abilities. They’re not a gift. They’re a curse.”

      Noah took a step toward Andrea, his skin seeming to pale before my eyes. My fault, of course. Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “Is there a way to control it?” he asked her. “Beyond the usual.”

      “I don’t know. This is uncharted territory for me.” She glanced at me. “You should talk to your aunt. Maybe she knows something that can help.”

      Aunt Ruby. Yet another person whose calls I’d been skirting. Looked like my rein of avoidance was officially coming to an end.

      “Do you think the Collectors suspected Adele would be able to steal memories?” Jameson asked. “Is that why they’ve been so determined to get to her?”

      “If so, they didn’t get it from me. I knew she had incredible potential, but I couldn’t sense anything beyond that and her basic psychometry.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and shot Andrea one step past a death stare. It was more of a torture-and-maim-you-until-you-beg-for-death stare. “I’m sure it doesn’t have to be said that the Collectors can’t find out about this newest development.”

      She nodded grimly. “Understood.”

      “Good. Now tell us why we’re here.”

      “I received a visit from Grace earlier today. She was ready to blackmail me into continuing to work for her, but I assured her that wasn’t necessary. I told her I was more than happy to sign over my half of the antique business to Intuition Financial Group, and that I was as dedicated as ever to my mission.”

      I noticed Noah studying her with narrowed eyes, but he didn’t cut in to accuse her of lying.

      “Blackmail you how?” Jameson asked.

      “The usual. She would ‘recruit’ you, Noah, and Jem next.”

      Stowe’s laugh was humorless. “I guess my uselessness gives me a pass? Lucky me.”

      I patted his forearm. “Stop it. You are not useless.”

      His gaze softened as it caught mine. “Thank you.”

      “Did she accept your offer?” Jameson asked Andrea, keeping the conversation on track.

      “Yes. Abel was there, reading my mind, so I guess she was convinced.”

      “You’re sure he didn’t catch any snippets about us working together?”

      “Well, he didn’t rat me out then and there, so I’m hoping that means no.”

      My body relaxed a little bit at the news. Our plan was on track, so far. “What did she say about what she was planning for the antique business? Or me, for that matter.”

      Andrea turned back to me, and if I was being generous, I might have thought she looked apologetic. “I’m sorry. She’s decided to cut me out of any of the specifics regarding you.”

      “So, she doesn’t trust you?”

      “Not entirely, it seems.”

      “Then, what is the point of all of this? If you can’t tell us anything useful, we’re wasting our time.”

      “The point is that I have connections you don’t. There’s an annual charity ball at a Richmond plantation a week from Saturday, and it will be crawling with Psychs and Collectors. I’ve never been, but Grace is making me attend to scope out new talent. It’s part of my penance for getting involved in your business issues. And I plan to take advantage of this opportunity to figure out who is behind the organization.”

      “And no one’s going to notice you skulking around?” Jameson eyed her red coat. “You’re not exactly a pro at blending in.”

      “It’s a traditional masquerade, so I think I can manage it.”

      Jameson and Andrea continued to talk about her plan, but my mind was too busy to listen. A party...crawling with Collectors. If there ever was a perfect time to find the tall, nondescript man from Trevor’s memory, this was it.

      “I’m going,” I said suddenly, not caring that I was interrupting.

      “What?” Stowe asked.

      “To the ball. I need to be there.”

      I gave him a sharp look, silently begging him to understand that I didn’t want Andrea to know about the mystery man. Grace may not trust her, but I didn’t either. If I didn’t need details from her to get into the ball undetected, I wouldn’t have let her know I was planning on going at all. It was a risk but a necessary one.

      “That’s not a good idea,” Andrea said. “We have no idea what will happen if Grace or her crew catches you there.”

      “I guess I better not get caught, then. Now, tell me more about this ball.”
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      Closing my laptop, I relaxed into my chair on the back porch and basked in the lovely day and even lovelier view. Despite, or maybe because of, the trauma I’d experienced, the little things were keeping me sane. The sight of the sun bouncing off the lake. Luxuriously long, hot showers. Phone calls with George. Meals with friends.

      I’d managed to fall into a comfortable routine over the past ten days, since the meeting with Andrea. First thing in the morning, I went out to the guesthouse for yoga with Noah. It was slow going, but I was beginning to see a slight improvement in my stamina. If I could keep it up for the next couple of months, I might actually start to enjoy it.

      Then, I spent the rest of the morning in my bedroom, dealing with insurance agents and claims. A few days ago, Andrea had notified Jameson that it was official—Intuition Financial Group now owned her interest in Whitehurst Antiques. And that made all of this somehow easier. There was no going back to what used to be. My mom’s and George’s shop was gone forever.

      Now, all that remained was half of the insurance proceeds and broken dreams. Dreams that could be re-shaped and re-built...someday. When the Collectors were no longer controlling my life. I had to believe that day was on the horizon; it was the only thing getting me through.

      Stowe, Jameson, Noah, and I usually ate lunch together in the kitchen. Though Jameson wasn’t exactly friendly, he’d stopped treating me like the enemy. We hadn’t spent any more time alone together, which was probably for the best. Simple coexistence was all I wanted from him right now. I didn’t need the complication of anything else, be it good or bad.

      After lunch, I would find a serene spot to sit with my new laptop and log entries for the appraisal Marie was conducting. When I’d called to turn down her offer to work on the project, she’d suggested the logging as an alternative. It wasn’t as beneficial as participating in person like I’d planned, but it was better than nothing. The work kept me busy for several hours a day, and at least I was part of the process.

      In the evenings, Jameson and I took turns making dinner for the four of us, or we’d have food delivered. We didn’t go out, even as a group. It wasn’t worth the risk, especially since the Collectors had been so quiet. Too quiet.

      The one thing missing from my schedule? Time spent with Jem.

      She’d been evading me at every turn, and I was tired of it. I pulled off a glove and tapped the touchscreen of the smartphone Jameson gave me. The gift seemed like a waste, since I only used it for the shared calendar app he’d installed. But I did like knowing everyone’s schedule. It made me feel better—somewhat—about continuing to keep Jameson’s vision a secret.

      According to the calendar, Jem was home. And, if that was true, there was a ninety-nine percent chance she was hiding in her bedroom.

      With one last look over the peaceful lake, I went inside and upstairs to drop off my laptop before heading to Jem’s room.

      After sending up a short prayer for patience, I knocked on her door and waited. “Jem?” When she didn’t answer, I called, “I need to talk to you.” Still nothing. “It’s important.”

      I knocked again, and finally, the door swung open. Jem’s back was to me as she walked to her bed, but I didn’t hesitate to follow her in. Clearly, I wasn’t going to receive more of an invitation.

      She sat cross-legged on her bed, her back straight. “What’s up?” she asked, as though everything was normal. But she didn’t fool me. Her face was missing its signature grin, and her tone was exceptionally unenthused.

      This wasn’t the Jem of a few weeks ago, and I wasn’t sure that I entirely understood why. All of our lives had been turned upside down, but she was the only one actively pulling away from the Squad.

      I walked toward her but paused when I caught sight of a brightly-colored evening dress hanging over the closet door. “Wow, that’s gorgeous.”

      “Thanks.”

      Spying an elaborate feathered mask laying on her dresser, I spun to face her. “You’re coming to the masquerade?”

      “Since the four of you are determined to do this, I’m coming along.”

      “Why?”

      She pointed to her temple. “Inherent danger detector, remember?”

      “Yes, of course I remember. It’s just, I thought you wouldn’t want to...”

      I didn’t know how to finish that sentence without sounding accusatory or insulting. She wouldn’t want to support her brother and best friends? Put herself in danger? Surround herself with Collectors? Yeah, none of those statements were likely to put me back on her good side anytime soon.

      “I know what you thought, but you were wrong.”

      “Okay.” I perched on the edge of her bed, facing her. “Will you tell me what’s really bothering you? Because this avoidance thing you’ve got going on doesn’t seem like you.”

      She pulled her long hair over her shoulder and started running her fingers through it. “Do you know what it’s like to feel responsible for everyone you care about?”

      I released a short laugh. “Is that a rhetorical question, because that’s been a constant in my life since the day the Collectors entered it.”

      “Yeah, but it’s different for me. I’m the only one of us who has the ability to actually sense danger. If something happens to any of you, it’ll be on me.”

      “Are you being serious right now?”

      Wide brown eyes sought mine. “Of course. Would I joke about this?”

      “No, but I don’t see how you, of all people, could possibly shoulder that responsibility. Me? Sure. Jameson? Possibly. Andrea? Absolutely. But, you? Not in the slightest. None of this mess is on you.”

      “But I’m the one who can help keep you all safe from here on out.”

      “Even if it was true, why would that knowledge make you pull away from us? You can’t exactly sense danger when you’re not around.”

      “It’s ironic, right?” Jem’s lips finally lifted into a grin, but it was a sardonic one. Not at all like the smile I was used to. “What if I’m not as strong as I thought? What if I can’t handle having to face danger when it’s right in front of me?”

      “Stop doubting yourself. You’re the most vivacious person I’ve ever known. You meet life head-on, and I have no doubt you’ll meet threats in the same way...if it comes to that.”

      Her face brightened, but it quickly dropped again. “You’re not angry with me for continuing to work at the spa?”

      I shook my head. I’d had plenty of time to ponder the issue and knew my initial reaction had been unfair. “How can I be when I’m working with Andrea as well?”

      “You should know that I haven’t been speaking to her either, beyond work-related discussions. I’m still angry with her, and I’m not sure I’ll ever stop.”

      “Good.” Because, no, I wasn’t mature enough to encourage Jem to forgive Andrea that easily.

      She glanced at her phone. “I guess we should start getting ready for the ball, huh?”

      “That’s why I wanted to see you. Do you think you can help me with my hair?” I picked up the wavy strands before dropping them again. “I have no idea what to do with it.”

      For the first time in way too long, an honest-to-god brilliant smile consumed Jem’s face. “Fuck, yeah.”
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      “If we don’t get downstairs in the next five minutes, Jameson will be up here—”

      As I stepped out of Jem’s bathroom, she stopped, mid-sentence, to stare at me.

      “Is it too much?” I glanced down self-consciously, but all I could see was cleavage. The corset bodice of my dress made it appear like I had a lot more going on than I was accustomed to.

      “No, you look amazing. I just hope you weren’t planning to fade into the crowd.”

      “What?” I gestured to my body. “Are you saying this isn’t what everyone else will be wearing?”

      She laughed. “Technically, I’ve never been to a masquerade, so who knows.”

      In reality, neither of us was likely to blend in tonight. Jem wore a floor-length strapless dress with a slit up one side that led to intricate beading along her hip and side. The deep greens, blues, purples, and pinks of the silky fabric created a subtle peacock pattern. And her matching mask, complete with feathers and Swarovski crystals, looked like something out of a fairy tale.

      I, on the other hand, looked like I’d escaped from a production of Phantom of the Opera. Though the strapless black dress had a sweetheart neckline, there was nothing remotely sweet about it. The corset was Scarlett O’Hara tight and displayed a little too much pale skin for my comfort. The skirt flared out below my waist, stretching to the floor in the back and tapering up to above my knees in the front. Black lacy gloves gathered at my elbows, and strappy black stilettos adorned my feet. If only a veil covered my face instead of a lace mask, I might be mistaken for the floozy widow of a billionaire...or the madam of a nineteenth-century brothel.

      Yeah, I was more than likely going to regret my choice of costume. I’d decided that short of dyeing my hair and several visits to the tanning salon, there was no hope of hiding my identity, mask or no. So, I’d opted for the opposite approach—the if you can’t hide from your enemies, stun them speechless approach. But now that I stood here in my over-the-top dress and accessories, I wasn’t feeling nearly as confident as I had when I picked them out.

      Seriously, what had I been thinking?

      I was tempted to throw my entire plan out the window and tuck Ruby’s pyrite in my strapless bra instead. I’d previously rejected the idea, refusing to hide behind another identity when my friends didn’t have the same option. Especially since we were only attending the masquerade because of me.

      “Oh, I just realized what’s missing,” Jem said suddenly as she disappeared into her closet. A few moments later, she returned with a handful of pearls. “Here.” She carefully slipped the necklace over my head, looping it twice more until two layers fit around my neck like a choker and one hung down to my cleavage.

      I studied the pearls for a moment before looking up at her. “These are Akoya pearls. Do you have any idea how much a necklace of this length is worth?”

      “No, but they were my mom’s, and I know she’d want you to wear them.” Jem glanced away. “She would have been the first one on board with your plan...unlike me.”

      I squeezed her hand. “Hey. You’re here now. That’s all that matters.” I straightened my shoulders, as though preparing for battle. “You ready?”

      “Wait.” She grabbed her beaded bag and headed for the door. “Let me go downstairs first. I need to be there to see the look on Noah’s and Stowe’s faces.” She wiggled her brows mischievously. “Maybe even Jameson’s?”

      I could hear the real question behind her words, but now wasn’t the time to get into it. “That’s definitely a conversation for another day.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” she replied with a wink, before flitting out the door, her dress flowing behind her.

      I took one last, long look in the full-length mirror, barely recognizing myself. But that’s what I needed—to be someone else. Someone stronger, braver, and fiercer. Someone who could look an enemy in the eye without flinching.

      Tonight, I was Adele Rose, all thorns and no petals.

      As I left Jem’s room, my stomach knotted. Why did I suddenly feel like I was attending my coming-out party? Or, even worse, prom. With three dates, no less.

      Hearing voices below, I paused to take a few deep breaths before approaching the staircase. Keeping my eyes on my feet, I descended several stairs before realizing the foyer had grown silent. Slowly, I lifted my head and froze mid-step. Three men in black tuxedos with gunmetal accents stood below me, staring. Their faces were partially covered in identical gunmetal masks with a subtle sheen where the light hit them. They looked intimidating...and hot enough to boil the swimming pool in the middle of winter.

      Stowe let out a low whistle before turning to Jameson. “Pinch me.”

      “What?”

      “I’m either dreaming, or I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      “More like hell,” Jameson muttered, his gaze still boring into me.

      I ducked my head and forced myself to keep moving, concentrating on my careful steps rather than the wall of sexiness waiting for me below.

      Noah moved forward and held out a hand to help me down the last few stairs. “You look beautiful.”

      When I safely reached his side, I couldn’t help but gawk at him. Set off by the dark mask, his blue eyes appeared even bluer, his sharp angles even sharper. My nice guy Noah had been transformed into a sensual man of mystery. And exactly when had I started thinking of him as my Noah?

      “Thank you. You look great. You all do.”

      “Yeah, that was totally worth it.” At the sound of Jem’s amused voice, I turned to find her standing off to the side. How had I forgotten she was there? Probably because of the three movie-star handsome men in tuxedos distracting me into near oblivion. As gorgeous as Jem looked tonight, she didn’t hold a candle to her male counterparts.

      “The limo is here,” Jameson said gruffly.

      I turned to him with an innocent smile. “What's everyone waiting for?”

      Stowe snorted before opening the front door and motioning me and Jem forward. “After you, ladies.”

      “Thank you, kind sir.”

      Stowe winked at me, and I felt a tug on one of my curls as I passed. Jem had convinced me to leave my hair down and let her curl it. I'd been resistant to the idea but eventually gave in. Not surprisingly, she’d been right. The ringlets were perfect for my costume, and the length helped me feel not quite so exposed in my strapless dress. And it seemed that Stowe was a fan.

      During the half-hour drive to the plantation, the air practically crackled with tension. We all probably would have felt better if we’d managed to devise some genius strategy for tonight. But our actual plan was simple—we would surround ourselves with Collectors and hope to discover something that would help us down the line. That was it.

      I'd given everyone my best description of the tall, balding man from Trevor's memory, but I didn't know how helpful it would be. According to Andrea, everyone who was anyone in Richmond society would be at this party. Which meant there would likely be plenty of balding men to wade through.

      I was prepared to use my bare shoulders as a psychological weapon, if need be. But only as a last resort. I'd refused to attempt another test of my stealing ability on any of the guys, so there was still a huge question mark suspended over my head. Could I control it? Would I?

      When the limo pulled into the longest drive I'd ever seen, I couldn't resist peering out the window like an eager puppy. I’d read about the historic plantation for one of my college history courses. But it was privately owned, and tours were rarely, if ever, offered. This was my chance to scope it out.

      Mature trees lined the drive, their branches hanging over us like a curtain. Because of the limited view from the limo, I couldn’t see the house until we stopped and I stepped out onto the circle driveway.

      When the three-story structure finally loomed in front of me, all I could do was stare. The house was built during the height of the antebellum Greek Revival era, and the influence was impossible to miss. The pristine white exterior was accented by black shutters, wide Doric columns, dormers along the roofline, and a wraparound porch and balcony. If I didn’t know for a fact that it had been around since the 1840s, I wouldn’t have believed it. It looked too perfect, like something out of a dream.

      “Wow,” I breathed. Oh, the stories that must live within these walls. “I would give anything to be allowed to wander this place for a few days.”

      “Who knows,” Noah said. “Maybe you'll get the chance. Think you can manage to befriend the owner tonight?”

      “Dressed like this? Only if he’s a lech.” Not that I was certain the mysterious owner was even a man. My online research hadn’t returned anything helpful, which was strange considering this was an annual event. Didn’t anyone know whose party they were attending?

      He chuckled softly. “I’m not sure you grasp how incredible you look. No man, regardless of his age, could resist you.”

      “I hope you're right. I need information, and I’ll use any means necessary.”

      “Any means?” Stowe asked with a little too much interest.

      “Within reason.”

      Jameson, ever the professional, produced our falsified invitations and confidently presented them to one of the guards at the door. The man checked a list before scanning the five of us with suspicion. He spoke into his watch, but his words were too low to hear.

      I shifted nervously in my too-tall heels and adjusted my mask. This was it. The fake invitations weren't going to do it. We'd be turned away before even making it through the front door.

      We should have come in a smaller group; the five of us were too conspicuous. Or we could have snuck in the back. Or disguised ourselves as cater waiters. Or, maybe...

      My mental string of what ifs trailed off when the guard gestured for us to enter.

      What? He wasn’t turning us away?

      Jameson placed a hand on my lower back and ushered me inside. “Don't look so surprised,” he said in a low voice. “I told you I'd get us in.” He had, but I still wasn't sure how he'd accomplished it.

      “I stand corrected.”

      Any additional thoughts on the matter fled as we reached the grand foyer. A magnificent chandelier hung from the incredibly high ceiling, and period-appropriate paintings in gilded frames adorned the walls. Directly in front of us stood an elaborate winding staircase leading to the partially-open second floor, where I could easily picture Southern belles leaning over the railing to spy on the eligible bachelors who entered.

      Jem’s wide-eyed gaze caught mine. “This is incredible.”

      “Yeah,” I replied lamely.

      Incredible wasn’t sufficient, but I doubted even a thesaurus could provide enough synonyms to describe the experience. It wasn’t the size or opulence of the place; it was the history it represented. I wanted to soak it all in, the good and the bad.

      But, unfortunately, I was here for a different reason, and there was no time to waste. Forcing my attention to the party, I noticed that while guests milled about, most of them appeared to be gathering in a room to the left of us.

      I gave Noah a grim smile. “You sure you want to do this? I won’t think any less of you if you stay with the limo, instead.”

      He was supposed to be pairing off with Jem for the evening, but Stowe could be her date instead. That would leave me alone with Jameson, which would be fine...probably.

      “No, I’ve got this.”

      Though his words were confident, his tone signified his reluctance. He didn’t attend events like this, ever. And I couldn’t blame him. Absorbing the emotions of all those people would be exhausting, if not excruciating, for him. I should have tried harder to convince him to stay home.

      He extended his arm for Jem. She accepted, shooting me a wink as she passed. “Good luck.”

      “And then there were three,” I said, hating how unsure of myself I felt. What did I think I would accomplish by sneaking into this event? More guests filed in every minute, and I didn’t recognize anyone. What chance did I have of actually discovering something useful?

      “Don’t look so glum, Daphne.” Stowe’s smile was wide and enthusiastic. “This will be fun.”

      I shook my head at him but had to admit that just being with him made me feel lighter. “Whatever you say.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      He wrapped an arm around my waist, and we started walking, Jameson following behind. As much as I wanted to focus on my mission, I couldn’t resist stopping to admire my surroundings. The large ballroom was monochromatic—the walls, ceiling, floors, columns, and drapes all the same sophisticated white. Ornate crown molding, arched doorways, and gold accessories contributed to the elegance, as did the low lighting.

      Stowe turned to me. “Care to dance?”

      Entranced by the room that had likely held hundreds of events over the generations, I’d failed to take notice of the string quartet in the corner or the couples dancing.

      “I’m not much of a dancer.”

      What I should have said was that I didn’t know how to...at least, not the kind that required a partner. By the time I was old enough to attend school dances, I was already avoiding touching people. And my few short-term boyfriends hadn’t exactly been the types to take me dancing.

      “Not a problem.”

      Not waiting for my agreement, he took my hand and started wading through the people to the dance floor. I glanced behind me to see Jameson watching us with an inscrutable expression. Did he think we were wasting time by frolicking with the other partygoers? If so, he was probably right. But we needed to blend in, at least somewhat.

      The music changed to a lovely version of “Moon River,” and by the time we made it to the other dancers, only a few remained. “I definitely don’t know how to waltz.”

      “That’s okay. I’ve got this.”

      He pulled me into a traditional hold, and I stiffened. “Really, Stowe…”

      “Relax. Just let me lead.”

      “This is a bad idea.”

      He chuckled, seeming unconcerned. “Don’t worry. No one is going to be looking at your feet.”

      “Oh?” I asked, as he began to slowly spin me around the dance floor. “What will they be looking at?”

      “Is this a trap?”

      “Maybe.”

      He slid one hand up my back to tug on another curl. “If nothing else, they’ll be looking at your hair.”

      “You like the curls, I take it?”

      “They are fun. But your hair is always beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” Looking up at him, I realized he didn’t soar above me quite as much tonight. “Maybe I should wear heels more often. I don’t have to crane my neck at this height.”

      “Hmm.” He studied my face, his eyes flashing gold. “All the better to see you.”

      “And do you like what you see?”

      His gaze didn’t leave mine as he said, “Every single inch.”

      It was then that I realized we were dancing, really dancing. Though I wasn’t getting the steps right, it didn’t seem to matter. Stowe was leading me so well, I never faltered.

      “How did you learn to waltz like this?” If I was with Jameson or even Noah, I might not have been surprised. But this was Stowe. He looked more like a linebacker than a ballroom dancer.

      “My mom insisted I take lessons.”

      “Really?” I tried to imagine that but couldn’t. “Was this before your growth spurt or something?”

      “No, I was already a big boy, kind of chubby, actually. But Mom didn’t care. She was quite the romantic.”

      I smiled. “Tell me about her?”

      “She married my dad when she was only nineteen and never went to college or worked outside the home. She seemed, I don’t know, fragile. Like the world was too scary for her. But she was a wonderful mom. Always baking cookies and inventing fun things for us to do together.”

      “She sounds lovely.”

      “She was. I wish you could have met her.”

      “Me too,” I replied softly, hating the sadness in his voice.

      If it wasn’t for the Collectors, all of our lives would be so different. And that reminder was all it took for me to shake off the uncertainty that had been plaguing me. I was here for a reason, and I needed to start acting like it.

      The song changed to a regular slow song, and I used the opportunity to study the crowd. It didn’t take long for me to understand this wouldn’t be easy. The women were dressed in extravagant gowns and masks that hid most of their facial features. The men were almost exclusively in black tuxedos and dark masks. And in the dim light, even hair color wasn’t simple to identify.

      “This is impossible.”

      The only people I’d been able to locate were Jem and Noah, and that was mainly due to Jem’s colorful dress. I needed to come up with a better plan, and quick.

      “So, what do you want to do?”

      “Other than hanging out by the food table all night, I’m clueless.”

      “We should split up.”

      “Really?” I returned my attention to Stowe. “I thought you were against that idea.” He had a bit of an overprotective streak, especially when it came to me.

      “I am, but you can stay here with Jameson. I’ll go scope out the exterior of the house. And Noah and Jem can check out the other rooms indoors.”

      “Okay.”

      “Cell?”

      I lifted my small wristlet. “Got it.”

      “Call me if you need anything.” He placed a sweet kiss on my forehead. “And please be good.”

      “When am I not?”

      He didn’t respond, just led me back to Jameson’s side. “Change of plans. Keep an eye on her for me?”

      “I’ll happily keep both eyes on her,” Jameson replied.

      I bit back a smile when Stowe’s eyes bugged out for a second before he turned away. I watched his big body weave through the guests. He paused to speak to Noah then disappeared through a side door leading to the balcony. He wouldn’t exactly blend in out there on his own; then again, maybe people would assume he was a security guard. He certainly looked the part, even with his mask on.

      I turned to my replacement date. And then there were two.

      A waiter passed with a tray of crystal flutes, and Jameson took two, offering one to me. “You look like you could use this.”

      I accepted the glass of Champagne with a mental hell, yes. Now, I only needed to hunt down ruthless Collectors and spend the rest of the evening on Mr. Hot and Frowny’s arm.

      Easy as chocolate pie with whipped cream on top.
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      While sipping Champagne, I kept my gaze trained on the guests, still finding no one who resembled the few Collectors I knew. “This party is strange, don’t you think? We don’t even know who our host, or hostess, is.”

      And it was seriously lacking in structure. There was music, dancing, and food, but was that it? No grand presentation or speeches?

      “I wouldn’t know,” Jameson replied blandly. “My mother was the socialite.”

      “You didn’t take after her, I gather.”

      “Do I seem like the type to enjoy spending time with rich people?”

      I allowed my eyes to stray to his confident stature and obviously expensive tux. “Is that a trick question? Because, unless I’m mistaken, you’re quite wealthy yourself.”

      “I inherited money. That doesn’t mean I give a damn about it.”

      Returning my attention to the room, I couldn’t resist a small dig. “Other than the fact that it buys you a fancy sports car?”

      “Other than that.”

      Over the next hour, we slowly moved around the ballroom, forcing small talk with various guests. Besides encountering several men who were more interested in my cleavage than my words, everyone seemed normal. Well, as normal as self-important rich people ever were.

      If this place was crawling with Psychs and Collectors like Andrea claimed, I needed to adjust my expectations about both groups. These people were…well, boring. I hadn’t been tempted to peer into anyone’s memory all night.

      Finally, I turned to Jameson. “I’m going to find the ladies’ room.” With any luck, there would be a long line, and I’d overhear some valuable gossip. Wasn’t that how it happened in the movies?

      “I’ll go with you.”

      I laughed. “I think I can manage this on my own.”

      “I promised Stowe I wouldn’t let you out of my sight.”

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      Jameson glanced around, as if searching for unknown threats, but eventually nodded. “Come straight back.”

      “Yes, sir.” I barely resisted the impulse to salute him, but I figured that wasn’t the sort of thing a well-bred lady would do. And even if I wasn’t dressed like one, the setting was making me want to act like one.

      It didn’t take me long to find the line for the ladies’ room, but the women waiting didn’t appear to offer any more entertainment than the ones in the ballroom. And since this was my one chance at freedom, I didn’t want to waste it.

      Spotting a security guard in the corner of the room, I walked up to him with what I hoped was a winning smile. “Hello. Is there another restroom? I’ve had a little too much Champagne, and I’m not sure I can wait in that long line.”

      He didn’t even blink at my overplayed exuberance. “Up the stairs, third door on the left.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      Ecstatic for the opportunity to explore the second floor, I ascended the stairs as quickly as my stilettos would allow. In case the guard was watching, I walked past two closed doors and directly into the bathroom. It was updated in the ways that mattered, but like what I’d seen from the rest of the house, it retained its historical charm.

      After washing my hands and touching up my lipstick, I quietly slipped out the door and down the long hallway. Every door I passed was closed, and the few doorknobs I tried were locked. It wasn’t surprising. The owner clearly anticipated that a nosy guest or two would push the boundaries.

      Noticing a sliver of light shining from one of the doors at the end of the hall, I quietly made my way toward it, grateful for the rug muffling the sound of my heels. The door was slightly ajar, and I started to push it open when I heard a male voice.

      “This is it. Tonight is the deadline. What are you going to do?”

      “As if there’s a choice,” a female replied. She sounded relatively young and, more importantly, scared. “There is no saying no to Intuition.”

      Intuition? As in Intuition Financial Group, the company Grace worked for?”

      “What about Gatsby? He can help.”

      Gatsby? Who the hell were they talking about?

      “He can, but he won’t. You know he doesn’t get involved in these disputes.”

      “Then, convince him,” the male said, sounding insistent.

      “No. There’s no point. I need to get downstairs and find Ms. Morrow.”

      “Sara, wait…”

      Realizing she was probably headed straight for me, I darted across the hall. Please be unlocked. Shockingly, the knob turned, and I pushed the door open and slipped into darkness just as footsteps sounded in the hall.

      Leaning against the wall for support, I squinted until my eyes began adjusting to the dark. I could make out a large bed and several other pieces of bulky furniture. French doors leading to the balcony were open, letting the cold night air seep into the room.

      As though the moonlight called to me, I carefully made my way to the doors and slipped through them. When I reached the railing overlooking the front lawn, I inhaled the fresh air, ignoring the goosebumps covering my exposed skin. Music and laughter drifted up to me from the first level, but the balcony was quiet. Empty.

      “Well, how do you like that?” a male voice said. I jumped in surprise and whirled around, but the figure was almost completely shrouded in shadows. “It’s the little memory thief, in the flesh.” The lyrics to “Tennessee Whiskey” sprang to mind, because, damn, that voice was smooth.

      Wait. I shook my head to clear it. Did he say ‘memory thief’?

      No, it wasn’t possible. There was no way this stranger had heard about my new, and despised, ability. Stowe, Jameson, and Noah were the only people in the know, and they would never tell.

      Images of heated encounters with Jameson flashed through my mind, but I brushed them off. We’d moved past all of that, and I refused to believe he would betray me now.

      “I see that I’ve taken you by surprise.”

      The Champagne I’d stupidly drank threatened to resurface as I squinted in the darkness, trying to identify the man. Other than a bright white shirt and teeth gleaming against dark skin, the way he leaned against the house suggested he was comfortable and probably not too much older than me.

      Why had I insisted on leaving Jameson behind? And what in the hellfire was I supposed to say?

      Deny. Deny. Deny.

      “I don’t know who you are, but you obviously have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I started to walk away, but the man’s laughter made me pause. “You’re a feisty one. I like that.”

      Having no idea why this stranger was intent on pushing my buttons, I spun and glared. “And I don’t care what you like.” I gestured to his face. Though it was obscured by the darkness, it was obviously bare of adornment. “What? Are you too good to wear a mask to a masquerade?”

      He shrugged good-naturedly. “It’s my party. I can do what I want.”

      I glanced around the expansive grounds. “This is all yours?”

      “What? You think it’s strange that a black man owns one of the largest historic plantations in Virginia? If so, you might be interested to know that the remaining slave quarters burned down several years ago. It was quite the tragedy.”

      “Actually, I was surprised that someone so young owns this place. I was picturing a geezerly type.”

      He took a step forward, and beneath a beam of moonlight, the shadows on his face disappeared. “I hope you’re not disappointed.”

      Disappointed? Not likely. This man...he was exquisite. There was no other way to describe him. Well, other than beautiful, sexy, hot, delicious. His features were a little too perfect, because try as I might, I couldn’t find a single flaw. His hair was cropped close to his head, and his five o’clock shadow accentuated his full lips and sculpted jawline.

      Long lashes framed eyes that were as intense as his smile was impish. The combination was confusing...distracting...heady.

      He raised his eyebrows expectantly, and I realized he was waiting for me to respond to his seemingly rhetorical question. “I’m not interested enough to be disappointed.”

      Liar. And, seriously, why was I baiting him? Given the number of security guards I’d seen around this place, all it would take was a snap of his fingers to get me thrown out on my ass.

      He chuckled, and I tried to pretend like the sound of it didn’t send a jolt of awareness through my entire body. “Well, Miss Rose, I’m sorry to hear that. I’d rather hoped we’d have the chance to get better acquainted.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I make it a point to know the name of every stunning redhead who walks through my door. Especially the uninvited ones.”

      “Okay, you got me.” I held my hands out, as if waiting for them to be handcuffed. “Are you going to call the cops, or will you allow me to walk out of here on my own?”

      “Now why would I go and get rid of you? You’re the only interesting person I’ve met this evening.”

      I looked around the deserted balcony. “Maybe that’s because you’re hiding out here.”

      He laughed, and his entire face joined in on the fun. His broad smile pushed his cheeks up to his eyes, which crinkled at the corners and gleamed with amusement. “I like you.”

      “You say that like you know me.”

      “I know enough.”

      “And, yet, I know next to nothing about you.”

      He moved forward, and I instinctively retreated until my back hit the railing. Taking one of my hands, he held it in both of his and raised it to his lips. I’d never been more thankful for my gloves, because I had a feeling his touch was dangerous. I just wasn’t certain if it was a threat to my well-being or sanity. Maybe both.

      “Mason Montgomery, at your service,” he said, his voice gliding over me like silk. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Adele.”

      His dark gaze caressed my face, and even hiding behind my mask, I could have sworn he saw right through me.

      I tore my hand from his grasp. This was all too much. Who was this man, really? And how did he know so much about me? I felt like I’d walked into the middle of a movie and missed the plot.

      The sound of a low but steady beat distracted me, and I looked around, trying to place it. “What is that?”

      “Oh, it’s merely a temporary nightclub in the solarium for my less-discriminating guests. Not everyone loves Beethoven and Brahms, unfortunately.”

      Nightclub? It took one, two, three beats for the words to sink in.

      Oh my god, Stowe!
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      My knees gave out, and I had to grab the railing to keep from falling. I fumbled for my phone in my wristlet, but in my haste, I flung it over the edge of the balcony. “Shit.”

      I started walking but stopped when I realized I had no idea where to go. “How do I get there?”

      Mason must have heard the panic in my voice, because he didn’t ask questions, just took my forearm and headed toward the back of the house and down a narrow flight of steps. When I caught sight of blue lights flashing in the distance, I stumbled, and he caught me around the waist.

      “Careful. Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

      I allowed him to steady me while I hastily unfastened and removed my deadly heels, dropping them on the ground. “No time,” I called back to him as I broke into a run in my bare feet. The grass was cold and prickly on my soles, but I barely noticed as the pulsing music grew louder.

      I darted through couples slowly making their way to the glass structure, willing myself to run faster. Damn it, I really needed to up my cardio game.

      Just when I reached the doors, a man opened them, and I pushed past him, ignoring his call of annoyance. The dark room was already full of writhing bodies, and I frantically glanced around for Stowe. He probably stood a head above most everyone, so it shouldn’t have been difficult to find him. But the flashing lights were making it almost impossible to see more than a few feet in front of me.

      I squeezed between the dancers, trying to catch sight of him. A hand brushed over my bare shoulder, and I halted when a different kind of darkness washed over me. The memory was something I didn’t need, or want, to see—a couple going at it in a bathroom stall—but I forced myself to shake it off and continue on.

      Making myself as small as possible, I nudged toward the edge of the crowd, trying to get out from under the crush of people. But it seemed that everywhere I moved, there was another body and more exposed skin.

      For the first time in my life, I understood what claustrophobia must feel like. The room was closing in around me, and my vision blurred. All I could think about was the huge teddy bear of a man who I needed to save. I tore off my mask, cursing my corset dress as my breaths came out in shallow gasps.

      All of a sudden, the crowd parted in front of me, and I saw Stowe leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. He was scanning the room but otherwise looked perfectly at ease. I almost fell over from the relief of finding him whole.

      Forgetting about the potential for brushing skin with someone, I started for him. I knew the second he spotted me, because he straightened, and a broad smile stretched over his face. I was feet away from finally reaching him when my attention was captured by a different sight.

      A man tall enough to be seen over the crowd was walking toward Stowe. Though I couldn’t make out his features due to the mask covering his face, I knew it was him—the man we’d been looking for. The man responsible for killing my dad.

      Like a magnet was drawing him to me, he turned his head, and his gaze collided with mine. I didn’t have to examine his face to see the recognition on it. His frozen stare gave him away.

      A vicious roaring in my ears replaced the blaring electronic music, and a deep-seated hatred like I’d never experienced poured through my veins.

      But there was something else. A niggling in the back of my mind warning me not to lose it.

      This man…this despicable, worthless excuse for a man killed my father. And there stood Stowe, completely defenseless while his attention was fixated on me. He had no idea what he’d walked into tonight, and that was all on me and Jameson.

      The tall man picked up his pace, and my window to act diminished. This was it. I had to do something.

      The roaring in my ears quieted, and my vision suddenly became clearer than it had ever been. Noticing a waitress making her rounds with a tray of drinks, I rammed into her side, causing a shower of liquid and glass to rain down on the nearby guests and floor.

      Shouts sounded behind me, but I didn’t wait to witness the destruction. Sprinting to Stowe’s side, I yanked on his arm. “We have to go!” I shouted in his ear, hoping he could hear me over the music.

      His face twisted in confusion, but he nodded, following me as I desperately tugged on him. I could do this. He would be okay; I just had to get him out of here.

      We stayed on the edges of the solarium, weaving through the people in our way. When we finally made it outside, I forced myself to look behind me, and spotting the tall man still pushing through the crowd, I yelled, “Run!”

      Stowe didn’t have to be told twice. He grabbed my hand and began sprinting in the direction of the main house. It was obvious he had to slow his pace to match mine, and I wanted to urge him to leave me behind, but I knew he would never do it. That wasn’t Stowe. And, in this moment, I both loved and hated him for it.

      When we made it safely inside, he dragged me into the nearest alcove. After checking to make sure we were alone, he asked, “What’s going on?”

      Struggling to breathe, I had to force out the words. “I think...someone wants...to kill...you.”

      He let out a surprised laugh. “But I’m such a likable guy.”

      I glared at him through my ragged breaths. “This isn’t a joke.”

      “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.” He smoothed a hand over my hair before resting it against my lower back. “What makes you think that?”

      Shame filled me, and I felt the sudden desire to hide from his gaze. It was too open, too trusting. And I didn’t deserve it. “Jameson had a vision.”

      “Just now?”

      I shook my head.

      Understanding dawned, and he grimaced. “Oh. When?”

      “The day of the funeral.”

      “And he told you?”

      “No. I was there.” Guilt that I hadn’t even realized was eating me alive surfaced, and I couldn’t contain myself. Rushed explanations and excuses seemed to pour out of me. “I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know how. And then Jameson asked me not to. I didn’t want to keep you in the dark, but I also understood where he was coming from. Knowing he saw a vision of your death wouldn’t—”

      “Stop.”

      At his command, I bit down on my lip to keep from continuing.

      “You’re telling me that Jameson saw me die?”

      I nodded.

      “What, exactly, did he see?”

      “I don’t know. He wouldn’t let me see it. He said something about you being on the floor, bleeding. And he told me it was going to happen in a nightclub.” Tears filled my eyes and started running down my cheeks before I could stop them. “And then Mason told me about the club in the solarium, and I lost it.” I hiccupped around a sob. “I didn’t know if I’d get there in time, and I was so scared...”

      Stowe pulled me into his embrace, and I happily let his strength engulf me. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

      “No, it’s not,” I sobbed. “You should have been prepared. I should have told you.”

      “It’s not your fault. And I’m perfectly fine. You hear me?”

      Still too ashamed to lift my head, I nodded into his chest.

      “Why didn’t you call me? And who the hell is Mason?”

      “That would be me.”

      At the now-familiar, smooth voice, I lifted my head. Mason stood there, my shoes dangling from one hand and a concerned yet curious expression on his handsome face. “You forgot these.” His gaze bounced to Stowe. “And she dropped her phone off the balcony. I’m guessing it didn’t survive the fall.”

      Stowe pushed me behind him and drew up to his full, intimidating height. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      “I’m just the man whose floors your girlfriend is bleeding all over.”

      Stowe spun back to me, his expression dismayed. “You’re bleeding?”

      “What? No.” I looked down at my bare feet and grimaced. “Oh.” Not only were they covered in grass and dirt, there was blood smeared over the tile where I’d been standing moments before.

      He followed my line of sight and grunted. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t even notice. I’m fine.” Although, now that my panic had lessened, I realized both feet stung like they’d been pricked with dozens of tiny needles.

      “No, you’re not.” He pulled his cell out of his pocket and typed out a quick text. Then, without any warning, he lifted me into his arms and started walking toward the front of the house.

      “Stowe!”

      “Don’t worry, Daphne. I’ll get you fixed up.”

      I looked back at Mason to find him following us with a grim smile. “We should talk,” he said, handing me my heels.

      “We’re leaving,” Stowe replied for me.

      I considered arguing, but he was right. We needed to get out of here. I had no idea where the tall man had disappeared to, but I didn’t want to find out. Not while Stowe was still in danger.

      Mason didn’t say anything else, just walked beside us while people stared. I was pretty sure he was receiving as much attention as I was. Did they know he was the owner of the plantation? Or were they merely mesmerized by his confident air and good looks?

      As we reached the circle drive, a limo pulled up to the curb. When the driver opened the door for us a few moments later, Stowe placed me carefully inside before asking for a first aid kit.

      “Lean back,” Stowe said as he slid in beside me a minute later.

      I reclined against the opposite door and allowed him to drape my legs over his. He removed his mask, then carefully lifted one ankle to inspect the bottom of my foot. In the confines of the limo, the action was surprisingly intimate. And might have been sensual…if not for the fact that I was bleeding.

      “You scraped them up good, but I don’t see any deep cuts,” he said, checking both feet before reaching for the first aid kit.

      “I told you it wasn’t a big deal.”

      “Everything is a big deal when it comes to you.”

      His matter-of-fact statement made me laugh. “Overprotective much?”

      “Yes, and don’t expect me to stop anytime soon. I don’t like you hurt.” I winced when he rubbed an alcohol wipe over my cuts. “What were you thinking, taking your shoes off like that?”

      “I was thinking I had to get to you as soon as possible, and that wasn’t possible with my heels.”

      He paused in his ministrations to look at me. “I appreciate that, but I don’t ever want you to put yourself in danger for me again.”

      “He was right there. Coming for you.” The sight of the tall man walking toward Stowe came back to me, and I shuddered. “I had to.”

      Stowe leaned in, softly pressing his forehead to mine. “Thank you.”

      My throat clogged with emotion—relief, guilt, happiness. Before, I’d believed his death would crush me. Now? I knew it on a cellular level. The terror I’d felt at the prospect of losing him cemented it. I needed Stowe Thatcher in my life. I needed his light to drown out all the darkness.

      I grabbed hold of the back of his neck, drawing his mouth to mine. His eyes widened, but he didn’t hesitate. Stowe captured my lips, kissing me like he was afraid I would shatter and only he had the power to piece me back together again. And, in that moment, that’s what I wanted. To be allowed to fall and know he would catch me.

      Sliding his arms around my waist, he dragged my torso flush against his, surrounding me with his strength. I melted into him, and he sighed my name with a raspy groan. The air seemed to crackle with energy as I dug my fingers into his short hair, needing every breath he took and gave to me in equal measure.

      The limo door opened suddenly, breaking the spell. Startled, I pulled back, dropping my hands from his neck. Reluctantly, Stowe released my waist and slumped back against the seat. As Noah then Jameson climbed into the limo, I quickly adjusted my dress and hair, unsure whether I was feeling guilty or just disappointed.

      Jem followed, and as soon as she caught sight of my dirty feet said, “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Long story.”

      “It better be a good one,” Jameson replied, his expression stony. “Because I’d hate to think you disappeared on purpose.”

      “Leave her alone,” Stowe said defensively.

      Jameson shot him an incredulous look. “You’re the one who asked me to watch her.”

      “Yeah, and you did such an amazing job. Clearly.”

      “Stop it,” Noah interrupted. I finally looked at him and noticed he was deathly white, his hair mussed and his tuxedo rumpled.

      “Everyone needs to calm down,” I commanded. “Noah, are you okay?”

      He tried to smile, but it came out as a grimace. “Are you saying I don’t look good?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.”

      “Why don’t we all take five?” Jem reached for a bottle of Champagne that was chilling in a bucket of ice. “I, for one, could use a drink.”

      “Here, here,” Stowe replied.

      As the limo pulled away from the plantation, I took one last look at the house through the back window. Mason was still standing on the porch, staring after us. I wanted so much to know what he was thinking. More than that, I wanted to know how he knew so much about me. Who was Mason Montgomery, really?
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      I convinced everyone to save what would undoubtedly be a heated conversation until we got home. Noah obviously needed the emotional break, and, honestly, so did I. This night hadn’t turned out at all like I expected. I’d wanted to uncover answers about the people responsible for my father’s death. Instead, all I’d managed to do was almost get Stowe killed and overhear a conversation that confused me more than anything.

      Not to mention the entire Mason Montgomery encounter. The man seemed way too interested in me. He clearly knew I was a Psych, which meant he was probably one as well. And who knew what kind of ability he possessed. What if he’d delved into my mind and knew exactly what I’d been doing at his ball? Or, what if he’d found something even worse?

      When we arrived at the estate, Stowe carried me up to my bedroom so I could finally change out of my ridiculously uncomfortable dress. Despite the lingering looks I’d received from all three of my male escorts this evening, I had no intention of wearing a corset dress ever again. As it turned out, being able to breathe was a necessity. And those stupid stilettos were going straight into the trash.

      I removed the bandages Stowe had placed on my feet in the limo and took a quick shower before treating my injuries once again. They weren’t as bad as I’d first feared, but my feet would be tender for a few days.

      When I opened my bedroom door to head back downstairs, I found Stowe waiting across the hall. His glistening hair let me know he’d showered as well, and he’d changed into a form-fitting tee and sweatpants. Maybe it was due to the trauma of the evening, or maybe it was because of our kiss in the limo, but I couldn’t remember a time when he’d looked sexier.

      His eyes slid over my wet hair, baggy sweatshirt, and leggings. “Much better.”

      “Oh? You seemed to be a fan of my earlier outfit.”

      “You looked like my dream girl. But now you look real, and that’s even better.”

      I shook my head and attempted to hide my smile. “Have you been reading up on how to woo a woman?”

      “Don’t need to. It comes naturally.” He slid his arms around my back. “You ready for your ride?”

      My pulse thundered in my veins as I found my gaze suddenly glued to his strong neck and sculpted shoulders. “Wha-at?”

      He tipped my chin up with a forefinger. “I was talking about carrying you downstairs, but if you have something else in mind, I’m more than amenable.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. “Oh, um, you don’t need to carry me. I’m fine.”

      “Nope.” He crouched down to place one arm under my knees and the other on my lower back. “You need to let your feet heal. Until then, consider me your personal footman. I’m at your beck and call.”

      That didn’t sound so bad, especially since I was finally able to enjoy being in Stowe’s arms. He smelled like citrus and spice, and I had to stop myself from burying my face in his neck. His muscles should have been straining under my weight, but by the time he made it downstairs, he wasn’t even breathing heavily. It was impressive. And it felt…well, good. Not like he was dominating me but like he would take care of me, always.

      He carried me into the den, where the others were already gathered. Jem was unloading a bag full of snack food while Jameson flipped the top off a bottle of beer. Noah was already seated in his usual chair, which kept him slightly separated from the rest of us. Tonight, though, I had a feeling the distance wouldn’t be near enough.

      “You don’t have to be here, you know,” I said to Noah once Stowe had deposited me on the couch.

      “Yeah, but I want to be.” He took a drink of water. “Besides, I have a feeling I need to hear this.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. Though there were stormy seas ahead, Noah needed to hear everything firsthand. It was past time for Jameson to come clean, and I would be doing a little scrubbing of my own.

      Jem offered me a bag of chips as she sat down next to me. “Doritos?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Cheetos? Snickers? Gummy bears?”

      “Did you forget to tell me that we’re actually having a slumber party?”

      “No.” She flung a Dorito at me. “It’s after midnight, and I’m starving, okay?”

      Jameson slammed his beer bottle down on the coffee table and stared at me. “You’ve avoided the question long enough. Where did you disappear to?”

      Hackles rising, I stared right back. “I’m not avoiding it for my sake. I wanted to make sure Noah was okay first.”

      “Why? Because everyone will be angry with you?”

      “Maybe, but they’ll be angrier with you.”

      “You got that right,” Stowe muttered.

      Jameson’s eyes snapped to his before returning to me. “What did you do?”

      “Isn’t the better question what you didn’t do?” Stowe said mockingly. “I’ve always respected the fact that you needed to keep some things to yourself. That it was for the best. But you went too far this time.”

      “What the fuck are you three talking about?” Jem interjected around a mouthful of chips.

      Jameson kept his mouth shut, so I decided it was time to open mine. “Your brother had a vision after my dad’s funeral.”

      “What kind of vision?”

      Jameson scrubbed his hands over his face and groaned. “Fine. I guess I don’t have a choice.”

      “No, you don’t,” Stowe replied.

      Still hiding behind his hands, he said, “In the vision, Stowe was on the floor of a nightclub, bleeding, and he appeared to take his last breath.”

      “What?” Jem screeched. “You saw Stowe die and didn’t tell us?”

      Jameson stood and started pacing. “I’m sorry, okay? I thought it would be better for everyone that way. We were already going through so much, with the Collectors and Andrea and everything. I didn’t want to make things worse. And I assumed Stowe wouldn’t randomly end up in a nightclub without me knowing about it.”

      “You told Adele.” Now, she sounded hurt, and I didn’t blame her. He—probably, maybe, kind of—hated me. If he was going to tell anyone, it should have been his sister. And Stowe.

      “I wouldn’t have, except she was there when I had the vision, and I blurted it out without thinking.”

      Jem took off one of her fuzzy socks, rolled it up, and lobbed it at Jameson’s face. Apparently, she was into throwing things tonight. “You idiot! You can’t keep those kinds of secrets. What if something had happened to Stowe? Wait—” She turned to me. “Did something happen tonight?”

      “Yes and no,” I replied, ready to get this over with. Starting from the point when I figured out there was a nightclub in the solarium—leaving Mason out of the story, for the time being—I explained what went down.

      When I finished describing the events, I looked at Stowe, who was smiling faintly at me. “I don’t know what would have happened for sure, but I couldn’t wait around to find out.”

      “Why didn’t I sense any danger?” Jem asked.

      Good question.

      “It’s probably a timing thing,” Noah said, speaking for the first time since the discussion began. “If Adele got Stowe out of there before the threat became a reality, you wouldn’t necessarily sense it.”

      “True,” she sighed.

      “Unless there wasn’t actually a threat tonight.” Noah turned to Jameson. “What do you think? Were the circumstances the same as in your vision?”

      Jameson paused in his pacing. “It’s impossible to know for sure. In the vision, it was dark, but there were flashing lights and loud music. I assumed it was a club, but I didn’t see any of the wider surroundings.”

      “And you haven’t tried to force more visions?” Jem asked.

      Jameson glanced away, not responding. Oh. I should have seen it sooner. “That’s why I kept thinking you looked sick. You’d been attempting to force visions, and none of us knew.”

      He shrugged. “It didn’t work, anyway.”

      “You know that’s dangerous,” Noah said. “You agreed not to do that anymore without someone else present.”

      “I know.”

      His head was hanging so that all we could see was his thick, dark hair. He looked defeated, and...damn it...I felt bad for him. This situation was seriously fucked up. His—and my—decision to keep the truth from Stowe could have gotten him killed tonight. And that was a bitter pill to swallow. As horrible as I was feeling about it, Jameson felt worse. That was clear.

      “Where does Mason fit into all of this?” Stowe asked.

      With all of his attention directed at me, the others followed suit. Here we go. “Well…there’s a little more to my story.”

      Starting at the real beginning this time, I told them how I ventured upstairs and overheard two Psychs talking in one of the bedrooms.

      “The weird part was they referred to Gatsby like he was a real person. Who could they have been talking about?”

      “Oh, I know this,” Jem said excitedly. “I managed to pass a couple of secret notes with Andrea, and she mentioned Gatsby in one of them.” She leaned forward, like she had a piece of juicy gossip and couldn’t wait to share it. “Apparently, he’s the owner of the plantation and some sort of rogue Psych. He acts as a broker between Collectors and psychics with potential, among other things. And, supposedly, he’s deliciously handsome and insanely wealthy.”

      “You got all that from Andrea’s note?” Jameson asked dryly.

      “No, that last bit I picked up from a few socialites who were whispering about the mysterious owner. They’d only heard tales, though, not actually seen him. He’s earned the Gatsby nickname because he throws two fabulous parties at the plantation every year.”

      “Well, you might as well ask Adele if he’s ‘deliciously handsome,’” Stowe said. “I’m sure she has an opinion about that.”

      I felt all of their gazes return to me, but my mind was too full to respond. Mason was the Rhett Butler of the Psych world, taking advantage of the war between innocent psychics and Collectors for personal gain? I didn’t even know what to think about that. No wonder he was so rich. I’d been right to be worried about him; he could be a problem. As if I needed another one.

      “You met Gatsby?” Jem asked, sounding awed.

      “I met the owner of the plantation, so if he’s this Gatsby character, then…yeah, I guess I did.”

      “What was he like?” She lifted her eyebrows suggestively. “Was he the most beautiful man you’d ever seen?”

      Yes. Feeling Stowe’s, and Noah’s, and even Jameson’s gaze on me, I shrugged. “He was nice looking, sure.”

      She laughed. “Okay. If you say so.”

      “But I’m not sure his appearance is what’s important here. He already knew who I was, knew my name.”

      At that, Jem’s teasing smile fell, and Jameson finally stopped pacing to sit on the edge of the coffee table. “So, what? You think he’s working with Grace?”

      “It’s definitely possible.” I drew in a deep breath and expelled it before continuing. “He called me ‘the memory thief.’ Which means he somehow knows about my new ability.”

      “Shit.”

      Jem dropped her Doritos bag on the ground. “New...ability?”

      Uh oh.

      “Yeah. You haven’t really been around, so...”

      Her gaze narrowed, but then she threw her hands up in surrender. “Tell me what happened already. I need to know everything.”

      “The short story—when I tried to see Trevor’s memory of the fire, I accidentally took it instead. The memory he’d just shown me was completely fuzzy in his mind moments later. I tried it again with Noah, and it seems that if I happen to see a memory, everything is normal. But when I’m trying to see it, I steal it.”

      Her eyes practically popped out of her head, so I added, “I’ll tell you the long version later.”

      “Holy fuck. What? How?” She waved her hands around. “Just, how?”

      “We don’t know. Anyway, the only other person who knows is...”

      “Andrea,” Jameson and Stowe said in unison.

      “Exactly.”

      Jem’s forehead crinkled. “Okay, putting aside this whole crazy new ability thing, you think Andrea told Grace, and Grace told Gatsby?”

      “Whether she told Grace or Abel read her mind, I don’t know, and I don’t really care. Either way, it makes sense that Gatsby found out through Grace or someone involved with Intuition. How else would he have known that about me before I’d even met him? He called me that on sight. Even if he is a mind reader, I definitely wasn’t thinking about that right then.”

      “Assuming Mason is in with Grace, what does that tell us?” Stowe asked. “What did we actually learn tonight?”

      “Not much,” I muttered. “But I still want to make a list.” I turned to Jem. “Can I borrow a pen and paper?”

      “If you had your iPhone on you, you could put it in a virtual note,” Jameson said while Jem jogged over to a bookshelf. “You know…like people in this century do it.”

      I batted my eyelashes at him and added a coquettish smile, just for the fun of it. “Well, I prefer to do it old school.”

      Stowe snorted, but I couldn’t seem to look away from Jameson. He was sitting only a few feet in front of me, and his dark gaze wouldn’t let me go. But it wasn’t the same as in the beginning. Though the tension between us was palpable, it didn’t feel like animosity.

      It felt like foreplay.

      “Here you go,” Jem said, handing me a notebook and pen.

      I finally diverted my attention from Jameson and began writing down the little pieces of information we’d learned tonight.

      Once I was done, I turned to Stowe. “Did you overhear or see anything interesting?”

      “I saw a woman that might have been Grace and followed her to the solarium. But I lost track of her once she went inside. That’s it.”

      Grace was probably in the club. It was something.

      I turned to Noah. “How about you?”

      He shook his head. “I was barely hanging on through the whole thing. I couldn’t even sort through all the emotions enough to tell who was feeling what. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. I understand.” Next, I asked Jem, “Other than the stuff about Mason, did you learn anything from Andrea?”

      “Nothing useful. Her first note said that Grace and Sheila were both there, which we expected. And the second contained the information about Gatsby. I’m sure she’ll let us know later if she found out anything else.”

      I wasn’t sure of anything when it came to Andrea, but now wasn’t the time to go into that.

      “What about you?” I asked Jameson.

      He lifted both eyebrows. “You mean in between keeping an eye on you and then searching the entire damn estate for you once you disappeared?”

      “Okaaay. I’ll take that as a no.”

      I re-read the few notes I’d made and sighed. “Well, that was a total waste of time. We still have no idea who the mystery man is or how to get to him. And the Collectors seem as untouchable as ever.”

      “It’s a marathon, not a sprint,” Noah said. “We just have to keep trying. We’ll get there eventually.”

      I wanted to believe he was right, but that didn’t stop me from feeling like an utter failure. I’d put Stowe—all of us, really—in danger. And for what?

      Exhaustion hit me hard, and I pushed up from the couch. “I’m sure you’re right. We can regroup in a few days.”

      Stowe jumped up. “Wait there.”

      And, yeah, I was going to end the night being carried up to my room like a helpless damsel in distress. That seemed like a fitting ending for a craptastic day.
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      I sliced the cherry tomato in half before reaching for another one and repeating the action. After spending the morning worrying about everything that happened—and didn’t happen—at the masquerade, I wanted to keep my hands busy. Then, maybe, I wouldn’t drive myself crazy from all the uncertainty surrounding me.

      “You do know it’s just the two of us for lunch, right?”

      Startled by Noah’s presence in the kitchen, I dropped my knife. And the fuzz around my brain cleared enough for me to take stock of the tomato massacre in front of me. I’d sliced enough of them for a dozen Greek salads.

      “Oh, yeah. I guess I was lost in thought.” I retrieved a storage container from the pantry and scooped all the extras into it. “Maybe I can make salsa or something later.”

      “Leave them for Jameson. I’m sure he can find something to do with them when he gets home.”

      He and Stowe had gone with Jem to the spa for the day. They’d given the justification that they needed to wrap up some business they’d been avoiding since quitting their jobs. But I had a feeling they were looking for an excuse to question Andrea about the masquerade in person.

      “Were you expecting a delivery?” Noah asked.

      “No.” I washed and dried my hands before turning to him. “Why?”

      “I guess I have a surprise for you, then.” He handed me a white box with a red ribbon tied around it. “A courier just delivered this.”

      I accepted the box but didn’t immediately open it. Surprises weren’t exactly a good thing these days. George knew better than to surprise me, and Trevor didn’t know my current address. And there was no one else…no one but the Collectors.

      I held the box up to my ear, listening for the telltale tick of a bomb. Because, at this point, anything was possible.

      Noah smiled one of his gentle but knowing smiles. “If I thought it was explosive, I wouldn’t have brought it into the house.”

      “You never know. The courier didn’t say who it was from?”

      “No.”

      I studied the box, which was barely large enough to hold a couple sleeves of Girl Scout cookies. A slight shake told me that several items were inside, but I still had no idea what. The intelligent half of my brain told me to throw it into the bottom of the pool and never look back. But, unfortunately, the curious half won out.

      Slowly, I untied the ribbon and opened the lid. On top of a bed of tissue paper lay a brand-new phone that was exactly like the one I’d accidentally thrown over the balcony. Next to the phone was a small, ivory envelope.

      Going straight for the envelope, I tore into it and removed a note card with a monogrammed M on it.

      “I have a proposition for you. My number is programmed into your new phone. Please call, little memory thief.”

      The card wasn’t signed, but it didn’t need to be. There was no question who had sent it.

      Feeling weight still in the box, I lifted the tissue paper to find a small container with what was obviously the remains of my cell phone. Mason—or someone who worked for him—must have found them and bought a replacement. I might have found the gesture sweet if it had been from a friend. But I’d spent no more than ten minutes with the man. And while he’d been happy to boast that he knew everything happening within the grounds of his great plantation, he didn’t bother explaining how. Now that I knew he was in league with Collectors, I was no longer surprised. Just disappointed, if I was honest with myself.

      I passed the note to Noah, who was waiting patiently for more information. He scanned it before handing it back to me. “What are you going to do?”

      “I should ignore it, right? I mean, I have to ignore it.”

      He took a seat on one of the barstools. “You don’t have to do anything.”

      “Yeah, but Mason Montgomery is the last person I should trust right now.”

      “It’s okay that you’re conflicted about him. Most people aren’t all good or all bad, you know.”

      Conflicted…so that’s what I was feeling. Now that Noah said it aloud, it sounded right. I was having trouble assuming the worst of Mason, and that right there was a major red flag. He was too charming, his smile too brilliant. Just like the devil.

      Then again, the party hadn’t provided us with particularly useful data about the Collectors. Could I relinquish my one potential source of information without at least hearing him out first?

      Not giving myself time to truly consider the potential ramifications of my actions, I flipped open the phone and opened the contacts. There was only one, and damn if I didn’t feel like a sinner when I hit “call.”

      Noah started to stand, but I motioned for him to stay. I needed his presence to keep me steady through this.

      After the third ring, Mason’s smooth voice said, “Hello, little thief. I’m pleased you decided to call.”

      “I didn’t want to.”

      He chuckled, and the sound didn’t cause goosebumps to break out on my arms. It didn’t. Really.

      “Why is that? You don’t like my gift?”

      “No, the phone was very thoughtful. Thank you.”

      “Then, what?”

      I debated what to say, but the truth ultimately won out. I couldn’t expect to get anything from him if I wasn’t willing to give him something in return. Since honesty and righteousness were all I had, that’s what he would get.

      “There were a few not-so-flattering rumors about you circulating the party.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like that you work with Collectors.” Just speaking the words made me cringe. “Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      His tone was unwavering and unapologetic, and my heart sank to my toes. I’d known it had to be true, but I still hadn’t wanted to believe it. And I didn’t even know why. Why did it matter to me what Mason Montgomery did with his life? It wasn’t my concern.

      “Then, I don’t think we have anything else to say to one another.”

      “You’re wrong.” He sighed into the phone, and his voice softened. “Listen, I understand why you’re wary of me. You’re smart to be. But I can help you, and if my intel is correct, you need all the help you can get.”

      Who had he been talking to?

      “Even if you can help me, why would you want to?”

      “Selfish reasons. And I rather like you. I don’t get to say that often.”

      Selfish reasons? Once again, I was surprised by his forthrightness. He could have lied, could have made himself sound altruistic. But he didn’t.

      “Meet me?” Though it was a question, I heard the underlying command. He wasn’t going to give up, at least not easily. “We should discuss this in person.”

      “I don’t know.”

      If I was conflicted before, I was exponentially more so now. He was offering the one thing I needed most—an in with Intuition, an organization that seemed impenetrable absent actually joining them.

      And wasn’t that my next step? If I couldn’t get a handle on Intuition from the outside, I would have to give in to them...a thought which caused nausea to crawl up my throat.

      “Okay, I’ll meet you.”

      I looked at Noah, who was watching me with a blank expression. It was probably for the best. I doubted I wanted to know what he was thinking right now.

      “But I’m going to bring someone with me. He’s a friend and the most trustworthy person I’ve ever known,” I said, echoing what Jem had said to me when introducing Noah.

      Will you go? I mouthed to him hopefully.

      “Of course,” he replied softly.

      “Are you referring to your guard dog from the other night?” Mason asked, sounding amused. Was he ever not amused? “Because, if so, I think you should reconsider.”

      “No. Someone else.” Needing to feel like I was in charge of this meeting, I added, “And I get to pick the time and place. Neutral ground.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “Tomorrow afternoon okay?”

      “Yes.”

      My tense shoulders relaxed. That was easier than I expected. “Okay. I’ll text you the time and place.”

      “Why do I feel like you’re trying to get rid of me?”

      My lips twitched. “Probably because I’m hanging up now. Bye, Mason.”

      “Goodbye, Adele.”

      I turned to Noah, and a shock of guilt raced through me for what I was about to say. “We can’t tell the others. Not until after we meet him.”

      The dismayed reaction I was expecting never came. Instead, he calmly asked, “Why?”

      “Because Stowe will insist on accompanying us. Jem will either try to talk me out of it or beg to tag along so she can get a look at the infamous Gatsby. And Jameson…well, I don’t actually know what he’d do.”

      Noah’s blue eyes pierced into me, making me want to hide. But there was no hiding from him. “They just want to protect you.”

      “I know, and that means the world to me. But this is my decision. In fact, I shouldn’t have even asked for you to come along. It’s not fair to you.”

      “Why did you?”

      “Because I don’t want to go alone…and because of your lie detector capabilities. He claims he can help me, but I need to know if that’s his real intent. If he’s merely another tool Grace is hoping to use against us, we need to know.”

      “Okay, but there’s something I want from you in return.”

      “Oh?”

      A grin that seemed so unlike Noah spread over his face. Was that mischief I was detecting? “Go on a date with me. A real one.”

      My pulse quickened, and I couldn’t resist grinning back at him. “Absolutely.”
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      “Is it true?” Jem asked, barging into my bedroom.

      I finished pulling my sweater over my head before turning around to face her. “Ever heard of knocking?”

      “Yes. I’m not a fan. So, is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “Are you really going on a date with Noah today?”

      “Oh.” Noah and I had discussed how the date would provide a cover for our meeting with Mason. So, obviously, he would have to tell the others. But I hadn’t prepared for how to respond when that happened. “Yeah, he’s taking me on a date.”

      She plopped down on my bed. “I guess that means you chose, huh? I know it probably seems crazy given all of your fighting, but I kind of thought you would end up with Jameson. Or Stowe. I don’t know.”

      “Slow down,” I said once she took a breath. “I haven’t chosen anything or anyone. We’re just going on a date, not eloping.”

      “So…you’re saying that you’re still deciding?”

      I threw my hands up. “No. I don’t know. It’s only a date.”

      Noah’s words from the week before flitted through my mind. He’d specifically said that he wouldn’t make me choose. But even if he felt that way, what were the chances that Stowe felt the same? He’d told me he was happy to be in the running, but that was before our kiss. Would he consider my date with Noah a betrayal?

      And Jameson…well, he hadn’t actually given any indication that he was throwing his hat in the ring. So, I refused to add him into the equation.

      If only this situation was as simple as a math problem. There would be a clear answer. Here? Not so much. One woman plus three men likely equaled total annihilation.

      Jem whistled. “You’re in trouble, girl.”

      “No. No trouble here. Everything is under control.”

      I stood in front of the mirror and fluffed my hair. I wasn’t having the best hair day ever, and I half-wondered if I should try a different style.

      Oh, who was I kidding? I couldn’t control my hair any more than my love life. Whatever happened, happened. That was the best I could do right now.

      My “friend” laughed. “Are you honestly going to stand there and pretend like you don’t have feelings for two—or three—guys? Because I’m not buying it.”

      I let go of my hair and spun to glare at her. “What is it going to take to get you to drop this?”

      “Hmmm.” She tapped a forefinger over her mouth. “You tell me what’s really going on with you and the male population of this household, and I’ll let it go.”

      I grabbed a pillow from the bed and held it to my face. I considered screaming into it, but that would add even more drama to this conversation.

      Sliding to the ground with my back against the bed, I said, “Fine. What do you want to know?”

      Jem moved onto her stomach so that her head was almost right next to mine. “Who have you kissed?’

      “Noah and Stowe.”

      “And…who was better?”

      My mind wandered to that first kiss with Noah in his car weeks ago. He’d worshipped me, first with his words and then with his mouth.

      And that kiss with Stowe in the limo had been…everything. Sweet and hot and special. Just like him.

      I couldn’t choose between them. They were both perfect in their own ways.

      If I couldn’t choose between two kisses from two very different men, how would I ever choose between the men themselves?

      Jem flicked me on the nose. “Earth to Adele.”

      My eyes shot to hers. “What?”

      “I guess they were both great.”

      “Yeah, they were.”

      “And where does my brother fit into your little love triangle? I’m guessing he’s the underdog after being such a dick to you.”

      “He wanted to push me away, and I’m not sure that anything has changed.”

      She rolled onto her back. “Something clearly has. He was genuinely worried about you the other night. He was practically storming the castle ready to slay a dragon for you.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that particular image. Knight Jameson…I could see it. He would have been fierce and loyal by King Arthur’s side.

      “Wanting to make sure I wasn’t kidnapped isn’t the same as liking me, liking me.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      My heart pitter-pattered at the thought, but I told it to calm the hell down. There was no reason to start adding complications that probably didn’t even exist.

      “Are we done with this conversation now?”

      She sighed. “I guess. I’d ask for more details, but Stowe and Noah feel like brothers as much as Jameson…so, it’s weird.”

      “Thank god.”

      It wasn’t that I couldn’t deal with a little girl talk; that was something I’d been seriously lacking for most of my life. But talking to Jem about my attraction to three guys who were family to her was complicated. More than complicated, really. It was hazardous...to my relationships and my growing feelings. Because, at the end of the day, choosing—or even refusing to choose—was all on me.
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      Noah knocked on my open bedroom door. “You ready?”

      Standing from my position on the floor, I smiled at him. “Yeah, just let me get my shoes and bag.”

      I shut myself in the walk-in closet to pull a pair of riding boots over my skinny jeans and stuff a spare pair of gloves in my purse. Thankfully, my feet were healing quickly. I didn’t think the fluffy slippers I’d worn the entire day before would go with my outfit.

      Stopping in front of the full-length mirror, I studied my reflection, wondering if Noah would like my emerald sweater. He didn’t seem like the type to be too concerned with what I wore, but this was our first official date. I wanted to look nice, even if our meeting with Mason was his underlying reason for asking me out.

      “Where are you taking her?” Jem asked Noah as I exited the closet, pulling on a pair of navy gloves with white turned-back cuffs. She scanned my clothes with a critical eye. “Somewhere casual, obviously.”

      “I’m a casual guy.” Noah’s gaze was much more approving as it grazed over me. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      He took my hand and started leading me toward the hall. “See you later, Jem.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” she called after us.

      I laughed under my breath. “She’s relentless.”

      “Trust me, I know.”

      We were quiet as we walked through the house. I hated to admit it, but I was relieved when we made it to the garage and into Noah’s car without running into anyone. Stowe would be easier to face after the date was over...at least, I hoped so.

      I stared out the passenger window while we passed house after beautiful house. Sometimes, it was difficult for me to believe that I was living in such an upscale neighborhood. It was so different from what I was used to, but, amazingly, the estate was beginning to feel like home. Not in the way my house in Whitehurst had. I didn’t think it could ever truly be replaced.

      “This doesn’t have to be a date, if you don’t want it to be. It can be two friends hanging out.”

      I snapped my head in Noah’s direction. He was facing forward, his dark sunglasses covering his expression. “What? Why would you say that?”

      “I’d hate to think that I’m the cause of your anxiety. That’s not what I want, ever.”

      Anxiety? Now that he mentioned it, I realized my stomach was in knots. I could blame it on my conversation with Jem, but I’d been jittery all morning. Though I’d done a few simple yoga stretches on my own, I probably should have kept up with my usual routine. Even when my body screamed at me, I always felt better after my sessions with Noah.

      “It’s not you.” That wasn’t the complete truth, so I edited my statement. “Well, it’s not only you. It’s this thing with Mason and waiting for the other shoe to drop with the Collectors and wondering if I’m going to screw things up with you and Stowe.”

      And Jameson, I added silently. Damn it. Why did he keep popping into my head? He was supposed to be tucked squarely away in a “never” folder. Instead, I seemed to continue filing him as a “maybe.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about me or Stowe, but my earlier statement stands. This can be a friends thing.”

      In usual Noah fashion, he was putting me first. But I detected a hint of disappointment in his soft voice. Cover for our meeting or not, he wanted this to be a real date. And that’s what I wanted, too. We needed this time alone that wasn’t about lessons or Collectors or even the rest of the Psych Squad. For a few minutes, we could just be Adele and Noah.

      Since both of his hands were on the steering wheel, I reached over and laid one of mine on his bicep. “I’m glad this is a date.”

      He glanced over long enough to shoot me a smile. “Good.”

      The drive passed in comfortable silence. It wasn’t until he’d exited the highway that I realized we were headed into Norfolk. “This isn’t the way to Chesapeake.”

      At Noah’s suggestion, I’d texted Mason that we’d meet him at the Oak Grove Lake Park later this afternoon. I’d assumed we were going straight there, but I hadn’t actually asked.

      “That’s because we’re going somewhere else first.”

      I studied his sharp profile, searching for clues, but he gave me nothing. “I didn’t know you had a mysterious side.”

      “Isn’t that the point of dating? Getting to know each other better?”

      “Touché.”

      When he parked near a shop I’d heard of but never visited, a smile took over my face. “Are we going to the Mermaid Factory?”

      “Depends. Is that somewhere you’d like to go?”

      “Yes!”

      Years ago, Norfolk hosted a “Mermaids on Parade” event, where local artists decorated identical mermaid sculptures that were displayed around the city. The Mermaid Factory continued the tradition by offering miniature replicas that residents and visitors alike could decorate and take home. I’d always wanted to stop by but never had a good reason to. Until now.

      As we approached the shop, I noticed that the “open” sign in the window wasn’t lit, and my shoulders slumped. “It looks like they’re closed on Mondays.”

      Noah smiled down at me as he removed his sunglasses. “Give me a little more credit than that.”

      He knocked on the door and waited. A few moments later, a woman unlocked it. “Hello,” she said, ushering us inside. “You must be Noah and Adele.”

      “That’s right,” Noah said pleasantly. “Thank you for opening up for us today.”

      “It’s my pleasure. Everything is ready for you. I’ll be in the back if you need anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      As the woman disappeared behind a door in the back of the shop, I turned to my date. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re going to paint mermaids.”

      I shook my head at him in a mixture of wonder and amusement. He had private access to the botanical gardens because of his generous contributions, so I shouldn’t have been surprised he could pull something like this off. “Let me guess. You donated a full-scale mermaid sculpture to an orphanage or something?”

      “That’s a good idea, but no. The owners are supporters of local arts and youth organizations. I merely offered to make a donation on their behalf.”

      “You’re an incredibly decent guy, Noah Greene.”

      He gently squeezed my hip, and I liked that he seemed comfortable touching me. The last thing I wanted was for this to turn into an awkward first date between two people who barely knew each other. We weren’t those people. We lived together. Did yoga together every morning.

      “Don’t make me out to be more altruistic than I am. I happen to enjoy my alone time with you. And this place can get pretty busy.”

      I wandered through the shop and stopped in front of a small mermaid statue painted to look like a sailor. “I hope you’re not expecting anything close to this out of me. I’m not much of an artist.”

      “It’s just for fun.” He picked up a glass bowl that was handmade by a local artist, studying it rather than me. “I thought you might like to add something a little more personal to your new room.”

      His words, spoken so effortlessly, made my heart swell in gratitude. I’d lost everything in the fire. Other than my grandmother’s trunk and my mother’s secretary, I literally had nothing personal left. No family photos or little trinkets from my childhood. It was all gone.

      I kissed Noah’s smooth cheek. “Thank you.”

      He turned back to me, sympathy and something else I wasn’t sure I was ready to define shining in his vibrant blue eyes. “I know it won’t make up for what you’ve lost. But, well, it’s a start.”

      “It’s perfect.”

      We walked to one of the tables in the back of the room, where two plaster mermaid statues were waiting for us with paints and other supplies. Noah handed me a smock before putting another one over his head and tying it around his waist.

      “Afraid I’ll be messy?”

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      “True,” I replied, slipping on the smock and rolling up my sleeves before taking a seat next to Noah.

      I flipped through an album of past mermaids, pausing to study the more creative ones.  One was painted to look like Darth Vader, and another was clearly inspired by van Gogh’s The Starry Night painting. My favorite was one that looked just like Audrey Hepburn’s character in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

      “Know what you’re going to do?” Noah asked as he squeezed black paint into a cup.

      “I have no idea. What are you doing?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “You seem to be full of them.”

      His lips tipped into a grin. “Then, my mission has been accomplished.”

      Knowing my skills were limited, I settled on a traditional aqua and navy design for the tail and a coconut-style bra made out of shells. The idea wasn’t very creative, but hopefully it would turn out okay.

      As I started painting the base color, I couldn’t help but wonder how many of these types of dates Noah had been on. “For a self-proclaimed loner, you’re pretty good at this whole date thing.”

      “Are you fishing?” he asked, without looking up from his task.

      “Maybe.”

      “Okay. What do you want to know?”

      I hesitated. Now that he was opening himself to questions, I wasn’t sure what to ask. “How would you describe your romantic history?” I asked vaguely.

      “Limited. Difficult. Frustrating.”

      “So, you have dated?”

      He glanced up from his painting, his mouth pressed together with suppressed laughter. “I’m an introvert, not a monk, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “What?” My cheeks warmed under his amused gaze. “No. I was just curious what kind of girls you’ve dated.”

      “It’s been a while, honestly. My high school girlfriend was captain of the debate team and got a full ride to Brown.”

      “So, smart and ambitious.” Not exactly what I was picturing and not at all like me.

      “Yes, and too self-involved to be particularly interested in my life.”

      His tone was matter-of-fact, a little too much, actually.

      “And you liked it that way.”

      His lips quirked up at the edges. “Yep.”

      “It wasn’t serious, I take it?”

      “Not at all. We parted on good terms after graduation—hers, obviously, since I was homeschooled—and she never had any idea that there was more to me than my dislike of crowds.”

      “How about after Miss Debate Team?”

      “I dated a girl who worked at the spa for a while. She was sweet, but…” He squirmed a bit in his chair. “She wanted more, and I couldn’t give it to her.”

      “In other words, she wanted you to put a ring on it?”

      Noah laughed. “Yeah, something like that. How did you know?”

      “She would be crazy not to.”

      He studied me, and I knew he could feel my truth. Noah was quite a catch—good looking, kind, smart, wealthy.

      I didn’t have to be able to read his emotions to know he didn’t see himself that way. He focused on what he saw as his weakness—his inability to control his reactions to other people’s emotions. But his empathic abilities, and the way he dealt with them, made him who he was. Made him a guy I…well, liked a lot. And could see myself more than liking.

      “No one after spa girl?”

      “No.” He returned to painting. “It’s too hard being with someone while hiding the truth.”

      “I know what you mean.” I rinsed my paintbrush in a cup of water and switched colors. “You’ve never considered dating another Psych?”

      “That comes with its own complications.”

      He was concentrating on his mermaid, but I sensed he was holding something back. “Why do I have a feeling there is more to that story?’

      “There is, but it’s not my story to tell.”

      My mind wandered to Stowe, then Jem, then Jameson. And it stopped there. Though I knew next to nothing about Jameson’s personal life, a complicated past with a Psych would make so much sense. He’d been resistant to me from the beginning, and I knew he’d had at least one vision of us as a couple. Maybe he wasn’t willing to “risk” getting close to me because he’d been there, done that.

      “I can see those wheels turning, but I’m not going to tell you,” Noah said, interrupting my wayward thoughts.

      “You’re referring to Jameson, right?”

      His face remained blank, so I sighed. “Okay, okay. I’ll drop it.”

      “Thank you.”

      We spent the next couple of hours working on our mermaids and talking about a little bit of everything. I described some of the interesting antiques that had shown up in the shop over the years, and he described the horror of giving up animal products. He learned that I loved old movies and refused to choose a favorite song. I learned that he missed pizza the most and had a somewhat secret addiction to racing video games and young adult fantasy novels.

      When I was finally finished with my “masterpiece,” I stood and stretched. “Almost done?”

      Noah had placed cardboard between us about an hour earlier to keep me from peeking at his mermaid. I was more than a little curious how he’d decided to decorate her. I could tell from the little I’d seen that he was a much better artist than me.

      “Just putting the finishing touches on now,” he said, careful to keep the statue out of sight.

      “The anticipation is killing me,” I teased.

      “Can’t have that.”

      He stood and, looking nervous, said, “Done. Let’s see yours first.”

      I proudly held the statue up for his inspection. Considering my limited skills, I thought it turned out pretty well. It was obviously a mermaid, which was the best I could hope for.

      “Nice work. I like her seashells.”

      “You would comment on those,” I replied with an exaggerated eye roll thrown in. “Now, yours.”

      He carefully picked up the statue and held it in front of him. It took me a few seconds to process what I was seeing, but when I did, I pressed a hand to my mouth.

      “It’s...me,” I breathed.

      The mermaid’s shoulders, arms, and face were a creamy white color, and her hair was a deep red with a few lighter strands running through it. The rest of her was painted a super shiny black with an intricate lace pattern overlay in matte black. A delicate mask framed her eyes, and matching gloves covered her hands and forearms.

      “From the masquerade.” I turned shocked eyes to Noah. “How?”

      “I did a couple of practice runs last night after scheduling our session.”

      “It’s incredible.”

      I wanted to say more, to express how beautiful his gift was. How special it—he—made me feel. Since I couldn’t find the words, I hoped he picked up on every sliver of my emotions. And, in case there was any question, I took the statue from his hands and set it on the table. Then, I wrapped my arms around his neck and demonstrated with my mouth.

      Refusing to hold back, I poured all of my gratitude and longing and hope into the kiss. Noah returned the favor by claiming my lips and tongue, sharing his sweetness even as he revealed his strength. Every nerve in my body seemed to come alive under his touch. I wanted this, but I also wanted more.

      I wanted Noah Greene to become a permanent fixture in my future, just as he was already necessary to my present.
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      I buttoned up my coat before shoving the rest of my cookie in my mouth. “Delicious. I’m impressed you made these yourself.”

      Noah paused in packing the leftovers from our picnic to grin at me. “I would have made them for you sooner, if I’d realized you’d be such a fan.”

      “Who isn’t a fan of chocolate chip cookies?”

      “Well, the recipe is vegan...”

      “I could barely tell.”

      He closed the cooler before returning to his seat across the picnic table from me. “Are you cold? It was supposed to be warmer today.”

      “I’m okay.” I checked the time on my cell phone. “Besides, Mason should be here soon.”

      “You’re absolutely certain you want to do this? We can still back out.”

      I’d debated my decision at least a hundred times since agreeing to the meeting yesterday. The handsome broker was an unknown, and I had no reason to trust him. But he was the best chance I—we—had to gain access to Intuition. Andrea’s double agent status was getting us nowhere, and I was impatient. I wanted to get on with my life, which meant finding a way to be free of Grace and whoever she worked for sooner rather than later.

      As suspicious as I was of his motivations, I needed to hear Mason Montgomery out.

      “I’m certain.”

      Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I turned to find the man in question walking toward us with a massive black dog by his side. And I wasn’t kidding about the massive part. Small children could easily ride on the back of that beast.

      Standing, I hesitantly walked toward them. I wasn’t scared of dogs, but I’d never been around one that was practically a miniature horse.

      “Who is this?” I asked, attempting to focus on the dog rather than its owner. In dark jeans and a gray double-breasted trench coat, Mason looked every bit as stylish as he had in his tuxedo. His confidence was indisputable, and I had a feeling he was well aware of the impact he made.

      “Her name is Sasha, and she’s a gentle giant.”

      With Sasha’s soulful eyes peering up at me, I ran a hand over the top of her head and down her neck. “She’s beautiful. And slobbery,” I said with a laugh as drool dripped down the side of her mouth.

      Sensing Noah’s presence behind me, I turned to him. “Oh, Noah, meet Mason Montgomery. Mason, this is Noah Greene.”

      They shook hands, but Mason kept his gaze on me. “Just how many boyfriends do you have, little thief?”

      With his brilliant smile trained on me, my heart rate picked up. And it wasn’t until that moment that I realized why bringing Noah along was probably a mistake. Even if I didn’t want to, I found the charismatic plantation owner attractive. Now Noah knew that, and I suddenly wished I could melt into the pavement. He might be okay with me having feelings for Stowe or even Jameson, but this guy? I doubt he’d be so forgiving.

      I knew almost nothing about Mason, but what I did know was concerning. He worked with Collectors. And that was enough to make him off-limits.

      Ignoring his question about my boyfriends, I said, “I don’t think we know each other well enough for nicknames.”

      “Well, then, I guess it’s time we got to know each other better.”

      He gestured to the picnic table, and I returned to my seat. Noah moved to my side, and Mason sat across from us. As he tied Sasha’s leash around the table leg, he said, “You caused quite a scene at my party the other night. Do you want to tell me what that was about?”

      “Not particularly.” Despite the amused curiosity dripping from his smooth voice, there was no way I was going to let him kick off this Q&A session. “Why don’t you start by telling me how you know about my ability to steal memories?”

      “I have an informant inside Intuition Financial Group who passed that particular tidbit on to me.”

      “When?”

      “Saturday morning.”

      Which meant that no Psychs just happened to pick up on the information from me or the Psych Squad at the party. The only reasonable explanation was that Andrea told someone about my new ability, or mind-reader Abel was getting through her shields.

      When Jameson and Noah spoke to her at the spa yesterday, she’d insisted that neither was possible. But we all knew she wasn’t above lying. In fact, I was half-convinced it was her middle name.

      Still, I probably shouldn’t assume. “Did your informant happen to mention how Intuition came by that intel?”

      “No, but if it’s important to you, I’ll find out.”

      I resisted the urge to glance at Noah. Chances were, if Mason knew all about me, he also knew that Noah was an empath. But if he didn’t already realize that Noah could detect lies, I wasn’t going to tip him off.

      “Why? You said you’re willing to help me out of self-interest. What is it that you want from me?”

      He stared off in the distance for a moment before returning his intense gaze to me. I didn’t understand how his eyes could be so fierce while the rest of his face displayed amusement. It was disconcerting.

      “I’m not in a position to go into the details right now. Suffice it to say, there’s something I’ll want your help with someday. It’s nothing you would have a moral objection to, I promise you that.”

      Well, that was vague. “How do you know I can help?”

      “I don’t. All I want is your word that you’ll try.”

      This time, I did look at Noah. Although he was adept at hiding his thoughts when he wanted to, I needed some sort of reassurance from him. Was I making a huge mistake by getting involved with this man?

      He gave me a slight nod, indicating Mason was telling the truth. We’d agreed to the, hopefully, discreet code before the meeting.

      “My word in exchange for what? How will you help me?”

      “I know that IFG wants you. I know that your father was mysteriously killed in a fire the same night your store was trashed. I know that you’re resisting. And if I had to wager a guess, I’d say you’re currently motivated by revenge.” He leaned forward, all amusement falling from his expression. “There is no getting revenge on IFG. Not unless you want to get yourself killed…or you find someone with access and information to help you. That’s where I come in.”

      There was no doubt he was well-informed. I didn’t know whether to be impressed or intimidated.

      “If Intuition is so dangerous, why do you work with them?”

      He leaned back, once again appearing unaffected by the world around him. “You don’t expect me to spill all my secrets, do you? Sorry to say, I’m not that easy.”

      “And I’m not that gullible. Tell me something I can actually use.”

      His lips twitched. “What do you want to know?”

      “Who is behind Intuition?”

      “No one knows the answer to that. He calls himself Geppetto and never meets with anyone in person. He conducts all his business over a secure messaging system.”

      My mind stuttered to a halt at his words, playing them over and over again like a broken record. “You’re telling me Grace and Sheila and whoever all his other minions are don’t even know who they’re working for?”

      “That’s right.”

      I shook my head, attempting to clear it. “That’s crazy. Why do they do it?”

      “For the same reasons anyone gets involved with Collectors. Money, power, status, threats. They don’t have to see the man pulling the strings to respect what he can do to them if they don’t play along.”

      “Has anyone attempted to get to him?” Noah asked, finally putting an end to his spectator status.

      “There are stories from years ago, but none of them ended well.”

      “Shocker,” I said with a snort. “So, if this Geppetto guy is untouchable, what can we do? Is it all hopeless?”

      “It depends on what you most want to achieve.” Mason retrieved a dog treat from his coat, and Sasha wagged her tail, waiting. “Geppetto doesn’t get his hands dirty, so he wasn’t behind the attacks on you. At least, not directly.”

      “So, you’re saying I should focus on the people directly responsible?”

      “It’s up to you, but that’s what I would do.”

      He let Sasha eat the treat out of his hand and smiled down at her. It was kind of cute, how sweet he was with his dog. I wanted to like that about him...which was why I stopped watching and got back to the matter at hand.

      “Do you know the man who set the fire?”

      “You’re sure it was a man?”

      “I’m sure a man was at the scene. He’s tall, balding, altogether average-looking.”

      “Sounds like Jared Fleming. He’s known for doing IFG’s dirty work, so that makes sense.”

      “How can I find him?”

      “Finding him isn’t the hard part, little thief. Knowing what to do once he’s in your grasp is.”

      He was right. I wasn’t built for this whole revenge thing. I wanted to know who was really behind the fire and who destroyed the shop, but what did knowing get me? It wasn’t like I could call the police and expect them to handle it.

      Intuition was holding all the cards in this vile game. So, how could I—Adele Rose, antique dealer and hot chocolate lover—beat them? Even with someone like Mason Montgomery on my side, it sounded like an impossible endeavor.

      Mason shot me one of his dazzling smiles. “I have a suggestion.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Probably because you’re smart enough to recognize my brilliance.”

      “Or maybe just your ego.” Yeah, I was having fun bantering with him. But didn’t I deserve a little fun?

      “Regardless, I do have a suggestion. And I happen to think it’s a pretty fantastic one.”

      “Well, by all means, don’t keep us waiting. We’re on pins and needles.”

      After a long, drawn-out pause, he said, “Come work for me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. Work for me, and, together, we’ll devise a plan to take on Fleming and Morrow and whoever else has done you wrong.”

      I blinked at his annoyingly perfect face, waiting for the punchline. It was one thing to accept his help; it was a completely different thing to work for him.

      “You’ve got to be kidding. You’re basically one of them. I’m trying to make this situation better, not worse.”

      “You’re not thinking about this rationally. You’ve lumped all Collectors together based on the actions of one group. They don’t all manipulate and blackmail and murder.”

      “And, what, I’m just supposed to take your word for it?”

      He shrugged. “That would be the easiest.”

      “You’re insane.”

      His jaw tightened. “No. I’ve gotten where I am by being ambitious and smart, but I’m not crazy. Or evil.

      “Besides, I’m the one shot you have. There’s a code between Collectors—they don’t poach from each other. If you officially join me, IFG will have to let you go.”

      “A code? They destroyed my business and murdered my father. They murdered my friends’ parents. You can’t tell me they live by any kind of code.”

      “You’re only seeing this from your perspective. To you, it’s personal. But to IFG? It’s business. They clearly decided you would be good for business.”

      “And now you’ve somehow decided I’d be good for yours?”

      “I already told you. I need you to do something for me.”

      “Something that I may or may not even be able to do. Right.” I didn’t attempt to hide the mocking in my voice. Mason’s proposal was ludicrous. Why would I trust him?

      “You don’t trust me.”

      My eyes snapped up to his. “Are you reading my mind?”

      He laughed. “Like I need to. Your distrust drips from every word out of your mouth.”

      “How can I trust you? I don’t even know what kind of psychic you are…if you even are one.”

      I glanced at Noah, and he inclined his head.

      “You two can stop trying to be coy. I know Noah is an empath, just like I know the Drake siblings have precognitive abilities, and your guard dog can send telepathic messages.”

      “Well, clearly, you know everything.”

      “Not everything, but enough. And, even though you didn’t ask nicely, I’ll tell you what I can do.”

      Sasha suddenly jumped up and started barking, tugging on her leash. I looked in the direction she was facing and saw a small rabbit scurrying away. I smiled. It didn’t matter that I was attempting to wage war with the psychic mafia, my heart still melted at the sight of the bunny.

      “Sit, Sasha,” Mason commanded. The huge dog immediately sat on her haunches and stopped barking, staring sadly after the rabbit. “Sorry about that. Now, where were we?”

      “You were about to tell us what you can do.”

      “Oh, that.” He grinned, his white teeth gleaming. “I decided to show you instead.”

      “You’re a master of illusion,” Noah said, sounding surprisingly awed. Noah didn’t do awed…at least, not that I’d ever seen.

      “I’m not sure I’d go that far,” Mason replied almost humbly. Almost.

      I swung my head from one to the other, completely confused. “What are you two talking about?”

      “The rabbit,” Noah replied. “It wasn’t real. He made us see it.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Seriously? I didn’t even know that was a real psychic power.”

      “It’s extremely rare, from what I’ve heard.”

      “And it’s not something I advertise,” Mason added. “The only reason I’m letting you in on my secret is because I know you need to be able to trust me. And, now, I have to be able to trust you.”

      Well, damn. He was good. If I didn’t know that Noah could detect lies, I would have assumed Mason was pulling one over on me. As it stood, he was coming across as sincere and trustworthy, a dangerous combination.

      “Are you saying that no one with Intuition knows about your abilities?”

      “That’s right. It’s one of the reasons I made myself scarce during the masquerade. I didn’t want to chance bumping into your friend Andrea.”

      “She’s not my friend.” If Andrea was going to continue working for Intuition, and actually have the potential to be useful, everyone had to believe we were enemies. Which we were. We just happened to be enemies that were currently working together.

      “Friend or not, she could sense my ability in a second. I can’t have that.”

      “Yet, you’re willing to show it to us?”

      For the first time since he’d sat down, he turned his full attention on Noah. “I have no intention of double-crossing Adele. If she agrees to my proposal, I will do everything in my power to help her seek retribution for her father’s death. I’m putting my trust in both of you, just as I hope you’ll put your trust in me.”

      Noah didn’t say anything for several long moments as their gazes held. Eventually, he nodded. “He’s speaking the truth.”

      At Noah’s declaration, I couldn’t decide if I was disappointed or relieved. If Mason had outed himself as a liar during any point during this conversation, I would have been able to walk away from him and never look back. But if he was being honest—if he was truly willing to help me—I had to make a choice. I could either continue on, floundering, or I could align myself with someone with questionable business practices and even more questionable morals.

      Still, some of what he’d said held true. I was judging all Collectors based on the actions of several. Just because Mason worked with Collectors didn’t make him inherently evil. It was up to me to judge the difference, and I wasn’t sure I trusted myself enough to do it.

      Thankfully, Noah was here, and he could see—feel—what I couldn’t.

      “What, exactly, would working for you entail?”

      “Whatever you want. You can attend meetings with me or stick to behind-the-scenes administrative tasks.” His impish smile returned. “I also have an entire mansion full of antiques that need to be managed. From what I’ve heard, you’re qualified for the job.”

      Despite the cool weather, warmth radiated through my body, and it took everything in me to resist throwing myself into Mason’s arms. Or running a victory lap around the lake. And that was saying something, since I hated running. Managing a historic plantation was a dream come true. More than that, it was the fantasy I never even bothered wishing for.

      “You don’t play fair.”

      “Never claimed to, little thief.”
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      When Noah and I walked into the kitchen at the estate a while later, I immediately knew something was wrong. It wasn’t unusual for everyone to congregate in the kitchen, especially around dinner time. But that wasn’t the problem. It was the worried look on Stowe’s face and Jameson’s rigid posture.

      Did they find out what Noah and I had actually been up to today?

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Jem,” Jameson replied stoically.

      “What about Jem?” I glanced around, like she might suddenly appear. “Did something happen?”

      “She told us she was going into work this afternoon. But when I went to check the calendar for what time she was getting off, she’d updated it.”

      “Okay…”

      “It now says, ‘I’m following a lead. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be back in a few days.’”

      Frowning, I looked to Stowe, hoping his expression would provide a hint about what was going on. It didn’t. “What lead?”

      “We don’t know,” Jameson said. “Andrea is mysteriously refusing to answer my calls, and her assistant said she hasn’t been at the spa since this morning.”

      “Do you think they left together?”

      “I have no idea.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, and his scowl reminded me of the not-so-good old days. It hadn’t been directed at me as much lately, and I didn’t like that it was directed at me now.

      “What?”

      “If you know where she is, please tell us now.”

      I glanced from him to Stowe, who wore an apologetic expression. “Wait. You think I had something to do with this?”

      “Didn’t you?” Jameson spat.

      “No.”

      “I know you two were together this morning.”

      I laughed, but the humor was missing. “Yeah, we were talking about…” I hesitated, not sure how to finish that sentence. “Boys.” That sounded innocuous enough, and it also happened to be true.

      “Are you sure you weren’t convincing her to go on some harebrained errand for you?”

      “Stop it,” Stowe snapped. “Adele already said she didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “She’s telling the truth,” Noah added.

      Jameson turned his glower on Noah. “I’m not sure you’re in a position to be the arbiter of truth right now. Not after you lied to us about your plans for the day.”

      So, they did find out. Damn it. “It’s not his fault. I asked him to keep the meeting a secret.”

      “Wow. I wonder why you’d want to keep a meeting with a Collector a secret.”

      “He’s not a Collector…technically.”

      “Oh, and we suddenly care about technicalities?”

      Stowe stepped forward, putting a physical barrier between me and Jameson. “Why don’t we take a beat and attempt to discuss this like adults.” He turned his head my way. “Will you please explain what’s going on with you and Mason?”

      “Yes, of course. That’s what I was planning to do before Mr. Assface ambushed us.”

      Yeah, I was obviously the mature one in the room. Whatever.

      Stowe’s mouth trembled, but he kept his smile at bay. “Excellent.”

      We moved to the kitchen table, and I made sure to select the seat across from Stowe so I didn’t have to look directly into Jameson’s disapproving face.

      After quickly explaining Mason’s gift and the phone call with him, I summarized today’s conversation. “There you go. He wants my help with some mysterious task in return for an in with Intuition.”

      “You can’t seriously be considering his offer.”

      I looked up at Stowe, surprised he was the owner of the angry voice this time. “Well, I haven’t decided anything yet, but…yes, I am considering it.”

      “No. No way. It’s too dangerous.”

      “So? We’re dealing with murderers here. It’s all dangerous. At least Mason is offering a chance. Without him, we have nothing.”

      “We have each other. Isn’t that enough?”

      Deep down, I knew I should say that, yes, having the Psych Squad in my life was enough. That I didn’t need to stop Intuition to find peace. But as much as I wanted that to be true, it wasn’t.

      I needed vengeance like I needed air.

      I’d been doing a pretty damn good job of hiding my pain, but there it was…simmering under the surface. Distractions wouldn’t work forever. I couldn’t rely on new powers or fights with Jem or dates with Noah to keep the agony at bay.

      It was time for me to be decisive.

      “You know what? I take that back. I’m not considering it. I’m accepting Mason’s offer, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      Hurt flashed in Stowe’s eyes, and I had trouble swallowing the lump in my throat. My first instinct was to apologize, to rationalize my actions away. But I wouldn’t. I’d never get through this if I continued acting like the old Adele. The Adele who hadn’t lost the most important person in her world.

      This Adele? She knew better than to beg for Stowe’s forgiveness. She had to be a fighter.

      Standing, I looked at Jameson. “I’m sorry about Jem. I’ll let you know if I hear from her.”

      Then, I turned and walked away. I wanted to leave the house, gain some distance, but I wouldn’t. The new me needed to be strong, not irresponsible.

      As I started up the stairs, I heard my name and froze. It was Jameson. Slowly, I turned to face him.

      He stopped at the bottom step and looked up at me, expressionless. “I’m not sure why you think you have the right to be angry.”

      “And I don’t know why you think you have the right to treat me like dog shit stuck to the bottom of your shoe. I thought we were past all the animosity and distrust.”

      “Says the temptress who conned Noah into deceiving the rest of us. Congratulations. You’ve managed to turn the best of us into a liar.”

      His accusations hit me like a boulder to the chest. I struggled to draw breath, and my eyes watered. Words of defense rose in my throat, but I shoved them back down. Jameson fucking Drake didn’t deserve them.

      “At least I know how you really feel about me.”

      With that, I spun and ran up the stairs. Once I made it to my bedroom, I turned the lock on the door and planted myself face-first on the bed. What. A. Day.

      The date with Noah had been amazing. Perfect, even. But dating was not my priority. I needed to remember that. Just like I needed to remember the suspicion dripping from every remark Jameson hurled at me and how easily I’d hurt Stowe. I had to remove myself from what was becoming a complicated romantic dilemma, and there was one obvious, simple way to do so.

      I fished the phone Mason gave me out of my purse and selected his number.

      He answered on the first ring. “Good news, I hope?”

      “Yes, I’ll work for you.”

      “I’m happy to hear it.”

      “Don’t make me regret this, Mason.”

      “I won’t.” His voice softened as he said, “I swear.”

      That should have offered a slight degree of reassurance, but it didn’t. I was putting my trust in a man who gained wealth and influence by working with Collectors. Even if they weren’t all created equally, I had a hard time believing any of them were altruistic at their core. If nothing else, they were a bunch of ruthless businessmen and women.

      “We’ll make a good team,” he said, sounding sincere. “You’ll see.”

      “Maybe.” I wanted to believe it, to believe that we stood a chance against Geppetto and his puppets.

      “Call me tomorrow, and we’ll iron out the details.”

      “Okay. Bye, Mason.”

      “Goodbye, little thief.”
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      My phone dinged, and I sprang up, fumbling in the dark for my phone. When I finally found it shoved under the blanket, I looked at the screen and sighed. I didn’t have the number programmed into my new phone, but I knew who it belonged to—Trevor.

      After our disastrous meeting at the fire station, he’d messaged me a few times. And I’d ignored him, thinking he would eventually give up. No such luck.

      Trevor: I just want to know if you’re okay.

      Trevor: Adele, I love you. Please talk to me.

      Trevor: Is this about that other guy? He doesn’t know you like I do. Come by the station. Everyone wants to see you.

      I wanted to be “new” Adele and give it to him straight. But he didn’t deserve my wrath. He had no idea what I was going through. He thought my dad died in a tragic accident, and he wanted to help me through it. How could I blame him for that?

      I typed a few words, erased them, and then tried again.

      Me: I’m not who you need, Trevor. I want you to move on. I’m okay. Please don’t worry about me.

      Trevor: I’ll always worry.

      Me: I’m sorry.

      I checked the time and, seeing that it was almost six in the morning, I turned on my bedside lamp. There was no point in trying to go back to sleep. I just wished Jem had contacted me instead of Trevor.

      Deciding I might as well try her, I dialed her number and almost dropped the phone in surprise when she answered.

      “Hello?” she said sleepily.

      “Jem. Where are you? Jameson is freaking out.”

      “Of course, he is.” I could practically hear the eye roll over the phone. “He treats me like a child.”

      “Well, I hate to break it to you, but running off without any warning probably wasn’t your smartest move.”

      “You’re right. It sounds like something you would do.”

      She had me there.

      “Don’t worry, I’m totally fine. Like I wrote in the calendar app, I’m following a lead.”

      “What lead?”

      Jem laughed. “You’ll just have to wait and see. It’s a good one, I promise.”

      I bit back a sigh. “Is Andrea with you?”

      “No, but she knows where I am, and there’s even spy gear involved. I feel like a secret agent. Anyway, that’s not why I answered your call.” Her tone changed, her enthusiasm obvious. “How was your date?”

      “That’s what you want to talk about?”

      “Yes. Tell me. Where’d you go? What did you do?”

      Memories from the day before—the early part of the day before it began to suck—rushed back to me, and I couldn’t resist spilling everything we’d done on our date. Up until the part where Mason showed up, that was. It was way too early in the morning to get into all of that.

      A wistful sigh came through the line. “I should have known Noah would have a romantic streak. Jameson and Stowe are going to have a hard time topping that.”

      Not that either one of them would have any desire to try after last night. I’d be lucky if Stowe was even talking to me. And Jameson? Well, it would probably be best if we avoided each other for a day...or ten.

      “Noah did set the bar high,” I replied vaguely. “Are you sure I can’t talk you into telling me what’s going on? I could come meet you and help out.”

      “I’m sure.”

      I flopped back onto the bed, wishing I’d gone back to sleep after all. “Well, be careful. Your brother is going to kill me when he finds out I talked to you without getting anything out of you.”

      “Nah. You’re way too pretty to kill. Okay, gotta go!”

      Before I got around to saying goodbye, she’d already hung up. I tossed the phone back on the bed and closed my eyes. Sadly, I wasn’t the least bit sleepy, but I also had no interest in getting up and facing the day.

      I needed a task, something to get me out of the house and distract me from my hasty decision to accept Mason’s job offer. My mind wandered over the possibilities. There was nothing to do at the shop until the insurance adjuster completed his report. George was still in Dallas, like I’d asked. Trevor was to be avoided at all costs.

      That only left one person—Aunt Ruby.

      Excited to have a mission, I sat up. I needed Ruby’s help to open my grandmother’s trunk, the one piece of my history that survived the fire. As much as I’d been wanting to visit her, I’d avoided doing so for her sake. The last thing she needed was for me to lead the Collectors directly to her. Still, there had to be a way to see her without being followed.

      And I’d have to convince the male members of the Psych Squad to allow me to leave the house on my own.

      “Good luck with that.”

      Now I was talking to myself. Great.
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      Look for a dilapidated blue house with white shutters. That’s what Aunt Ruby had said, but now that I was in front of said house, dilapidated didn’t seem near strong enough a description. The house, which couldn’t be more than a couple of rooms, was practically falling down. In addition to the boarded-up windows, leaning roof, and missing siding, it looked several decades overdue for a paint job...and weed treatments.

      “You sure this is the right place?” Stowe asked, sounding not the least bit impressed with the house. Not that I could blame him. It was just a few giant cobwebs short of frightening.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Okay. I’ll stay in the car.”

      His tone indicated that was the last thing he wanted, but I knew he was trying to be accommodating since he’d insisted on tagging along. And now that we were here, I was grateful. Without his help, I wasn’t sure I’d have managed the two changes of vehicles and endless detours needed to make sure no one followed us.

      “That’s probably for the best.”

      I opened my door and started to climb out, but Stowe placed a hand on my arm. “Nothing has changed for me. I care about you.”

      His hurt from last night still bled through his words, making my heart ache. But now wasn’t the time to address any of our issues. I needed to focus on my aunt.

      “I know.”

      As I walked toward the house, I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. Ruby hadn’t given even the slightest impression that she was struggling financially when I met her. But why else would she live in this dump? And dump is putting it mildly, I thought as I maneuvered the cracked walkway to the crumbling front porch. Sure, this place was out of the way, but could she truly not afford something better than this death trap?

      If I didn’t know better, I would have assumed I’d been transported to a fairy tale dimension with witches who had warts on their chins and ate children for lunch. Because this house would fit in perfectly there.

      Since there was no doorbell to be found, I rapped on the door with my fist, praying I didn’t end up with a splinter, or five.

      A few moments later, Ruby appeared, an enthusiastic expression on her lined face. “Adele, dear, I’m so glad you’re finally here.” She glanced over my shoulder. “Oh, you brought a friend along?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry, but I couldn’t get rid of him. He’ll wait in the car.”

      “It’s fine, dear. Any friend of yours is welcome.” She moved back and waved me inside. “Come in, come in.”

      With no small amount of trepidation, I stepped over the threshold, prepared for more rotting wood and questionable life choices. What I found was nothing short of remarkable. The entryway was lit by an extravagant chandelier and opened up to a grand staircase on one side and a large, brightly-lit living room on the other.

      “Impossible,” I said, too stupefied to bother hiding my reaction.

      Ruby laughed as she glided into the living room and sat primly in a floral armchair. “Not when you’re a witch.”

      Of course, it was all a spell. I should have realized it immediately. Then again, apart from the spelled pyrite I’d used to look like someone else, I had no idea what kind of magic Ruby was capable of. Or what any witches were capable of, for that matter. Magic still felt fictional to me...even now, when it was so obviously real.

      As I followed her into the elegantly-decorated room, I couldn’t help but stare out the floor-to-ceiling windows in wonder. Instead of five-foot weeds and a sidewalk with more cracks than a horde of plumbers, the front lawn looked like something out of a home magazine. Beds of brightly-colored flowers accented large oak trees and a lush green lawn. Way too lush for December, in fact.

      “Wow.”

      “Don’t be too impressed, dear. It’s a spell. I’m too old to take care of a lawn that size.”

      “How does it work?” I asked as I sat on a baby blue sofa across from her. “Does the house and yard really look like what I saw outside? And this…” I gestured to the beautiful interior. “This is all a spell?”

      “No, the exterior is glamoured to appear rundown. This house is actually a lovely two-story with an average lawn. What you see when you look out the windows is for my own benefit.” She shrugged daintily. “I like pretty things.”

      “Huh.”

      Even though I’d seen the effects of the pyrite, it was difficult to imagine spelling an entire house in the same way. Did it take a particularly powerful witch, or spell, to pull it off? I was so freaking clueless.

      “I could teach you to do something similar, if you’re interested.”

      I imagined glamouring the Drake estate to look like a junkyard and had to bite back a chuckle. That would be something to see, all right. Not that it would be in the least bit helpful. I imagined the only reason Ruby’s spell worked was because she lived out in the middle of nowhere.

      “Is it difficult? Creating a spell like that?”

      “Yes and no. You were born with the ability to perform spells, but like everything else in life, you have to practice in order to become good at it.” A small smile graced her lips. “Does this mean you’ve given my offer some thought? You’d like to join the coven?”

      That word again—coven. It was probably supposed to inspire images of family and belonging, but I tended to picture blood sacrifices and cults. Had I become so cynical that I couldn’t even open my mind to the possibility that embracing my witchy side would be the best thing for me? My great aunt seemed like a pretty well-adjusted person, and as far as I knew, she’d been a practicing witch her entire life.

      “I haven’t really had a chance to think about it.”

      “More trouble with Collectors?”

      Once I’d left the mansion the day after the fire, I’d made two phone calls. The first was to George, and the second was to Ruby. I didn’t tell her what happened—I didn’t want to talk about it at all, much less over the phone—but I did ask her to steer clear of me for a while. If the Collectors hadn’t figured out her connection to me already, I wanted to keep it that way.

      Now, I wished I’d spilled the whole story then. How exactly did one bring up murder in polite conversation? Even though she hadn’t been around for decades, Ruby was my dad’s aunt. I had no doubt the news of his death would be upsetting for her.

      “More than trouble.” I inhaled and slowly released the breath, steeling myself for what came next. I’d avoided saying the words aloud as much as possible. They hurt too much. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but my dad was killed in a house fire…that Collectors set. It was our home.”

      Ruby pressed a hand to her chest, and her face paled. “No. I can’t believe it. When did this happen?”

      “On Thanksgiving.”

      “But that was weeks ago. How could you not tell me?”

      “I’m sorry. I was afraid you’d want to help or at least come to the funeral, and I needed you to stay away. For your own good.”

      She moved to my side and squeezed my gloved hand. “My dear girl, I’m the one who is sorry. I know as well as anyone what those Collectors are capable of, and I should have helped prevent this from happening.”

      “You’ve dealt with them before?”

      “Not directly. I guess it’s time to tell you the story of why my—our—coven went into hiding.”

      She settled against the couch cushion, like she was preparing to spin a riveting tale. “As you’re probably aware, witches have inhabited this area since the seventeenth century. In those early days, there were a number of covens throughout Virginia. After the Whitehurst witch accusations in 1697 and 1698, the covens got scared and decided to move on. But our ancestor, Frances Rose, refused to leave her home. So, she started a new coven with the few witches who chose to stay. Thus, the Rose Coven was born.

      “Knowing what could happen if they were exposed, those witches vowed to be extremely discreet and passed down the custom from generation to generation.

      “Of course, as time passed, so did the fear of exposure.” She laughed softly. “The goth phase seemed like the best thing that could happen to witches. All they had to do was wear black and slap on some dark makeup and no one wanted to know, or even cared, what they were really up to.

      “But it was never going to last, because there would always be someone, somewhere, who cared.”

      That first meeting with Grace, where she’d ambushed me with the offer to join her organization, sprang to mind. “Let me guess. In walked the Collectors?”

      “Precisely. We were aware that psychics existed, of course, but they tended to keep to themselves, and we did the same.”

      A far-off look crept over her face as she stared out the window, and I couldn’t help but wonder what she was really seeing.

      “Almost thirty years ago, we started hearing rumors of a particularly aggressive group of Collectors out of Richmond. Several of the coven’s leaders, including me, urged our members to be careful. We didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves. But the lectures weren’t enough. The Collectors found and tried to recruit several of our members. They were unsuccessful, but it didn’t matter. They’d already discovered too much about us. They knew who many of our members were and how to find them.

      “We started taking extra precautions, and it seemed that they were going to leave us alone...”

      “Except, they didn’t,” I supplied for her.

      “Something happened within the Collectors ranks. I still don’t know what. But they suddenly started searching for us again. They managed to capture one of our teenage members, and things got ugly. We’ll never know exactly what happened, but a woman died, and the Collectors blamed the witch. It might have been a spell gone wrong, or maybe she was defending herself. It’s hard to say. But we never saw or heard from her again.”

      “Oh my god.”

      “Some of our members fled, and those of us who stayed went into hiding.”

      My stomach twisted with disgust. The Collectors had destroyed so many lives, and for what? Money? Power? I didn’t even know.

      “I wish I could say I’m surprised, but after everything that has happened to me in the last couple of months, I’m not.”

      Ruby leaned forward, her expression soft but pleading. “That’s why I want so much for you to join the coven. We take care of each other, and you clearly have a target on your back. That won’t just go away.”

      “You’re right. That’s why I’m fighting back.”

      Her eyes widened. “Adele, no. Didn’t you hear the story I told you? They make people disappear. They killed your father.”

      “Yeah, and they destroyed my shop, and they murdered my friends’ parents too. That’s why I can’t hide from this.”

      “Your shop?”

      “Oh, did I forget that part? It’s in shambles, and I’m not reopening. Mostly because I can’t deal with it right now, but also because the Collectors own half of the business.” I laughed, and yeah, it was bitter. “I don’t even want to talk about it. There’s no point.

      “And I’m not going to hide, but I do want your help.”

      Surrounded by Ruby’s glamours, and hearing her talking about the coven, made me realize what I needed from my aunt—magic. More specifically, the resources and knowledge to perform it.

      It wasn’t why I’d come here, and it was likely a horrendous idea. But I didn’t care. I was tired of being the underdog. Intuition wanted me, partially because of my witchy side, no doubt, and I needed to find a way to stand up to them.

      Mason was a start, but I still wasn’t certain I could trust him. I needed something else. Something within my control.

      “Of course, I’ll help you,” Ruby said kindly. “Anything you need.”

      “I need to know how to protect myself and my friends, and you’re the only one who can teach me.”

      “What—” Understanding registered on her face, and she shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. You have the ability to perform magic, yes, but it takes years of study before you should even consider practicing it.”

      “There has to be something you can teach me. Like a magic crash course.”

      “I can’t. It’s too dangerous.”

      “And going up against the Collectors empty-handed isn’t dangerous?”

      She pressed her hands to her knees and seemed to peer around the room but was clearly thinking.

      “There are maybe a few things. Simple spells.” My pulse started racing, but I attempted to hide my anticipation as her gaze shifted to me. “But it’s a bad idea, and I wish you’d let this go.”

      “I can’t. Please, Aunt Ruby. I don’t have anyone else to turn to.”

      She sighed heavily and stood. “Okay, but we need to get into that trunk.”

      “I’ll go ask Stowe to carry it in.”

      She placed a hand on my arm. “Before you do that, you have to swear to me that you’ll be careful. Practicing too much too quickly can destroy you. I couldn’t bear for that to happen. You’re the only family I have left, and I want to protect you.”

      “Then, do this. Help me.” Ignoring the doubt creeping in, I promised, “And I’ll be careful. I always am.”
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      While my aunt disappeared upstairs to gather supplies, Stowe carried the trunk into the kitchen and carefully placed it on the tile. “I guess there’s a spell on the exterior of the house to make it look rundown?”

      “Yeah. Impressive, right?”

      “Yes, and smart. No one would want to take a second look at this property.”

      He turned to leave, but I stopped him. “Wait. You should stay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Now that Ruby had agreed to teach me magic, even the tiniest bit, I was nervous. And having Stowe by my side helped.

      Ruby returned and stopped short at the sight of Stowe in her kitchen. “Well, well, you’re quite the strapping young gentleman.”

      I fought a laugh as she eyed him up and down a couple of times. “Aunt Ruby, this is my friend Stowe Thatcher.”

      “Just friend?”

      Um...

      “I’m wearing her down,” Stowe said with a wink in my direction.

      More than ready to change the subject, I said, “I asked Stowe to stay. Is that all right?”

      She looked between us. “We don’t normally practice in front of non-witches, but I’ll make an exception. There’s nothing normal about teaching you a spell without you joining the coven, anyway.”

      “Hold on.” Stowe turned to me. “You didn’t say anything about learning magic.”

      “Just a simple spell or two.” I narrowed my eyes, daring him to object further. I could easily banish him to the car, if that’s what it took.

      He must have read my expression, because he kept his mouth shut. But he didn’t look happy about it.

      “Do you know how to get the trunk open?” I asked Ruby.

      She knelt beside it. “I never thought I would see this again.” With her eyes closed, she pressed both hands to the wood. The hair on my arms stood on end as she began whispering words I didn’t understand.

      I waited, expecting the lock to release or the lid to spring open or…well, something. Instead, Ruby stood, a frown etched over her face.

      “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to try Alohomora?” Ruby and Stowe gave me blank looks. “What? Is no one here a Harry Potter fan?”

      “Oh, you mean that silly wizard movie?” Ruby said as she dug through a box on the counter. “I tried watching it, but all that wand waving made me dizzy.”

      Silly wizard movie? Was she kidding?

      “I guess witches don’t actually use wands?” Stowe asked.

      “Not that type,” she said with a little giggle.

      Oh my god. I put a hand over my eyes as Stowe let out a startled cough-laugh. “Uh, right.”

      “Anyway…” I said, hoping to get my aunt back on topic, “do you think you can open it?”

      “Of course.” She pulled a small object from the box and held it up. “I have this.”

      I zeroed in on the ancient-looking key. “What was that whole chanting thing about, then?”

      “Oh, that was just for show. I didn’t want your friend to be disappointed by the lack of drama.”

      Stowe grinned at me, clearly amused by my aunt, who was seeming quirkier by the minute.

      “But the trunk is spelled, right?” I asked. “It must have been to survive the fire.”

      “Well, yes, there’s always been an indestructible spell on it. I’m fairly certain that your grandmother added a spell to make sure it could only be opened by a Rose woman. But that won’t hold you back.”

      She pressed the key into my hand. “You should do the honors.”

      As I peered down at the skeleton key, I was transported back to a similar moment a mere six weeks earlier. Not because I was seeing a memory—my gloves were still on, after all—but because I was experiencing a major case of déjà vu.

      Unlocking my mom’s secret drawer had been the catalyst for everything that had transpired since that day. And, now, I found myself at a similar crossroads. I could walk away and leave well enough alone. Just because there was magic running through my veins didn’t mean I had to do anything with it.

      But where had ignoring my potential gotten me? Bad things still happened and would undoubtedly keep happening. I needed to use every weapon in my arsenal to combat the Collectors. And magic, while unsettling, was the best weapon at my disposal. I couldn’t afford to disregard it any longer.

      Resting on my knees in front of the trunk, I pushed the key into the lock and turned it. Though the key and lock had probably been around for a century or two, there wasn’t even a hint of resistance.

      With one hand on the lid, I looked up at Ruby, and she nodded at me approvingly. Here goes nothing.

      I pushed open the lid, half-expecting a Boggart to burst out of the trunk, taking the form of my worst nightmare. Not that I even knew what that would look like now that my dad was gone.

      Thankfully, not even a puff of dust drifted from the trunk. Slowly, I peeked inside. There was another, smaller box and a large, and very old, book. And that was it.

      Disappointment filled me. I didn’t know what I’d expected to find, but I was hoping for a treasure trove of family heirlooms at the very least. Something that would help me feel connected to a family that I’d never really known.

      “That’s it?” Stowe asked as he appeared above me. “Why the hell is it so heavy?”

      “That’s part of the spell,” Ruby answered. “It’s more difficult to steal when it takes three full-grown men to lug it around.” She scanned her gaze over Stowe once again. “Well, it usually does.”

      I reached in and removed the wooden box. It reminded me of a jewelry box I’d seen at an auction once. It was a very simple design, and the rosewood veneer was in almost-perfect condition. I was fairly certain it was made in Europe in the 1800s, but my full analysis would have to wait for later.

      Breathing a sigh of relief when the lid opened without a key, I found that my initial guess was correct. It was fashioned as a jewelry box, with a removable tray at the top that was divided into eleven sections. The interior was lined with luxurious velvet in a deep turquoise, and the backing on the underside of the lid was ruched...which meant it was probably disguising what was usually referred to as a “secret letter compartment.”

      “Do you know how to—”

      “Access the hidden compartment?” Ruby finished. “Of course.”

      She pressed her thumb to one of the screws behind the lock keep, and the compartment sprang forward. Instead of a letter, a necklace was tucked into the false backing.

      Ruby sighed happily, like she was re-discovering an old friend. “I’d hoped we would find this.” She smiled softly at me. “Go on.”

      I picked up the necklace, holding it in front of me. On a delicate chain hung a gold circle pendant that, while aged, still gleamed in the light. A rose resembling the one carved into my grandmother’s trunk was etched into the center of the circle, surrounded by symbols I didn’t recognize.

      “This talisman has been passed down through generations of Rose women. Your grandmother wanted you to have it, if you ever chose to embrace your magic.”

      “What does it do?”

      “It’s different for each person. I can’t promise it will keep you from harm, but it will guide you when you most need its power.”

      I slipped the chain over my neck, careful to tuck it under my collar so it wouldn’t come into contact with exposed skin. Maybe I’d want to see whatever memory it held someday, but not right now.

      Returning my attention to the jewelry box, I studied the items in each section. Instead of rings, earring, or necklaces, there were a number of small stones, including amethyst, jade, turquoise, and peridot. I could only guess at the others.

      I lifted the tray to reveal a second segmented compartment, but this one had glass vials with liquids, powders, and what appeared to be a collection of herbs. “What is all of this?”

      Ruby ran her fingers over several of the vials. “It’s all that’s left of your grandmother’s magical supplies. She must have destroyed the rest.”

      “The rest?”

      “She had an entire closet full of them when we were teenagers. I used to sneak ingredients from her...or tried to. She caught me every time.” Ruby shook her head, though a small smile graced her lips. “I never did figure out what spell she used that gave me away.”

      “It’s hard to believe she gave it all up.”

      “Trust me, I know. We never spoke after that without getting into an argument about it.” She clapped her hands together. “But that’s all in the past. Now, it’s time to teach you something.”

      She reached into the trunk and withdrew the book. “This is the most important part of the equation. The Rose book of spells.”

      “As in the only one? Why don’t you have it?”

      “I have access to plenty of other books that belong to the coven. Besides, I rarely practice anymore, beyond my little glamours. You need this more than I ever did.”

      She plunked the large book down on the kitchen table and took a seat in front of it. I followed and motioned for Stowe to sit next to me.

      “So, how does this work?” I asked as Ruby flipped through the book, searching. “Is there a recipe to follow? Do I have to brew a potion?” I thought back to the memory I had from touching the trunk. My grandmother had appeared to put a spell on it from speaking words that hadn’t sounded like English. “Or do the spells rely on chanting?”

      She laughed. “Slow down. It depends on the spell, but we’ll focus on what you can do with crystals. It’s the safest and simplest option.”

      Settling on a page in the book, she angled it toward me. Names of different crystals were listed, along with the powers they possessed. Next to each power was a color that didn’t seem to have any correlation to the crystal itself.

      “What does the color mean?”

      “It’s for the color of rose you need to complete the spell.”

      “Rose? Really?” I’d heard of burning sage, but the idea of using roses was completely new to me.

      “Does it have something to do with your last name?” Stowe asked, and my eyes shot to him. I’d practically forgotten he was there.

      “Actually, yes,” Ruby answered. “That’s how our ancestors took on the surname. And it’s why we always pass down the name to our children, disregarding our culture’s tradition of taking the father’s name. It’s more than a name—it’s a connection to our magic. Technically, any color or type of rose can be used for the spells, but over the last century or so, Rose witches discovered that certain colors were more effective than others, depending on the intended result.”

      “So, it’s more of a suggestion than a requirement?”

      “Yes. But I always try to use the recommended rose. Which is why I have a greenhouse full of them.” Her eyes brightened. “Do you want to see?”

      “Absolutely.”

      We followed her outside, and I came to a full stop when I caught sight of the backyard. Actually, backyard didn’t begin to describe it. There were multiple houses spread out over too many acres for me to judge. A dirt road led to a large structure that appeared to be a garage, and there was a walkway that ran between it and each of the houses. Trees dotted the landscape, and a pretty white gazebo sat next to a pond with a bridge over it.

      “Whaaat...”

      Ruby paused. “Oh, did I forget to mention that the rest of the coven lives on this property?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “I originally purchased the land back when the Collectors first showed up in Richmond, just in case it was needed. But we didn’t move out here until we officially went into hiding.”

      “It’s...wow.” Although I’d already accepted that my eyes were deceiving me when it came to my aunt’s house, I never would have suspected that she was concealing an entire commune in her backyard. It was as impressive as it was strange.

      “It’s a great piece of land,” Stowe said, seemingly undisturbed by the unexpected view.

      “Thank you. We like it.” Ruby walked the short distance to the greenhouse and ushered us inside.

      The small glass structure was practically overflowing with different plants. But the vast majority of the space was filled with roses in every color and variety I could imagine.

      “Obviously, this isn’t the best season for them,” Ruby said as she flitted from plant to plant, “but I’m happy with how many are currently blooming.”

      “They’re incredible.”

      After we spent a while inspecting the flowers, Ruby walked over to a cupboard and reached for a plastic storage container on the middle shelf.

      “Here, let me,” Stowe said as he came up behind her and grabbed the container.

      “Such a gentleman.” Her smile turned mischievous. “Don’t you agree, Adele?”

      I couldn’t resist smiling at her transparency. “Indeed, he is.”

      “If I was thirty years younger, you might have a little competition for his affections.”

      “Competition, huh?” Stowe grinned at me. “Is this how you feel all the time? I kind of like it.”

      Heat crept up my neck. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Ruby raised her penciled-in eyebrows. “Do you have more than one suitor?”

      “Maybe,” I said noncommittally while shooting Stowe a glare.

      “Good for you, dear. You’re only young once.” A dreamy look came over her lined face. “Might as well take advantage of it.”

      It wasn’t like that, but I didn’t bother arguing. Ruby would believe what she wanted, and who was I to crush her daydreams?

      She plucked a peach rose and started heading back toward the house. “We can use this for what I’m going to show you, but you don’t need fresh flowers to spell crystals. You can use the dried petals in that container Stowe is carrying for any spells you try at home. They are labeled by variation and color.”

      Once we were back at the kitchen table, Ruby pointed to where “tiger’s eye” was listed in the book. “Let’s start here,” she said, retrieving a golden-brown stone from the jewelry box.

      “The first thing you need to know is that crystals must be purged of any residual energy before using them for a magical purpose. The best way is to bathe them in the light of a full moon. Never try to spell a crystal that hasn’t been cleansed.”

      “Maybe I should take notes,” I said, suddenly feeling overwhelmed. And we hadn’t actually done anything yet.

      “Just listen. Everything I tell you should begin to feel instinctual. Now, your grandmother’s crystals have already been cleansed and protected by the magic of the jewelry box, so they’re safe to use.

      “I chose tiger’s eye because it can help bring good fortune. This spell will enhance that, making it a source of luck, so to speak.”

      She placed the crystal and rose in front of me.

      “The spell itself is very simple. All you have to do is hold the stone in one hand and the rose—specifically, a petal—in the other and concentrate on what it is you’re hoping to achieve. In this case, good fortune. Once the idea consumes you, speak the intention aloud.”

      I looked down at the two objects with suspicion. “That’s it?”

      “Technically, yes, but it’s important that you focus. Are you familiar with meditation techniques?”

      I fought back a laugh. Why was I even surprised that I would once again need to be good at something that was a constant thorn in my side?

      “I’m familiar with them. Doesn’t mean I’m any good at them.”

      “Well, try to utilize those techniques to increase your concentration. I’ve always found that relaxation is key.”

      My shoulders tensed at the mere idea of relaxing. “Right.” I removed my gloves and picked up the stone in my right hand and grasped the top of the rose in my left. “What, exactly, am I supposed to say?”

      “There aren’t magic words, per se. It’s all about the intent. Ask the crystal to do what you want of it.”

      I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes. It sounded so hokey. But I knew this was serious business to my aunt, and I didn’t want to offend her. And it wasn’t like I didn’t believe what she was telling me. I’d already seen firsthand what a spelled stone could do. If pyrite could make me appear like a completely different person, I was eager to see what tiger’s eye could do. I deserved a little luck in my life.

      Drawing on my meditation training, I closed my eyes and controlled my breathing. When everything faded except the concept of luck, I said, “Tiger’s eye, stone of discernment and courage, infuse yourself with good fortune.”

      An energy like I’d never experienced before crackled around me, but only for a second. Opening my eyes, I held my breath as I peered down at the stone, hoping for some indication that the spell had worked. But it looked exactly the same.

      I glanced over at Aunt Ruby, and she was smiling widely at me. “How did that feel?”

      My breath came out in a whoosh. “I don’t know. There was a second where it felt like something was happening, but then it went away.”

      “That’s because this was a simple spell. It only took a second.”

      “So, it worked?”

      “Yes, congratulations.” She clasped her hands together. “You’ve popped your witch cherry!”

      Stowe chuckled next to me, but I didn’t bother shooting him a dirty look. I was too busy staring at the small stone in my hand that now held power it didn’t a few seconds ago. It was astonishing but also something else. Something indescribable.

      I—Adele Rose—had used magic. It was the simplest of spells, sure, but that part didn’t matter. I’d done something that I’d once believed was reserved for fiction. And the world was still turning.

      But I did feel different. Like the secrets of life were at my fingertips, and I only had to grab hold of them to reach enlightenment. At the same time, the vastness of everything I didn’t know, that I needed to learn, sat heavily on my shoulders.

      As apprehensive as I’d been about embracing my witchy side, I hadn’t expected this...this shift in the fabric of my being. Especially not so soon.

      There was no ignoring the magic inside me.

      Not anymore.

      A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and I jumped. “Whoa, there,” Stowe said softly. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I’m good.” I tried to gain some semblance of control over my scattered thoughts as I turned to my aunt. “So, how does the stone work? Do I need to hold it against my skin like the pyrite?”

      “Yes and no.” Without touching the tiger’s eye, she placed the stone in a small pouch and cinched it together. “This spell isn’t meant to be permanent like the one on the pyrite I gave you. When you’re ready to use it, hold it against your skin. But make sure it’s a time when you need good fortune shining down on you, because the effect will fade quickly. Probably within an hour.”

      “Kind of like the Felix Felicis potion,” I said more to myself than my companions. They clearly wouldn’t understand the Harry Potter reference, anyway.

      “And always store the crystals in the most organic fabric you can find, since they can absorb the energy of whatever they touch. I’ll give you a package of the bags I use.”

      “Okay. Can the spell be re-done if I want to use it again?”

      Ruby’s expression sobered. “Technically, yes, but you have to be careful. No spell, regardless of how simple, is intended to be used in excess. My recommendation is that you don’t repeat any spells...at least, not until you’ve received more training. You need to ease into this.”

      “Okay, I understand.”

      She pulled me into a hug, and I didn’t even hesitate to return it. “I’m proud of you, Adele. You did great.”

      “Thank you.”

      When she released me, I could see the worry in the creases around her eyes and in the set of her mouth. She glanced at the spell book and sighed. “I hope I don’t regret this.”

      That made two of us.
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      The drive back to the estate was quiet, including our stop to switch vehicles. Stowe appeared to be lost in thought, and I didn’t have a clue what to say to him. Before today, I’d known I was a witch. But now I felt like one. And I’d barely tapped into the power I knew was simmering beneath the surface.

      Embracing my witchy side felt good, better than I’d ever expected. I was in possession of an entire book of spells that could potentially turn the tide in this war against the Collectors...if I was brave and experienced enough to use them.

      Unfortunately, I’d only learned how to place spells on crystals, and temporary ones, at that. Ruby’s repeated warnings reverberated through my head. Trying too much too soon was dangerous. Though the temptation to push the boundaries she’d set was strong, I needed to curb my impulses.

      Start small, I cautioned myself.

      My gaze strayed to Stowe, and the memory of my aunt’s reaction to him made me smile. He’d taken the attention in stride, even enjoyed it. Which was so like him.

      The more time I spent with Stowe Thatcher, the more I admired him. He had every reason to be angry, especially after finding out about Jameson’s vision. But he’d accepted it all with minimal angst. And instead of worrying about why the Collectors wanted to kill him, he turned his attention and protective instincts toward me and Jem.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Stowe glanced over at me. “We both know you didn’t want me to come with you today.”

      “I thought I didn’t, but I was wrong.”

      When he’d disagreed with me about working for Mason last night, I’d instinctively pushed him away. Though counterintuitive, there was a part of me that was more comfortable believing I was in this mess with the Collectors alone. That my choices, good or bad, were my own.

      But I wasn’t alone, and my choices didn’t only affect me. They impacted everyone around me. As much as that scared me, I needed to finally give in and accept it. Embrace it, even.

      “I’m sorry about last night. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

      Stowe stared at the road, not speaking, not reacting. Nothing. I’d assumed he wasn’t that mad at me, but now I wasn’t so sure. Maybe I’d taken his good temperament for granted. That seemed like something I would do.

      “I’m glad you were with me when I performed my first spell.” I hesitated, wondering if I should keep going, considering his lack of response. “You make me feel safe, even when I’m afraid.”

      All of a sudden, he swerved onto a deserted side road and slammed the Expedition into park.

      “What—”

      He didn’t reply, just hopped out, rounding the front of the car before I finished unbuckling my seatbelt. Stowe opened my door, but instead of helping me down, he moved in close, crowding me.

      I started to inch away, but then I glanced at his face. He wasn’t angry. He was…soft. If it was possible to describe a man of his size and strength that way. The gold flecks in his brown eyes shimmered, and his lips were parted, making me want to nip at them with my teeth.

      He lightly grasped my hips and shifted my body toward his. My legs fell open of their own accord, and heat swirled in my belly as he moved in between them.

      His gaze sought and held mine. Finding an intensity that would likely change our relationship in an instant, my mouth went dry. Whatever he was going to say, I would never be the same. Of that and that alone, I was certain.

      “What is it, Stowe?”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Of my witchy ways?” I teased, unsure of what else to do. His strange behavior was freaking me out. I wanted to hear what he had to say, but I didn’t know if I was ready for it.

      His mouth twitched. “I have a healthy amount of respect for your witchy ways, but I’m not scared of what you can do.”

      “Then, what is it?”

      He tightened his hands almost imperceptibly on my hips, but I was too tuned in to every point of contact not to notice. “I’m scared of moving too fast. I’m scared of moving too slow. Of waiting too long.”

      He rested his forehead against mine, like he had in the limo, and I closed my eyes expectantly. But he didn’t kiss me.

      “Most of all, I’m scared of losing you.” My eyes popped open and clashed with his. We were so close, all I could see was a swirl of gold and brown. “It feels like you’re slipping away from me.”

      His nose brushed mine, and darkness fell over my vision before a new scene came into focus.

      Warmth seeps into my limbs as I realize I’ve been transported to the meditation room at the spa. Stowe is on the floor, watching Jem sit down in front of a woman. But it’s not just any woman—it’s me.

      It takes a couple of beats, but I realize this is that first day at the spa when I met Stowe.

      The me in the past removes her gloves and says to Jem, “Okay, think about a particularly happy memory from your childhood. It has to be a specific moment in time.”

      Stowe leans forward, like he needs to be closer to the action.

      Jem is quiet for a few moments before announcing, “Got it.”

      Past Adele closes her eyes as she touches Jem’s hand. What can only be a second later, the me I’m watching reopens her eyes, and a happy smile covers her face. “You’re lucky. I always wanted a treehouse.”

      Jem says something, but I can’t concentrate, because a rush of emotions like I’ve never experienced crashes into me. My pulse thrums, and my heart feels like it’s going to burst.

      These feelings are more than desire. They’re curiosity and amazement and protectiveness surrounded by intense longing.

      For the first time ever, I lose track of the memory as I attempt to process and adjust to the sensations coursing through me. Because these aren’t just anyone’s emotions—they’re Stowe’s. And they’re all for me.

      I forced my eyes open, breaking the vision, and stared at Stowe with utter confusion. That memory took place no more than thirty minutes after we met. How could he have experienced all of that so soon?

      It was impossible.

      Wasn’t it?

      But I’d felt it. And, as far as I knew, there was no way to fake the emotions in a memory.

      “Stowe…” My tongue felt like it was tied in some kind of complicated sailing knot as I attempted to form a complete thought, much less a sentence.

      “You saw?” His breath whispered over my lips.

      “I don’t understand. How…?”

      “How what?”

      “You’d just met me. How could you feel…that?”

      He chuckled and leaned back slightly, so we could see each other clearly again.

      “Maybe love at first sight isn’t possible, but I don’t know, Daphne. What I experienced when I saw you smile felt pretty damn close.” He smoothed a strand of my hair, something he’d done before. It was nice. “I was entranced, infatuated.”

      “And, now?” I drew in a deep breath for courage. “Do you still feel that way?”

      “No.” My heart skittered to a stop before slowly beginning to pump again. “What I feel now is so much bigger. You’re more than a beautiful, enchanting woman. You’re strong and determined and caring and, let’s not forget, funny as hell.”

      I couldn’t hold back a smile, but that didn’t mean I agreed with him. “I think you’re seeing what you want to see.”

      “Isn’t that what love is?”

      I clamped my jaw shut to stop it from falling open. Was he saying…?

      Stowe grinned, and the smile grew until it couldn’t get any wider. “I love you, Adele. It’s possible that I have since the moment we met. But even if it wasn’t true then, I know it is now. You believe in me. You make me want to be worthy of you.”

      He slid his hand to the back of my head and drew my mouth toward his. I eagerly met him in the middle, cementing our bond in a way that words couldn’t. He made me feel so much already, and I still needed more. More of the masculine scrape of his beard against my sensitive skin. More of the taste of his mouth, spicy and sweet.

      Threading his fingers through my hair, he whispered “I love you” again and again against my mouth. Guilt slithered into my consciousness, but I pushed back, determined to ignore it. I parted my lips, silently asking Stowe to slip his tongue inside. He groaned and complied, meeting me thrust for thrust.

      Still, my brain wouldn’t shut off. I twined my arms around his neck, trying desperately to let the kiss consume me. Make me forget about everything, and everyone, else. But even the most incredible kiss in the history of incredible kisses wouldn’t be enough to keep the doubt and worry from seeping through my consciousness.

      Pulling back, I shrank into myself. Yearning and guilt waged a war deep in my soul. Stowe told me he loved me, and I couldn’t say it back. Not while I harbored feelings for his best friends. His family.

      But how could I reject him without sacrificing a piece of myself?

      “What’s wrong?” Confusion laced his voice, and I couldn’t blame him for wondering what happened. I barely understood it myself.

      “I’m the one who isn’t worthy of you, don’t you see that? You’re so good, and I…I’m a mess.”

      “That’s not true.”

      His certainty made me want to retreat even further into myself. “You’re just saying that because you don’t know everything.”

      “What don’t I know? That you have a thing for Noah and Jameson and, hell, maybe even Mason?”

      My eyes flew to his. “What? I don’t even know Mason.”

      He released a short laugh. “Maybe not, but I saw the sparks flying between you two at the masquerade. There was interest on both sides.”

      As I shook my head in denial, Shakespeare’s line about protesting too much came to mind. From those first few minutes with him, Mason had flirted with me, and I couldn’t deny my instant attraction to him. But that was it. It had to be.

      I was already struggling with my feelings for three guys who I knew—or, in Jameson’s case, suspected—were good. Throwing Mason and his questionable motives into the mix was a terrible idea.

      Not that any of that changed my current predicament. If nothing else, Noah had made it clear that he wanted to be with me. And I felt the same way about him.

      I’d been doing a pretty bang up job of ignoring this problem. But now that it was staring me in the face, I clutched at my stomach, feeing nauseated. I couldn’t continue going around kissing multiple guys and expect there not to be repercussions.

      Stowe pulled me out of the SUV and into his arms. “It’s okay. I’ve told you I don’t like to see you sad.”

      I burrowed into shoulders that might as well have been boulders. Soft ones. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Believe it or not, not everything has to be complicated.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I muttered. My life had become a revolving door of complications.

      “Then, let me prove it to you. Let’s go out—you, me, Noah, and Jameson. We deserve a little fun.”

      I mulled that over. The four of us had spent time together over the last couple of weeks, at meals or to watch a movie. But we hadn’t left the estate as a group. Not to do anything remotely fun.

      Maybe it would be good for us. “Yeah, okay.”

      “I’ll set it up, then. Are you ready to go home?”

      I snuggled deeper into him, inhaling the faint scent of citrus and spice on his skin. He was warm, and I didn’t want to move. “Not yet.”

      In the safety of his arms, I could believe everything would turn out all right. Even when those feelings faded, at least I’d have these moments of contentment to cling to. More than contentment, really. Because, whether I deserved him or not, Stowe Thatcher loved me.
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      With the Rose book of spells open in front of me on the bed, I skimmed the list of crystals. Pausing on one I recognized, I couldn’t help but snicker. Ruby: promotes love and increases sexual pleasure. My aunt undoubtedly appreciated sharing a name with that particular crystal.

      It was too bad my grandmother’s collection of stones didn’t include a ruby. Since I was essentially going on a date with two men today, I could use a love spell about now. Not that there was a single spell in the book that would truly help me with my dilemma. Noah and Stowe could claim they were happy to continue the status quo until they were blue in the face. But I wasn’t so sure. This situation was bound to get awkward as hell at some point.

      How did one go about balancing relationships with two men with vastly different personalities who also happened to live together?

      I probably needed a self-help book on the subject, if such a thing even existed. But I’d already decided that my love life wasn’t a priority right now. Which meant making every attempt to go with the flow. If Noah and Stowe were cool with the three of us going out together, then I would be as well.

      Goodbye, worrier Adele.

      Hello, chill as fuck Adele.

      I almost snorted aloud at the thought. Chill would never describe me, no matter how hard I tried. And that was the problem, wasn’t it? If I had to try, I would never achieve it. Easygoing wasn’t a goal; it was a state of mind. And my mind didn’t swing that way.

      Even the fact that Jameson had begged off the outing was eating at me. He’d made himself scarce for the last few days, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when Noah broke the news this morning that Mr. Assface wasn’t accompanying us.

      As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t disappointed. Whenever I took a step forward with Jameson, I found myself on the ground, wondering why I’d bothered to attempt walking in the first place. Maybe it was time to accept that we’d never be anything more than housemates.

      Shifting my attention back to the spell book, I clutched the chain of the Rose family talisman hanging around my neck while continuing to skim the list of crystals. There were so many spells that called out to me. Ones for optimism, self-awareness, serenity, inspiration. But, as helpful as those might be, this particular search wasn’t about me. If I was going to practice magic, I intended to help the people I cared about while I was at it.

      Finally, I found one that looked promising. Black Tourmaline: absorbs negative energy from external influences—orange. I checked the list Ruby made of the crystals in my grandmother’s collection before selecting a jagged black stone from the rosewood box.

      Was I ready to do this again?

      If I wanted to help Noah, I had to be.

      After removing my gloves, I held an orange rose petal in one hand and the stone in the other. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply and counted the seconds while I exhaled. I repeated the technique until my mind was clear and breathing steady.

      “Black Tourmaline, crystal of emotional guidance, absorb surrounding negative energy and emotions.”

      Once again, there was a shift in the air around me, for just a moment.

      Opening my eyes, I looked down at the stone. “Please work.” After placing it in an organic cotton bag, I tucked it in my crossbody purse, along with the pyrite and tiger’s eye. Just in case. If I kept spelling crystals, I was going to have to switch to a backpack.

      Carefully closing the spell book, I returned it and the rosewood box to my grandmother’s trunk and locked it. Ruby had assured me that the protective spell on the trunk was still in effect, for which I was grateful. I couldn’t stand the thought of the few treasures my grandmother passed down to me being destroyed. Even though she’d renounced her coven and the practice of magic, she’d ensured I was given the opportunity to make my own choice.

      I wondered what she would say if she was here now. Would she discourage me from embracing my heritage, or would she understand my desire to protect the people in my life? I had to believe it would be the latter. When it came down to it, she’d put my dad’s safety first by keeping him from being pulled into the world of magic. If only I’d been able to do the same with the Collectors.

      “Hey, you ready?”

      I turned to find Noah leaning against the doorjamb. He was wearing faded jeans, sneakers, and his “PEOPLE...NOT A BIG FAN” sweatshirt. Damn, he made casual look good. The clothes fit his lean frame well, and the dark blue shirt somehow made his vivid eyes appear even more dazzling. The front of his espresso-colored hair was mussed, making me want to run my fingers through it to either smooth it down or really mess it up.

      Noah’s expression turned knowing, so I reached for my purse, hoping to distract him and myself. “Oh, is it that time already?”

      “Yeah, but we can wait, if you’re not ready.”

      “It’s fine. I just lost track of time.”

      “More appraisal work?”

      “No, Marie is taking a break for the holidays. It’s hard to believe Christmas is a little over a week away.”

      Most of the time, I wasn’t even aware that it was December. Which was probably for the best, because when I did think about Christmas, I thought about filling the house with my mom’s decorations. I thought about baking cookies for the men at the fire station. I thought about selecting the perfect gift for George. And I thought about my dad. How, even when it was just the two of us, he’d always tried his best to make the holiday memorable.

      “Do you think you’ll have time to continue working for her now that you’re technically employed by Mason?”

      That was an excellent question, one I wished I knew the answer to. Mason and I had talked on the phone a couple of times over the last three days. But he’d remained vague about what working for him actually meant. It wasn’t like he’d given me a date and time to show up at the office. If he even had one.

      The only thing he had assured me was that he’d made it clear to Intuition Financial Group that I was now a member of his team. Though he was confident that information would help protect me, I was doubtful. After everything Grace and her minions had done in an attempt to cajole me into working for them, I couldn’t believe they would give up now. It didn’t make sense.

      Not that anything the Collectors did made sense to me. They were monsters, plain and simple. At least, that’s what I told myself. It was easier that way.

      “I still don’t know what Mason wants me to do for him, so who knows. Hopefully, I can do both.”

      Although logging pieces for the appraisal was a rather mundane task, it was the only “normal” thing I had left. I needed that connection to the antique world, and my former life, to feel sane.

      “By the way, I talked to Stowe and Jameson about Mason.”

      His expression didn’t give anything away, so I had no idea if that was a good thing or not. “Oh?”

      “I explained how earnest he was during our meeting.” His smile was apologetic. “They’re not totally convinced, but it seemed to help.”

      “So, you don’t think I’m crazy to work with him?”

      “No, but he obviously wants something from you. Until we know what that is, be careful.”

      “I will.”

      How could I not be? Mason needed to earn my trust; I just wished we had more time. When the Collectors were involved, I had the tendency to fly by the seat of my pants. And I didn’t like it...not one bit.

      “Thank you for talking to Stowe and Jameson.” After tucking my two cell phones inside my purse, I pulled on a pair of navy gloves with brown leather bands knotted at the wrists. “Am I dressed appropriately?”

      The guys had refused to tell me what we were doing today, so I’d done my best with their vague suggestions to wear something comfortable and warm. Leave it to a couple of men to be less than helpful in that area. I’d finally decided on jeans, a light blue tee, navy sweatshirt-blazer, white and blue plaid scarf, and brown ankle boots. I’d also laid out a coat and hoodie, in case I needed to change things up.

      “You’re perfect.”

      His voice held extra meaning, and I pretended not to notice, though he would know better. I wasn’t even close to perfect. He should realize that more than anyone.

      “Oh.” I reached into my purse and removed the Black Tourmaline. Now was as good a time as any to give it to him. “This is for you. But don’t open it. Not yet.”

      He accepted the bag, his bright eyes curious. “What is it?”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip, suddenly hesitant to explain. What if he found the gift offensive? He’d been struggling to control his ability, and its effects, for his entire life. And I thought, what? That my ten-second spell would magically fix things? Literally.

      I didn’t even know if the crystal would work. And, if it did, the effects would be temporary.

      Noah placed a careful hand on my shoulder. “Hey, whatever it is, there’s no need to worry.”

      His soft voice was as soothing as ever, giving me the strength to continue. “It’s a crystal. If you hold it against your skin, it should help protect you from other people’s negative emotions.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “But only temporarily, and I don’t even know for sure if the spell will work. It was probably a stupid—”

      Noah tightened his hand on my shoulder, and I forced myself to stop babbling.

      “You did a spell? For me?”

      “Yes.”

      “You may not see it, but you are perfect, Adele.”

      For the second time since I’d known him, one side of Noah’s mouth lifted more than the other, making his grin crooked. I didn’t even know why, but it was one of the hottest things I’d ever seen. My pulse thundered, and I was pretty sure if he didn’t kiss me, I’d crumple to the floor in disappointment.

      He lowered his head slowly, and when our mouths met, I believed him. Despite my flaws, I was perfect in his eyes. It was in the way he took his time, savoring my lips like they were the last bite of a sinfully decadent cake. It was in the gentle way he held my face in his hands and the contented sigh he breathed into me.

      Wanting to lose myself in his goodness, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed closer to him, hoping he felt the same adoration in my touch that I felt in his. He nipped at my bottom lip, and I opened to him. Our tongues collided, and what started out as sweet turned into something else. Something exciting. Hungry.

      He slid his hands down my back to my waist and pulled me flush against him. Feeling how turned on he was, I began to ache, needing more. I rocked into him, and he groaned, kneading my ass through my skintight jeans.

      “Adele,” he rasped, finally pulling away from my lips. “We have to stop.”

      “Why?”

      Noah released me and practically collapsed on the edge of the bed. “Too much.”

      It had seemed just right to me. But when I caught sight of the pronounced flush to his cheeks and beads of sweat at his temple, it hit me. His empathic abilities altered the way he experienced pleasure. As he’d explained it to me the first time we kissed, feeling my emotions on top of his own was overwhelming. And, considering how into him I’d been, he was probably barely hanging on.

      I waited for the embarrassment I was expecting, but it never showed up. Instead, I couldn’t resist smiling impishly at him. “I would say I’m sorry, but I’m so not.”

      “Good. I don’t want you to be sorry. I’m sure as hell not.” He shot me a rueful grin. “But I do need a minute.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll go fix my hair.”

      When I returned from the bathroom a few minutes later, Noah held up the bag holding the crystal. “Since I didn’t get around to saying it earlier, thank you for this.”

      “Oh, you said it, all right.” My gaze strayed to his lips, and, even knowing he couldn’t handle it right now, I wanted to devour them again.

      “Come on.” He reached for my arm and headed toward the door. “We really need to get out of your bedroom.”

      “You may be right about that.” As we walked down the stairs, I asked, “So, are you going to tell me where we’re going now?”

      “What part of ‘it’s a surprise’ don’t you understand?” Stowe was standing at the bottom of the steps, his smile betraying his annoyed tone as fake.

      “Oh, I understand it fine. I’m just not sure I like it.”

      “You don’t have to control everything, Daphne,” he replied as I reached his side.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “The Mermaid Factory was a good surprise, wasn’t it?” Noah said more than asked.

      “The best.”

      “Well, then, you know you can trust us.”

      “That part, I never doubted.”

      “What’s taking so long?” I twisted my head to gape at Jameson, who had entered the room behind me. He wore jeans with a black sweater and boots, and his coat was in his hands.

      “I thought you weren’t going?” It wasn’t meant as an accusation, but even I could admit that it sounded like one coming out of my mouth. Oh well.

      “I changed my mind,” he replied pleasantly.

      He was giving me whiplash, and this wasn’t the first time I’d thought so. It was getting seriously old. Mr. Assface or Mr. Hot and Not-So-Frowny? Why couldn’t he pick a side already?

      “Why?”

      “Does it matter?”

      My hackles rising—that was a real thing, apparently—I narrowed my eyes. “Yeah, it does matter. We—” I gestured between myself, Noah, and Stowe. “Intend to have a good time today. And I’d rather not have you there, if you’re going to ruin it with your Grinchy attitude.”

      Lips quirking, he asked, “Grinchy? Really?”

      Okay, so, maybe I hadn’t completely forgotten about Christmas. I’d caught one of my favorite movies on TV last night. And, green skin or no, Jameson Drake had way too much in common with the Grinch. It was a good thing he didn’t have a dog, because he’d probably end up using the poor thing for slave labor.

      “Yes, Grinchy.”

      Stowe let out a puff of air that most likely came with a grin. But I didn’t take my eyes off Jameson to check. He needed to know I was serious. I’d spent too long convincing myself that this outing was a good idea to let him wreck it now.

      “What if I promise to be more Cindy Lou Who than Grinch?”

      I jerked my head back. He was a Dr. Seuss fan?

      Still... “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Give me a chance.”

      The words were innocuous enough, but the sincerity in his voice and the pleading in his dark eyes suggested a deeper meaning. I should have wanted to deny him, to end this back and forth between us once and for all. But I didn’t. And what did that say about me?

      I stalked past him and toward the garage. “Fine. Let’s go.”
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      The four of us piled into the Expedition. Still having no idea what to expect out of the day, I was surprised when Stowe parked in front of a large Colonial house a few minutes later. A number of other cars were parked on the street, but there was nothing posted to indicate the reason.

      Before I had a chance to ask what was going on, Jameson was out of the front seat and opening my door for me. Huh.

      I peered up at him as I passed to find him watching me closely. For what, I didn’t know. Why did he have to be so frustrating?

      More importantly, why did I let him get to me? It was a question I was probably better off leaving unanswered.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked as we walked up the driveway.

      Stowe shook his head at me, though he was smiling. “Impatient much?”

      “A little.”

      When we walked in the front door and were met by an agent I’d met a few times, I felt pretty stupid. I should have realized this was an estate sale. It just never occurred to me that they’d bring me to one.

      “This is what we’re doing today? Going to estate sales?”

      “This is only the first stop.” Noah guided me past the entrance and into the formal living room. “We each picked an activity for the day. Except, this one was a joint effort. Hope you like it.”

      I nodded, and, if it was possible for eyes to glow with gratitude, I had a feeling mine were doing just that. My reaction would probably seem silly to most people. But the fact that, even after such a short timeframe, they knew me well enough to choose the perfect activity? That meant something.

      “We also thought you might like to buy a few things for the house. Things you would choose for your own home.”

      “Really?”

      I glanced at Mr. Whiplash. Although the Psych Squad all considered the Drake estate home, I couldn’t help thinking of Jameson as the rightful owner. And I half-expected him to voice an objection—scowl included—to the idea of placing random antiques around his professionally-decorated house.

      When he appeared unfazed, I pushed…just a little. Finding the nearest piece of gaudy furniture, I made a beeline for it. The large Victorian cabinet was an antique, all right, but that didn’t make it attractive. “What about this? It would go great in the living room.”

      Jameson didn’t even hesitate. “I don’t think it’ll fit in the back of the Expedition. Do they offer delivery at these things?”

      Okay, one point to Mr. Lou Who.

      As we meandered through the house, I had to admit the guys were good sports. They asked questions and seemed genuinely interested in my commentary about the value, or lack thereof, of certain pieces.

      Though most of the furniture was modern, there were a few antiques I had my eye on. When I walked into a bright guest room, I knew my search had come to an end. A 1930s vanity with an attached mirror and matching stool sat in the corner. Though it had been painted white with black legs and top, I didn’t even care. The work was professional and beautifully done.

      The petite bench was covered in a fresh-looking floral fabric, and the knobs had been replaced with crystal ones. It would fit perfectly in the otherwise contemporary décor of my bedroom at the estate while still reminding me of a similar one my mom had used.

      I’d sat on the bench often, scrutinizing my extraordinarily pale skin and red hair, dreaming of the day I could wear makeup and wondering if I’d ever be as pretty as my mom. While Mom brushed my hair, she’d tell me I was the most beautiful girl in the world and that, one day, a man as handsome and kind as my father would sweep me off my feet.

      My mind wandered to the men in my life, and my heart twisted with happiness and then sorrow. Every memory of my parents was now bittersweet. Neither of them would be there to see me walk down the aisle or get to experience the joy of spoiling their grandchildren. I’d already adjusted to the fact that my mom would be missing from those moments, but my dad? In my daydreams, he’d always been present.

      Was it even possible for those dreams to come true if he wasn’t there to experience them with me?

      “You change your mind?”

      I started at the sound of Jameson’s voice near my shoulder and wiped at my watery eyes before twisting to face him. “What?”

      “Noah and Stowe already left to buy it for you, but I’m starting to think they acted too soon.”

      “How did they know?” I hadn’t said a thing about the vanity since we walked in the room.

      He lifted his eyebrows in that infuriating way of his. “Really?”

      Noah, of course. As well as he could interpret my emotions, he might as well be able to read my thoughts.

      “Right. I should go find them so I can pay for it.”

      “Consider it a housewarming gift,” Jameson said easily. Too easily. Was this their plan all along?

      “I don’t think I’m owed a housewarming gift from the people whose house I’m crashing at.” Even though I’d tried, they didn’t even let me pay rent.

      “You’re not crashing.” He bit down on his plump bottom lip for a second, but it was a second too long. Because, now, I was wondering what that lip would feel like dragging across mine. “I think we’ve made it pretty clear that we want you there. What else do you need?”

      “Stowe, Noah, and Jem have made it clear that they want me there.” I didn’t see the need to finish that thought. He knew how he’d been acting.

      “And you think I don’t?”

      He took one step toward me, then another, until our bodies were only separated by an inch or two. I had to crane my neck to peer into his face. Then, I wished I hadn’t. When he relaxed his features, he was so damn appealing, it almost hurt to look at him.

      And I didn’t need any more pain.

      Just like I didn’t need to lose myself in the infinite depths of his dark eyes.

      Yet, I found myself leaning in, drawn to him like an innocent little fly to a bug zapper. I should have known better, but I didn’t seem to care. I was more than ready to sacrifice myself to the light.

      He grasped my shoulders, the heat of his touch seeping through my blazer. “You’re wrong. I do want you...there.”

      My pulse thrummed violently as his head dipped, and—

      Voices drifted to us from the hall, and I jerked away. Jameson dropped his hands to his sides but didn’t say anything. He just stared at me while I attempted to look at anything and everything other than him.

      When two women entered the bedroom, I headed toward the door. “We should probably find the others.”

      “Sure.”

      Balling my shaking hands into fists, I quickly made my way through the house. My heart was still racing, but I couldn’t decide if it was more from relief or discontentment. All I knew was that everything would be better when I was back with Noah and Stowe. In their own ways, they both made me feel safe, and I needed that right now.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when I caught sight of Stowe’s big body. He smiled as we approached. “They can’t deliver until next week. Is that okay?”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Good deal. Are you ready for our next stop?”

      “Definitely.” Anything to get out of this stuffy house. “Thank you for the vanity,” I said to both him and Noah. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “It’s a house—”

      “Warming gift,” I finished for Stowe. “Yeah, I know. Still, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But it was Jameson’s idea, so you should really be thanking him.”

      I glanced at Jameson, who was standing slightly away from us, his expression blank. Swallowing past the lump of uncertainty in my throat, I said, “Thank you.”

      He shrugged. “It was nothing.”

      Or was it everything?

      On the way to our next destination, the guys only revealed that it was Jameson’s turn. I tried to anticipate what he would choose, but I had nothing. Other than his interest in yoga and rather large collection of books, I still didn’t know anything about him. He watched football with Stowe but didn’t seem particularly devoted to a team. I’d seen him playing video games with Noah a few times. And that was it. What the hell else did Jameson like to do?

      When Stowe pulled into the parking lot of a local brewery, I couldn’t hide my smile. Jameson might live in a mansion and drive an expensive sports car, but he wasn’t a snob. I liked that about him.

      We passed two food trucks in the parking lot, one specializing in gourmet hot dogs and the other with vegan offerings. “That’s convenient,” I said to Noah. The brewery wouldn’t be enjoyable for him, since he didn’t drink at all. And most food trucks were most likely off-limits due to his self-imposed dietary restrictions. Being an empath really did take the fun out of life.

      Noah’s gaze was focused on Jameson. “Yeah, convenient.”

      “Are you saying you think he made sure a vegan truck was here today?”

      He must have heard the disbelief in my voice, because he turned his gaze to me. “I’ve told you before. There’s more to him than he lets you see.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      My mind strayed to his surprise cupcake and hot chocolate delivery. He’d definitely proved it that night. And he proved it again at the estate sale. Maybe it was time for me to stop saying I was going to give him a chance and actually do it.

      “Come on.” I tugged on Noah’s hand. “Help me pick out something yummy from the vegan truck.”

      He chuckled. “Most people wouldn’t put yummy and vegan in the same sentence.”

      “True. But I’m not most people. Besides, I’m starving, and I don’t do wieners.”

      He smirked at my too-obvious joke. “That’s too bad.”

      Fifteen minutes later, we joined Stowe and Jameson at a table inside the brewery. Since they only served a few appetizers, they encouraged customers to bring their food truck meals inside to enjoy. It was a little odd but also made sense. People likely bought more beer that way.

      I took the first bite of my vegan nachos and moaned aloud. Each chip was covered in black beans, jalapeños, guacamole, and drizzled with Sriracha sauce. “This is my kind of vegan food. Why don’t you make stuff like this at home?” I asked Noah.

      “Yeah, Noah.” Stowe nodded vigorously. “You should make Adele nachos anytime she wants them.”

      “You’re just upset that your mac and cheese recipe doesn’t make her moan like that,” Jameson retorted.

      My chip got stuck halfway down my throat, and I had to steal Noah’s bottle of water to force it down.

      “You okay?” Jameson asked innocently.

      “Peachy.” I took another long swig of water, this time to cool off.

      I should have been used to having all three of them focused on me. It wasn’t anything new, after all. But this was different. We were on a…well, I didn’t even know what to call it. A friendly outing? A date? I had no idea. And that meant I didn’t know what they expected of me, and I didn’t really know what to expect of them.

      Still, spending time with them like this wasn’t as strange as I thought it would be. And that was the strange part. I should have been feeling awkward and worried. But, other than my confusion over Jameson, this felt oddly normal.

      A waitress appeared with a tray of beers and set glasses in front of me, Jameson, and Stowe.

      “I figured we could start with my favorite,” Jameson said, “and go from there.”

      “You come here often?” The brewery was busy, even for a Friday afternoon, but I liked the atmosphere. The converted warehouse was updated enough to be functional but still retained its industrial feel.

      He shrugged. “Enough.”

      I stared at the golden-colored liquid, working up to trying it. I didn’t normally drink beer, but I didn’t want to be a spoilsport, especially after the estate sale.

      Hesitantly, I took a sip and then another. It was kind of sweet at first but finished with a pronounced bitter flavor. It was different than anything I’d ever tasted, but it didn’t make me gag. So that was something.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s an agave-infused IPA. What do you think?”

      “I don’t hate it.”

      “Ringing endorsement.”

      “I like it better than any other beer I’ve tried,” I amended.

      “We can get you something else. Jem likes their root beer.”

      “No, this is fine.” I took another sip, and it went down smoother than the first two. “I’m getting used to it.”

      Stowe chuckled. “Watch yourself, or Jameson’s going to make a beer gal out of you yet.”

      He downed his glass in a few sips before waving down the waitress and ordering something different. I didn’t know enough about beer to judge his choice, but I guessed something called a “stout” wouldn’t be to my liking.

      “I talked to Jem this morning.”

      At Noah’s declaration, Jameson slammed his glass down on the table hard enough that liquid sloshed up and over the sides. “And you’re just mentioning this now?”

      “Yes.”

      I had to give Noah props for not being the least bit intimidated. Jameson’s glares could melt ice cream at the North Pole.

      Though Jem had texted Jameson a couple of times over the last few days, she wasn’t returning any of his calls. And she still hadn’t revealed where she was. I didn’t blame him for being worried about her. None of us were even leaving the house alone these days, much less going off to who-knew-where.

      “How is she?” I asked, hoping to defuse some of the tension, mostly for Noah’s sake.

      “She sounds fine. She’s planning on coming home Monday.”

      “That’s good.” Only three days to go. If we were lucky, Jameson could make it that long without losing his mind.

      And I missed my friend. I’d thought I didn’t want to discuss my love life with her, but now that the situation had escalated, I needed someone to talk to. She wasn’t exactly an impartial party, but she was the closest thing I had.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what she would think about me potentially dating her brother, Stowe, and Noah at the same time. It wasn’t the most socially acceptable approach, but we weren’t exactly normal, anyway. We didn’t have parents or employers to disapprove of our choices. I only had George to worry about, and I somehow doubted he’d have much to say on the subject. He’d probably be more concerned with vetting each of the guys.

      After we finished our food and drinks, we headed for our final destination. Apparently, Noah and Stowe had picked it together.

      Noah gave me a smile from next to me in the back seat. “We saved the best for last.”

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t get much better than an estate sale.” I was only partially teasing, especially knowing that the vanity was being delivered in a few days. I couldn’t wait to see it in my bedroom. I already had the perfect spot for it in mind.

      “I think you’ll change your mind,” Stowe replied as he pulled into a gravel parking lot near the ocean.

      It wasn’t immediately clear where we were, but when we got out of the SUV and I saw the sign, I gasped. “Horseback riding?”

      Stowe moved to my side. “On the beach, no less. Have you ever been?”

      “Unless pony rides at the county fair count, then no.”

      “Me neither.” He grinned. “It’s something I’ve always wanted to do, but I never had a good enough excuse to try it.”

      “And now you do?”

      He stopped walking, and I hung back with him, letting Jameson and Noah go on ahead. “I’m looking at her. Taking my girl horseback riding on the beach at sunset makes me sound like a badass. No dating for beginners for this guy.”

      I laughed but couldn’t resist needling him a little. “I’m not sure you can retain badass status when your girl is also accompanied by two other guys.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He moved in front of me, blocking Jameson and Noah from my sight. “The only person I see is you.”

      It would have been easy to assume he was joking, but his lack of smile told me otherwise. I didn’t fully understand it, but he saw me. The me I wanted to be…for him and for me.

      Even knowing it was a potentially awful idea, I couldn’t stop myself. I pushed up to my tiptoes to press my lips to his. Though the breeze had picked up and the temperature was dropping, his lips were warm. And soft. The sound of cars on the busy street behind us and calls of seagulls faded. It was just me and Stowe and the salty ocean air.

      A throat cleared, and with a sigh, Stowe released me. I took a step back and found Jameson watching us with a neutral expression. “They’re ready for us,” he said before walking away.

      Stowe slipped an arm around my waist and lowered his mouth to my ear. “Relax, Daphne. It’s all good.”

      “I’m relaxed.”

      He laughed. “Right. My bad.” Taking my gloved hand in his, he headed toward the stables, where Noah was waiting.

      After a short instructional session, we mounted our horses and slowly trotted down a dirt path to the beach. The sun was beginning to set, and the horizon was awash in soft tones of blue, orange, and pink.

      The beauty and peace of the moment struck me in the chest. Guilt tugged at my conscience, but I ignored it. My dad wouldn’t want me to stop living. And it wasn’t like I’d given up on my vow to go after the Collectors. If anything, my resolve was stronger than ever.

      I needed to see this thing through. Because, for the first time since Thanksgiving, I actually wanted to be able to move on. Stowe and Noah, and maybe even Jameson, deserved better than this broken version of me.

      It might take a while, but I would piece myself back together. I had to.
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      “What the hell is that?” Stowe asked, slowing as we approached the estate.

      I squinted at the large, black lump next to the back tire of a sleek gunmetal Mercedes SUV parked outside the gate.

      My stomach flipped, but whether it was from anxiety or excitement, I didn’t know. Or want to find out.

      “That’s Sasha. Mason’s dog.”

      Stowe groaned. “Of course, he’s here.” He parked next to the Mercedes but didn’t open the gate. I thought about questioning his decision but decided against it. Might as well find out why my boss was here before tackling whether to invite him inside.

      “Did you know he was coming over?” Noah asked.

      “No. You guys can wait here.”

      As soon as I stepped out of the Expedition, I heard the sound of three more doors opening simultaneously. I wanted to roll my eyes, but what was the point? It wasn’t like I didn’t already know the guys would do whatever they wanted.

      Sasha lumbered over to greet me, her tail wagging. “Hi, there.” I stroked the top of her huge head. “Why are you out here all by yourself?”

      “She was getting antsy stuck in the car,” Mason responded as he stepped out of the Mercedes. I straightened, and he shot me a grin. “Hey, there, little thief.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Is that any way to greet your new employer?” His grin deepened, and I wished his smugness detracted from his attractiveness. But, unfortunately for me, it didn’t.

      “When he shows up at my place of residence, unannounced? Yes. How did you know my address, anyway?” He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, never mind.” The entire reason I was willing to work with, for, him was because of his resources.

      “I thought we could go to dinner. There’s something we need to discuss.”

      Jameson stepped forward. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

      Here we go.

      “You must be Adele’s third guard dog,” Mason replied conversationally. “Jameson, isn’t it?”

      “You damn well know my name. And you’re trespassing.”

      “Am I?” He leaned against his SUV, looking more relaxed than ever. “That’s funny, because I thought I was here to speak to my extremely valued employee. Doesn’t sound like trespassing to me.”

      “As if a Collector groupie like you values anyone or anything.”

      “Okay,” I said, stepping in front of Jameson to face Mason. “Maybe it’s best if we continue this conversation elsewhere.”

      “I couldn’t agree with you more. So, dinner?”

      “That’s fine.”

      After our horseback riding adventure, we’d decided to eat at home instead of dragging Noah to a crowded restaurant. I didn’t really want my day with the guys to end, but separating Mason and Jameson seemed like the best option right now.

      “I’ll go with you,” Stowe said.

      I placed a hand on his arm. “That’s not necessary. I’m fine.” He was going to have to get used to me spending time alone with Mason sometime.

      “Why don’t we all go inside,” Noah suggested. “Pizza is already on the way.”

      “Thanks,” Mason replied, “but this is a private conversation.”

      Now, I was intrigued. “Private for me or for you?”

      “For you.”

      I shrugged. “Then, I’ll just end up telling them, anyway.” I directed my attention toward Jameson and Stowe. “Are you guys okay with that?”

      “Better than you leaving with him,” Stowe said, and Jameson just inclined his head. I was going to take that as a yes.

      “What do you say, Mason?”

      “Pizza it is.” He whistled, and Sasha immediately trotted to his side. “Can I give you a lift?” He opened the passenger door, waiting.

      Sensing that he wanted at least a minute alone with me, I climbed in. Sasha hopped in the back seat, where a cozy-looking blanket was draped over the leather seats.

      My curiosity was getting to me, so as soon as Mason was behind the wheel, I asked, “What’s going on?”

      He glanced over at me, his playfulness missing. “I need you to answer something honestly.”

      “Okay…”

      “Are those guys bullying you?”

      “What?” Out of all the things I thought he might say, that didn’t even come close to making the list. “No, of course not.”

      “Are you sure?” He followed the Expedition through the gate, driving to the front of the house rather than the garage. “Noah seems like a nice guy, but I’ve seen how those other two treat you like they own you.”

      “It’s not like that,” I replied sharply.

      After putting the SUV in park, he turned on the interior lights before twisting his body to face me. “Then, what is it like?”

      I peered into Mason’s sober face and realized he was asking these questions because he cared. He was genuinely concerned about me. My annoyance dropped, and I tried to figure out how to make him understand.

      “They were there when I found my shop in shambles. They were there when I watched my family home burn to the ground with my dad inside. So, yeah, they’re protective. But it’s only because they’ve seen what the Collectors have done to me.”

      “And, in their eyes, I’m no better.”

      “I’m sure you can understand why they might think that.”

      He rubbed a hand over his short hair. “Yeah, I guess I can.”

      “You do realize how ironic this conversation is, right? I trust them completely. But you...”

      His dark eyes lit with humor. “Yeah?”

      “Well, let’s just say I’m still on the fence.”

      Mason threw his head back and laughed. Like the first time I heard the intoxicating sound of his laughter, awareness zipped through my body. Damn traitorous body. Didn’t it understand I was in the middle of explaining that I was wary of the guy?

      “Have I mentioned that I like you, little thief?”

      “Yeah, I think it came up,” I replied dryly. “Are we good now?”

      “Yes, as long as you’re certain you want to talk in front of them.”

      My stomach dropped. Whatever conversation we were about to have, I had a feeling I wouldn’t like it.

      “Will you give me a hint?”

      “It’s about Grace Morrow.”

      Okay, I for sure wouldn’t like it.

      “Then, yes, I definitely need them to be present.”

      He looked back at Sasha, whose tongue was lolled as she waited patiently for some action. “Think it’s okay if she comes inside with us?”

      “What’s one more guard dog in a house this size?” I teased.

      As we walked to the front door, I felt warm despite the chill in the air. Even though I was still working on trusting my new boss, he’d broken through a few of my defenses tonight. And the thought of having one more person watching my back didn’t hurt, either.

      I paused on the front step. “Oh, and, Mason?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for caring.”

      Expecting one of his usual charming comebacks, I was surprised when his expression turned thoughtful. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a reason to.”

      I wanted to know more, but the door opened, and Stowe was standing on the other side, waiting for us to enter.

      “Nice place,” Mason said as we made our way to the kitchen.

      “It’s no plantation,” Jameson replied, passing us. “Pizza’s here.”

      Mason leaned in, as if to whisper conspiratorially. “Is it just me, or is he not the friendliest of sorts?”

      A laugh burst out of me. He had no idea. “It’s not just you, trust me.”

      “What’s so funny?” Stowe looked between the two of us knowingly. His words about sparks flying at the masquerade came back to me, and my skin flushed hot. It wasn’t like I intentionally encouraged Mason. I couldn’t help that he was naturally charismatic.

      Thankfully, Jameson reappeared with the pizzas then, letting me off the hook. I took my time selecting slices with the perfect amount of toppings while Noah made a salad. Jameson grabbed drinks for everyone, and Stowe retrieved a folding chair from the garage so we could eat in the kitchen instead of the formal dining room. It would have felt like a pretty average Friday night, if not for Mason’s presence and the “G” word hanging above my head like a noose.

      After giving everyone a few minutes to eat, I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed to know what was going on.

      “What did you need to tell me?” I asked Mason.

      “Grace came to see me today.”

      Stowe paused with his pizza midway to his mouth. “What did that bitch have to say?”

      “She’d heard that Adele is now working for me and wanted to broker a deal.”

      “What kind of deal?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. She refused to go into the details until she meets with us in person.”

      “Then what’s the point of involving you?” Jameson said. “Why not get in touch with Adele directly? It’s not like she hasn’t before.”

      “Several reasons, I’m guessing. First, she doesn’t want me as an enemy, and now that I’ve claimed Adele—”

      Stowe grunted, and Mason’s lips lifted at the edges.

      “—So to speak, she’s treading carefully. Also, she probably knows that I have a better chance of convincing her than she does.”

      “How?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Because I have a greater understanding of how this world works. It’s all about give and take.”

      “Really? Because, from my viewpoint, the Collectors just take and take.”

      “I see how it might seem that way, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have the ability to give. They offered you money to join them, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “A rather significant sum, I’m guessing.”

      “I don’t know. I refused to look at the offer.” Noah had referred to it as an “obscene amount of money,” and that was enough for me. The money had never interested me.

      He chuckled. “Why am I not surprised? Anyway, they have the ability to give. You just have to be willing to accept it.”

      “What’s your point?” Jameson asked.

      “My point is that Grace isn’t stupid.” Mason returned his attention to me. “She knows you’re pissed at them and won’t likely cooperate on your own. So, she’s changed tactics. She’s probably going to try offering you something you want in exchange for something she wants.”

      “There’s nothing she can offer me that I’d accept.”

      “Are you certain? You can’t think of anything you’d want?”

      Yeah, I wanted my dad back. The one thing even the oh-so-powerful Collectors couldn’t give me.

      “I have nothing left!”

      Mason very obviously looked between Noah, Stowe, and Jameson before returning his attention to me. “You sure about that?”

      “Andrea is already keeping them protected.”

      My mind strayed to Jameson’s nightclub vision, and I knew that was more wishful thinking than anything. Stowe’s life wouldn’t have been in danger if Andrea’s deal with Intuition was infallible.

      “Regardless, I think we should hear her out,” Mason said, as though he hadn’t witnessed an unnecessary outburst. “If nothing else, it’ll buy us more time to come up with a plan.”

      “I don’t know…” I pushed my plate away. The thought of facing Grace made me want to vomit, and the scent of garlic, onions, and peppers wasn’t helping.

      Noah passed me an apple slice from his plate, and I accepted it gratefully. The fruit’s light sweetness helped soothe the ball of uneasiness in my stomach that was growing larger by the second.

      “If you don’t feel comfortable, don’t go,” Jameson said. “You don’t ever have to see or speak to her again.”

      “He’s right,” Stowe said. “We can even go in your place.”

      “No.” He frowned, and I could tell he wanted to argue, so I continued. “Thank you, really, but Grace is my problem.”

      She had been since that first day when I showed up at her office, lured by the promise of an antique map collection. Talk about gullible.

      Now, she was using Mason’s experience with the detested Collectors to draw me in. Was it a trap? Most likely. Would I go anyway, hoping to buy more time?

      I knew the answer without having to examine the question more fully. Turning back to Mason, I asked, “When does she want to meet?”

      “Tomorrow.” He paused, looking uncertain…at least, for him. “At Whitehurst Antiques.”

      Muscles from my neck to toes tensed. “Whitehurst Antiques no longer exists, thanks to Grace.”

      She had a lot of gall, asking me to return to the scene of her crimes. Of course, she’d already ruined that location for me, so what did it matter now? I hadn’t been back since deciding to officially close the shop, and the destruction she’d caused was the primary reason for it. I was going to have to deal with the mess one of these days, so it wasn’t like I could avoid the place forever.

      “Fine. I’ll meet with her.”

      “I’m going too,” Stowe said, not leaving any room for argument.

      Jameson didn’t even look up from his plate as he said, “Me too.”

      I glanced at Noah, and he nodded.

      “I guess that means Dorothy, Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Lion are in.” Glancing down at Sasha, who was sitting by my feet, politely waiting for food to drop, I asked, “What about you, Toto? You want to go see the Wicked Witch of the West?”

      She wagged her tail in response, and I snuck her a piece of crust. “Good girl.”

      Mason crossed his arms over his chest and relaxed back into his chair. “And that makes me who, the Wizard?”

      “Well, you do specialize in illusions.” I shrugged. “If the ruby slipper fits.”

      Stowe laughed but then stopped abruptly as he looked around the table. “Are you saying I’m cowardly?”

      “Nope, just big and lovable.”

      “Better than being heartless,” he replied, grinning at Jameson.

      Noah shot me a wry smile. “Or brainless.”

      I stood quickly. “On that note, who’s ready for dessert?”
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      I mindlessly flipped channels on the television in my bedroom, searching for something to distract me from the impending meeting. Before he left last night, Mason had pulled me aside to encourage me to act relatively interested in whatever Grace had to offer, even if I had to fake it.

      For the sake of buying time, I saw the wisdom in his approach. Still, I had a feeling that even feigning interest might kill me. Grace was the last person I wanted to talk to, with the exception of Jared Fleming. Playing nice with the man who sent my dad to his death would definitely kill me.

      The cell Jameson gave me rang, which meant it had to be Jem. The only other people who called that number were in the house. Though, considering the size of the mansion, it probably would be easier to call than come find me in person.

      “Hello?”

      “You could sound a little more excited to hear from me,” Jem teased.

      “I could.”

      “Maybe you’ll change your tune once I tell you my news.”

      “What news?”

      “I don’t know,” she hedged. “You don’t seem that interested, so—”

      “Jemimah Drake! Tell me.”

      She laughed. “Way to sound like Andrea.”

      Not a comparison I appreciated. “Okay, I officially take that back. Now, what news?”

      “I did it!”

      I held back a sigh of frustration. She was even more exasperating from a distance. “Did what?”

      Dyed her hair white to look like her favorite character from Game of Thrones? Bought a hot pink convertible? Eloped with a secret boyfriend? When it came to Jem, there was no telling.

      “I figured out a way to get to the man who burned down your house.”

      I sat straight up. “Wait, what?” By the time Mason revealed Jared’s name and significance within Intuition, Jem had already disappeared. It never occurred to me that the “lead” she’d been following had to do with the man who murdered my dad.

      “His name is Jared Fleming, and he has a son our age who refuses to have anything to do with him. Andrea and I discovered where the son lives, and I’ve spent the last four days convincing him to help us.”

      “Oh my god, Jem.” I ran a jerky hand through my hair. “Why would you do that? Do you have any idea how reckless you’re being? Jared is a murderer. You can’t mess with him...or his son.”

      “Relax. Jared has no idea, and I’m already on my way home. I’ll be there in a few hours.”

      “Thank god,” I sighed. I thought about telling her we probably wouldn’t be here when she arrived but decided against it. She’d already put herself in enough danger; she didn’t need to get in the middle of this thing with Grace too. “Just be careful.”

      “I will. Oh, and don’t say anything to Jameson, please? It’ll be easier if I explain everything to him in person.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      That was the easiest deal I’d ever made. I had no desire to break this particular news to Jameson. His head was probably going to explode when he discovered what Jem had actually been up to all these days. Maybe it was selfish, but I was more than happy to allow Jem to assume the brunt of that anger.

      “All right, well, I need to get back on the road. See you soon.”

      “Bye.”

      Shaking my head, I placed the phone on my nightstand and returned to flipping channels. Eventually, I settled on a cheesy Christmas movie. The acting was bad, and the plot was predictable, but that’s what I liked about it. Unlike the events of my own life, I knew exactly what to expect.
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      As Stowe turned onto Main Street, my stomach both fluttered and sank at the same time. Being back here was like returning home. Seeing my favorite Italian restaurant, boutiques, and coffee shop evoked decades of good memories. But this place also reminded me of everything I’d lost.

      Not that I needed the reminder. The losses were tattooed on my soul in thick, black ink. I knew from experience that they would fade over time, but they’d never disappear.

      That was the thing about love. It was a perpetual catch-22. The thing that made losing it so devastating was also what made it worth having in the first place.

      Stowe parked in front of the building that used to house my beloved shop, and Noah reached across the seat to squeeze my hand. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. It just hurts.”

      “I know.” And he did. He knew exactly what I was feeling.

      I gave him a tremulous smile. Although I wished he didn’t have to feel my churning emotions, I couldn’t deny that it helped. I didn’t feel so alone in my grief.

      “Ready to do this?” Mason asked from the row in front of us. Good thing Stowe drove such a large SUV.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      The five of us piled out of the SUV and onto the sidewalk. It wasn’t until we were approaching the door that I forced myself to observe what used to be my shop. I was expecting it to look exactly as I’d left it several weeks ago—remnants of crime tape, boarded-up door, and dark. But that wasn’t what I found at all.

      A new, much nicer, door was in the place of the old one. Lights were on inside, and from my vantage point, I could see that the walls were freshly painted and covered with brand-new shelves. It looked amazing, better than ever.

      If I hadn’t traveled this sidewalk thousands of times, I would have had to check the address to verify that we were in the right place.

      “What…?” I didn’t understand. I was still working things out with the insurance company, and the cleanup crew wasn’t scheduled to deal with the mess until early January.

      I looked between the guys. “Did you have something to do with this?”

      Stowe’s stunned face answered the question for me. “I wish I was responsible for this.”

      Movement inside caught my eye, and I turned back to find Grace walking toward us. For once, she wasn’t wearing a business suit, but she still looked as cold as ever, even in her jeans and black sweater.

      “I think there’s your answer,” Mason said.

      “Yeah,” I sighed, disappointed.

      Even if I wanted to like the changes, I couldn’t when Grace was responsible for them. Not to mention, she literally had the keys to the shop now. I should have been amazed at her gall, taking over this way. But I wasn’t sure that she had the ability to surprise me anymore.

      “Let’s get this over with.”

      Noah opened the door, and Stowe went in first, followed by Jameson, then me, Mason, and Noah.

      Grace watched us, expressionless. “Guess the entire gang is here. Well, almost.”

      Ignoring her, I glanced around the shop. There was no sign of the destroyed antiques. The old tile flooring was gone, replaced by beautiful, reclaimed wood floors. Updated light fixtures illuminated new display cabinets. The grayish-blue paint and custom shelving made the room appear fresher and more contemporary. All in all, it looked great.

      Yet, it didn’t feel like my shop anymore. Just like I’d known it never could.

      Avoiding eye contact, I asked, “What is all this?”

      “Do you like it? I think it turned out rather well.”

      I forced myself to look at her, and my rage began building. It started in my toes and moved up my legs. About the time it hit my chest, I took an unconscious step toward her.

      “What do you want? Why are we here?”

      Grace could offer me a thousand new antique shops, and I wouldn’t like any of them. Not when her hands had any part in them.

      “I guess we’re skipping pleasantries, then?”

      Pleasantries? Seriously?

      Mason moved to my side. “I brought Adele here, like you asked. Now, it’s your turn. I suggest you get to the point…quickly.”

      “Fine.” She focused on me. “Look, I understand why you’re angry. We destroyed your antiques and burned down your house. But what’s done is done. Why not move forward from here? I can make this right. I’ll sign Intuition’s half of Whitehurst Antiques back over to you and rebuild your house. All you have…”

      The sound of her voice faded, a vicious roaring taking its place. She could make this right? Had she lost her mind? She couldn’t merely replace all of my things and expect me to cooperate. My dad was buried six feet under the ground. There was no making it right.

      “Stop!” I screamed. “Do you hear yourself? You murdered my father, and you think you can just throw money at me?”

      Grace’s eternally stoic face fell, something I didn’t think was possible. “Your father’s death was a tragic accident, yes, but—”

      I ground my teeth together. “No. It. Wasn’t. He only went inside the house because Jared Fleming told him I was in there. That makes it murder.”

      “Jared wouldn’t do that. He was under strict orders to make sure the house was empty before setting the fire. No one was supposed to get hurt.”

      “Yeah, like I’m going to believe a single word that comes out of your mouth. Besides, I saw him. Memories don’t lie.”

      Grace clenched and unclenched her jaw a few times. “Then, he went against my orders.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Adele.” At the sound of Noah’s soft voice, I spun toward him. His face was grim. And pale, which was undoubtedly my fault. “She’s telling the truth.”

      I shook my head. “You’re wrong.” He had to be wrong.

      He took a step toward me. “I’m not.”

      “But…” Grace was the devil. If I didn’t cling to that fact, what did I have? “Maybe she’s doing something to trick you. That’s possible, right?”

      “If she was psychic, maybe, but she doesn’t have any powers.” He took another step forward, reaching my other side. “She’s not lying.”

      I stared into his shockingly blue eyes, shrinking away from the empathy I saw there. I hated that he was feeling my emotions, because they weren’t pretty or the slightest bit noble. I didn’t want Grace to be blameless in this one thing. I wanted to continue holding her responsible for everything that had gone wrong in my life.

      I needed to be justified in my wrath.

      Jameson moved around me and Noah to face Grace. “Why would Fleming disobey orders?”

      “I don’t know. He’s always been loyal in the past.”

      Right. Because murderers were known for their loyalty.

      “How do we know Geppetto isn’t pulling his strings directly?” Noah asked. “Maybe he was following orders, just different ones.”

      Grace smirked, but it was directed at me rather than Noah. “It seems you’re more informed than the last time we spoke. I assume I have Mr. Montgomery to thank for that?”

      Mister Montgomery? Really?

      Mason shrugged, and if he was concerned, he didn’t show it.

      “I’m not going to reveal the inner workings of the organization to sate your curiosity. Suffice it to say, Jared only takes his orders from me. If he decided to go off-book, neither I nor Geppetto had anything to do with it.”

      “What’s Jared’s ability, anyway?” Stowe asked.

      “He can create confusion,” Mason answered, probably knowing Grace wouldn’t.

      “Like chaos?”

      “No, he makes your mind fuzzy, like you’ve been drinking too much and can’t focus.”

      “Maybe he’s been doing that to you,” I suggested to Grace, my tone catty. “And that’s why you didn’t realize he’s gone off the rails.”

      “I don’t let him get that close to me,” she shot back.

      “So, he’s limited by proximity?” Jameson asked.

      Grace didn’t reply, but Mason said, “I’ve heard he has a range of somewhere around three feet.”

      Well, that was good to know. Not that it explained why he sent my dad to his death. I was still having trouble wrapping my mind around the fact that Grace, and even this Geppetto dude, weren’t behind it.

      They were, however, behind the fire, so they weren’t off the hook. Not by a long shot.

      “Look,” Grace said, “I’ll take care of Jared—”

      Yeah, right.

      “—If you agree to my terms.”

      “Which are?”

      “You agree to be an independent contractor, of sorts, rather than an Intuition employee. All communications will go through Mason, so you don’t have to deal with us directly. We’ll only call when your specific talents are needed.”

      “Why would I agree to that?”

      More importantly, why would they? I still didn’t understand why Intuition was so desperate to use me. Was this all because of my memory-stealing ability?

      “Because all of this would be over. You’d get your business, your house, your life back. Isn’t that what you want?”

      I hated to admit it, but that part of it was tempting. I was so tired of all of this. I wanted my life back more than anything.

      Anything except retribution for my father’s death.

      That’s where the Collectors had gone wrong. If they’d just destroyed the business, I would likely be giving in right now. Not because I wanted to work for them; because continuing to fight wouldn’t have been worth it.

      But what Grace and Geppetto and whoever else was behind the scenes didn’t understand was that fighting was my only option. No matter how appealing the Collectors made giving in sound, I wouldn’t do it. Not for the antique shop. Not for my house. Not even for peace of mind.

      I wanted the satisfaction of telling Grace no to her face, but Mason’s warning rang clear in my mind. Stalling was essential to our long-term strategy. If I flat-out refused her now, she’d move on to a new plan. And, from experience, that plan would be worse. Much worse.

      “I need to think about it.”

      “What?” Stowe said. “Adele, you can’t—”

      “I’m not saying yes,” I replied, interrupting him, “but I’m also not saying no.” I turned pleading eyes on him. He wouldn’t understand now, but I’d make him understand later. “It’s my shop, the only thing I have left.”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      Noah suddenly rushed to Jameson’s side, tearing my attention away from Stowe. Jameson was doubled over, holding his head in his hands. I’d seen him do that once before, and the flashback to the moment when he’d told me Stowe was going to die wasn’t the least bit welcome.

      Several seconds ticked by before Jameson looked up, blood trickling from his nose. “We have to go.”

      “What did you see?” Noah asked.

      Jameson stood up straight and wiped the blood on his sleeve. “Fleming has Trevor.”
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      Oh, shit.

      My stomach pitched. There was only one reason Jared would abduct my ex-boyfriend—to get to me. The precise situation I’d been attempting to avoid since the day I broke up with Trevor.

      Why now?

      Jameson turned his infamous glare on Grace. “Where would Fleming take him? It looked like an abandoned building. Concrete floors, steel beams.”

      She studied him for a few moments before saying, “That sounds like an Intuition warehouse outside of Virginia Beach. It’s not technically abandoned, but the security is minimal, and Jared has access.”

      “What’s the address?”

      Surprisingly, Grace rattled it off, and Jameson nodded before turning on his heels. “Adele and Noah, stay here,” he ordered, right before making it to the door.

      “What?” I jogged after him. “You’re seriously going to leave us here with her?”

      He paused without looking back at me.

      “She does have a point,” Mason said, and I shot him a grateful look. Whatever was happening, I had no intention of being left behind.

      Jameson grunted. “Fine, but you’re staying in the car.”

      I wanted to argue, but now wasn’t the time. “Okay.”

      “Wait a second,” Noah said. He turned back to Grace. “Is this a trap?”

      “If it is, I know nothing about it,” she replied immediately.

      He nodded at us. “Let’s go.”

      The five of us ran to the Expedition, and Stowe sped away from the curb before I even had a chance to take my seat in the very back.

      “Is someone checking the address?” Stowe asked.

      “I’m pulling it up now,” Noah said, his head bent over his phone. “From the street view, it looks like an average warehouse with a fence around the perimeter. There’s no signage that I can see.”

      “So, what do we think?” Jameson took the phone and inspected it. “Did Grace give us the correct address?”

      “She wasn’t lying about the address,” Noah answered, “which means it’s at least her best guess. The better question is why would she give Fleming up?”

      Mason chuckled darkly. “That’s simple. She doesn’t abide minions disobeying her instructions. Besides, now she can play the ‘I helped you’ card with Adele.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, because that’s going to work.” I directed my gaze at Jameson. “Tell us what you saw. How do you know it’s happening now?”

      “I don’t know that it’s now, but I saw myself, and I was wearing these same clothes.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Noah said. “We’re going to the warehouse because you saw the vision, so how were you there?”

      I tried to bend my mind around what he was asking, and it took a second, but I got it. There had to be another reason—other than his vision—that the future Jameson ended up at the warehouse.

      “Have you checked your phones, Adele?” Stowe asked. “Since Jared has Trevor, Fleming must want to lure you there.”

      Jameson sent me a relatively mild scowl. “Which is exactly why you should have stayed at the shop.”

      Ignoring him, I pulled both cells out of my bag and double checked them. “No missed calls or texts. I should call Trevor...try to warn him.”

      “Wait,” Jameson said. “If you call and Fleming answers, the jig is up. We need the element of surprise.”

      I paused with my thumb over the dial button. “But what if Jared hasn’t taken him yet?”

      “We have to assume that he has. And Trevor looked fine in my vision. He was tied up but fine.”

      I fidgeted with my flip phone, plagued by indecision. There was no good answer here. I couldn’t just let Trevor get kidnapped, if there was a way to avoid it. But what, exactly, was I going to say to him? Be on the lookout for a tall, super average-looking man who will make you feel drunk?

      Yeah, that wasn’t likely to go over well.

      “Okay.” I tucked my phones back in my crossbody. “But we have to hurry.”

      Before zipping up my purse, I retrieved the bags with the pyrite and tiger’s eye and stuffed them in my pockets for easy access. Just in case.

      “May I push pause for a second?” Mason asked. “Who the hell is Trevor?”

      “Adele’s ex,” Stowe replied.

      I smirked at my new boss. “Oh, look at that. You don’t know everything about me.”

      He raised his eyebrows, clearly amused. “I’m sorry I didn’t research your entire dating history. I was too busy updating myself on your current one.”

      I opened my mouth to respond but shut it again. The place in my brain that should have been able to generate words was shockingly empty. I had nothing.

      Thankfully, he let me off the hook by turning back toward the front. “What’s the plan?”

      “Noah and Adele stay in the car,” Jameson said. “And the three of us will divide and conquer.”

      “Weapons?”

      “There’s a switchblade in the glove department,” Stowe said. “And I have a few tools in the back.”

      “That’s it?”

      “We haven’t really had a need for them in the past. We’d never even met a Collector until last month.”

      “Except the one you used to live with and work for,” I muttered darkly. Yeah, I knew Andrea was supposedly on our side, but that knowledge didn’t keep me from the occasional dig.

      “Except her,” Stowe amended, meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “I have this.” I grabbed the hot pink taser Jem had given me after I first discovered Intuition was interested in me. Even though I’d been carrying it around ever since, I’d practically forgotten about it.

      I tried to give it to Mason, but he refused it. “You should hang onto it.” Facing forward again, he said, “So, we have no weapons, no building layout, and no idea what we’re walking into. Excellent.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Jameson asked. “Stop at the library and search for the blueprints on microfiche?”

      “Oh, could we?” Mason threaded his fingers behind his head and relaxed into his seat. “Sounds like a rollicking good time.”

      “Okay,” I interrupted. “That’s enough. I’m willing to go along with Jameson’s order to stay in the car, but only if you three can get along well enough to get Trevor away from Jared. I know you don’t care what happens to him, but I do. He’s a good guy. He doesn’t deserve to be caught up in this.”

      “Why is he?” Noah seemed to wonder aloud. “You haven’t had any contact with him lately, right?”

      “I’ve been ignoring his calls and texts.”

      He turned around to stare at me. “He’s still been in touch with you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I didn’t think it was important. I thought it would be enough to stay away from him.” Not counting our run-in at the fire station more than two weeks ago. “Apparently, I was wrong.”

      I replayed the month since our breakup in my head, wondering what I could have done differently. It wasn’t like I could have convinced him to escape to another state, even if I’d tried. That tactic had barely worked with George, and he was officially retired.

      “It’s not your fault,” Noah said softly.

      “Oh, no? Then, whose is it? Because it sure as hell isn’t Trevor’s fault.”

      He looked like he was going to argue, but I stopped him. “It doesn’t matter. I just want to get there and get him away from Jared as soon as possible.”

      While Mason, Stowe, and Jameson attempted to agree on a few strategies based on their limited information, I stared out the window. Stowe must have stepped on it, because we were already exiting the highway.

      I wasn’t familiar with this area of Virginia Beach, and for good reason. It was almost entirely industrial, but in that rundown way that made me want to find my way back to the highway, immediately.

      Stowe parked on a side street and handed the keys to Noah. “Move it, if needed. And, at the first sign of trouble, get Adele out of here. Understood?”

      “Yes.”

      The guys got out of the SUV, and I followed, wanting to move to the front. As Mason, Jameson, and Stowe decided on the best way through the fence, I bit down on my thumbnail. I didn’t feel good about staying behind. Trevor would be more likely to cooperate with me there. And all of this was happening because Jared wanted to get to me.

      Sitting here while the others put themselves at risk felt cowardly.

      “You’re making the right choice,” Noah said as he moved to my side.

      “Then, why does it feel so wrong?”

      Stowe interrupted, coming to stand directly in front of me. He leaned down to kiss me lightly on the mouth. “Don’t worry, Daphne. We’ll be back before you know it.” Pointing to the taser in my hand, he shot me a grin. “Don’t hesitate to use that.”

      I gripped the tiny weapon, tempted to ask him—all three of them—to stay. To run in the opposite direction of Jared Fleming, in fact. But my conscience didn’t allow the words to pass my lips. If Jameson, Mason, and Stowe didn’t help Trevor, who would?

      From over his shoulder, Jameson let his intense gaze rest on my face for a few seconds. It seemed like he wanted to say something, but he didn’t.

      “Be good, little thief,” Mason said as the three of them headed toward the side of the building.

      When they’d disappeared from view, I sighed. “Now what?”

      “Now, we wait.”

      Noah pulled me into a gentle hug, and I sank into him, inhaling his light eucalyptus-vanilla scent. Apart from our steamy kiss in my bedroom yesterday morning, it seemed like ages since we’d spent time alone together. But, when I counted backwards, I realized it had only been five days since our date at the Mermaid Factory.

      So much had happened since then. I’d agreed to work for Mason. Jem had run off. I’d visited my aunt and performed my first spell. Stowe had confessed his love for me. I’d gone on a pseudo-date with Noah, Jameson, and Stowe. And I’d faced Grace, the woman I’d believed was behind my father’s death.

      Realizing now that my belief might be wrong was turning my world upside down. It didn’t help that four men I cared about were facing the monster who was directly responsible.

      Anxiety balled in the pit of my stomach. This sucked.

      “Are you offended that Jameson basically commanded you to stay behind?”

      “Not at all.” Noah rubbed my lower back. “He knows I would do anything to keep you safe. Besides, we all know I’m not much help on this type of mission. Come on.” He steered me toward the passenger door. “Let’s sit inside. It’s cold out here.”

      Once we were in the relative warmth of the Expedition, I immediately began fidgeting. How much time had passed? I sat forward, trying to peer into the growing darkness. The sun had already set, and there weren’t any streetlights nearby. In a few minutes, I wouldn’t be able to see much past the empty parking lot.

      Are they inside now? I wondered. I tapped an unknown rhythm with my feet against the rubber mat on the floor. Have they found Trevor yet?

      “They’ll be okay.”

      At Noah’s reassuring words, I forced myself to sit back. “Tell me something to distract me.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know.” I played with the talisman hanging around my neck, unable to remain completely still. “Have you ever had a pet?”

      “No, but I always wanted a cat.”

      At that, I tore my gaze away from the building to look at him. “Really? A cat, not a dog?” Maybe it was a silly assumption, but I tended to think of men as preferring dogs.

      “Not that I’d be upset to have a dog, but I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I like the idea of a cat. They aren’t as easy with their affection, so when they bestow it, it means something. It’s special.”

      I’d never thought about it that way before, but it didn’t surprise me that he had. He understood human, and apparently animal, nature in a way that was almost otherworldly. It was more than his ability to read people’s emotions. He knew how to interpret those emotions and offer guidance. Whether it was an inherent skill or had developed from years of practice, I didn’t know. Either way, I admired the hell out of it.

      I shifted again but tried to stay focused on Noah. “What would you name him? Or her?”

      He laughed, and I wanted to reach out to feel the creases in his cheeks. “My hypothetical cat?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’ve never thought about it.”

      “Now’s the perfect time to start.”

      I glanced back toward the warehouse, and I was hit with a dizzying case of déjà vu. Through the only window facing the street, blue lights flashed from inside. My mind tracked back to that crucial moment in the solarium. I’d seen a tall, balding man in a mask walking toward Stowe and assumed he was Jared. Despite limited information, I’d chosen to believe that dragging Stowe away had prevented Jameson’s vision from coming true.

      But what if the vision didn’t have anything to do with the temporary nightclub in the solarium? What if it was of a totally different moment in time?

      What if it was of this moment in time?

      Shit times infinity.
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      “I have to go.”

      Taser in hand, I jumped out of the SUV and sprinted toward where I’d last seen the guys. Noah called my name, but I didn’t stop. It didn’t matter that Jared was after me. I wouldn’t allow Stowe to sacrifice his life for me.

      I searched for a gap in the fence, eventually finding the place where it was cut. Apparently, there’d been a pair of pretty heavy-duty wire cutters in Stowe’s tool kit.

      Before I could slip through, Noah caught up to me. “What are you doing?” Unlike me, he wasn’t out of breath in the slightest.

      I pointed to the window. “Lights. Stowe.”

      He stared at the flashes of blue for a few moments before moving in front of me. “Let me go first. And don’t leave my side.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, thankful he wasn’t going to fight me on this.

      He must have paid more attention to the plan than I had, because he headed directly for the side of the building. We ran up a few steps to a door with the lock broken clean off.

      Noah paused before opening it. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid when we get inside.”

      “I promise,” I replied as I removed the tiger’s eye from my pocket and slipped the stone inside my left glove. If there was ever a time I needed luck on my side, this was it.

      As quietly as possible, Noah opened the ancient door and disappeared inside. A few seconds later, he waved for me to follow him.

      We entered what appeared to be one large room. It was pitch black, other than the blue lights flashing just like the ones in the solarium. Unlike the makeshift nightclub, the interior of the warehouse was eerily quiet. A shiver wracked my body, and not from the chill. Everything about this situation filled me with dread.

      The lights were too much of a coincidence and didn’t realistically belong in this setting. And that’s when it hit me—they weren’t real. Mason was making us see the flashing lights, probably in an attempt to distract and disorient Jared.

      I didn’t know if that made me feel better or worse. It certainly didn’t answer the question of whether Jameson’s vision was going to come true...or if it already had.

      Noah reached behind me and grabbed my hand as he crept along the outer edge of the room. I followed his careful movements, squinting into the darkness in an attempt to catch sight of shapes or movement.

      When we reached the opposite corner from where we’d started, Noah stopped and pushed me behind him.

      “What?” I whispered.

      Noah pressed his mouth to my ear. “Jared’s nearby.”

      I stiffened, and my heart started thumping so loudly, I could have sworn it echoed in the large space. Seconds stretched into minutes as we stood against the wall, silent and shaking. Well, at least, I was shaking. Noah was a rock beside me, still and reassuring, his hand periodically squeezing mine.

      My gaze constantly scanned the room, waiting for light to catch on one of the guys. It seemed to take forever, but my eyes finally adjusted to the alternating blackness and flashes of blue. I focused on an area directly in front of us, eventually making out a metal staircase leading up to what was probably an office.

      The ideal place to keep Trevor.

      I leaned into Noah’s side and raised on my toes to whisper, “Upstairs.”

      He nodded in acknowledgment.

      Returning my attention to that area, I thought I saw movement toward the top of the stairs. All at once, club music started pulsing, and the lights flashed more rapidly. Noah tugged on my hand, urging me to run, but I couldn’t seem to move.

      A heaviness settled over my brain, and my limbs refused to cooperate. I knew I should have been reacting, doing something other than standing there, but I just…couldn’t.

      Noah released my hand, and something drew me in the opposite direction. No, not something. Someone. At least, I thought so. I stumbled, unsure where I was going, and the taser dropped to the floor.

      It was so loud.

      And the lights were so bright.

      I attempted to focus on my feet, but I couldn’t even do that.

      What’s wrong with me?

      I heard what sounded like my name being yelled over and over. Or was it all in my head?

      Unfamiliar arms encircled my waist, dragging me farther and farther away from Noah. I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out. I wanted to struggle, to run away, but I was too tired, my head too fuzzy.

      Somehow, I ended up in a chair with my arms secured behind my back. The darkness was replaced by a single white light, though I still couldn’t make out my surroundings. My body felt hot before being encased in chills.

      The fog slowly lifted, and once I was lucid, my heart sank. I was in a fairly large concrete room with only one way out—a door. A door that none other than Jared Fleming was leaning against.

      So much for good luck.

      He’d obviously used his confusion ability to get me away from Noah. I should have seen it at once, but Mason’s description of feeling drunk didn’t do the sensation justice. It had been an utter lack of control, which was pretty damn frightening now that I was cognizant again.

      “It isn’t quite how I planned to get you here,” my captor said blandly, “but this was easier. Thank you for that.”

      “What did you do with Trevor?”

      “He’s perfectly fine.” He smiled, and it was decidedly cruel. “The same goes for your rainbow-haired friend.”

      I swallowed a gasp. He’d kidnapped Jem too?

      “They’re both fine...for now.”

      “What do you want?” I spit out. “To kill me, like you killed my dad?”

      He laughed, making black spots dance across my vision. “Oh, that? That was nothing but a happy coincidence. I waited around to watch my handiwork and saw your father arrive on the scene. Pretending to be a concerned citizen was a rather inspired choice, if I say so myself.”

      I fought against my restraints, my entire body shaking with fury. “You bastard! I hope you burn in hell for what you’ve done.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, my chest started burning, but not from the anger pouring out of me. I glanced down and found that my talisman was no longer on the outside of my shirt. It had fallen underneath and rested directly against my skin. Heat radiated from it, though it felt cooler than it had a second ago.

      What the fuck?

      The club music stopped suddenly, and Jared’s body stiffened. “It seems like we don’t have much time, so let’s get on with this. Where is your coven?”

      The talisman forgotten, I jerked my head up to stare at him. “What?”

      “Your coven,” he spit out, his voice full of venom. “Tell me how to find them.”

      “I don’t have a coven.” Technically true.

      “You’re a witch,” he sneered. “And a Rose. Even if you don’t live with them, I know you’re part of the coven. All of the women in your family have been for generations.”

      How the hell did he know so much about my family? And why did he care?

      “You’re mistaken. I just found out I was a witch last month. I don’t know anything about a coven.”

      He took a step toward me before seeming to force himself to stay away. Was it because of his abilities? Was he standing so far away to make sure I remained clear-headed?

      “Tell me, Adele.” With his menacing expression and deadly eyes, he didn’t look so average now. “Tell me, or I’ll start picking off your boyfriends just like I did your father.”

      Angry tears welled in my eyes. “I don’t know anything!”

      He reached behind him and pulled a gun from his waistband, pointing it straight at my head. I gaped at the sleek, black weapon, almost amused by my own disbelief. This man talked about murdering my father like it had been nothing more than a Sunday afternoon stroll in the park. Why wouldn’t he pull a gun on me?

      Still, it didn’t feel real.

      A single shot was all it would take to end me. I would die without keeping my final promise to my dad. Jared and the rest of the Collectors would get away with every terrible thing they’d done. I wouldn’t get to tell Stowe or Noah how I felt about them. I’d never have the chance to find out what, if anything, was between me and Jameson. Or what could be between me and Mason. Jem would lose a friend, and George would be forced to grieve another daughter.

      I should have been terrified, but I was just plain furious. Jared had already stolen the person most important to me. He couldn’t have anything else.

      “You don’t want to kill me,” I said, surprised by how calm I sounded. “Geppetto doesn’t want me dead.”

      “You think I give a fuck what some man hiding behind a computer screen wants?” He laughed, sounding half-crazed. “All I’ve wanted for the past fifteen years was revenge, and I’m going to get it.”

      Now I was the one who was going to start laughing like I’d lost my mind. He wanted revenge?

      “Revenge for what?”

      His hand shook, making the gun wobble slightly. “One of you filthy witches killed my wife. Now, tell me how to get to your coven.” He took a menacing step forward. “This is your last—”

      The door burst open, knocking Jared over, and blaring music once again filled the space.

      I released a relieved breath...until I realized that Stowe stood in the open doorway. With the blue lights flashing behind him like lightning and a sledgehammer in his hand, he looked like a cross between Zeus and Thor. But for all of his godlike strength, he lacked their invincibility.

      Jameson’s vision pushed to the forefront of my mind, and I shook my head, too panicked to speak. No. Stowe couldn’t be here. Not now.

      “Gun!” I managed to scream as I searched for Jared, and the gun, on the floor.

      But I was too late. Two shots rang out, and black spots danced in front of my eyes.

      “No, no, no, no,” I cried.

      I tried to look for Stowe, but he’d disappeared from view. I heard voices, but I couldn’t concentrate on them. Fear and pain and rage swirled together until all I could see was the object of my agony.

      Jared was slowly rising from the floor, gun in hand. My breathing evened and my hands clenched as I imagined the deadly weapon trained on him instead of me. Instead of Stowe. Instead of Jem, Jameson, Noah, Mason, or Trevor.

      I would love to see how he liked that. How he’d react to having the tables turned on him.

      The burning sensation from earlier returned, and I started to glance down at my talisman when Jared stood to his full height and lifted the gun to his forehead. I shook my head, certain the sight was nothing but a figment of my imagination.

      But, then, he looked directly at me, his eyes wild. “What are you doing? You filthy witch...you can’t do this!”

      He continued shouting, but I didn’t hear any of his tirade. I just stared at the gun pressed to his forehead in disbelief as the air around me crackled to life. It stirred and shifted, encircling me like a living thing.

      It was invigorating. I felt powerful, like I could do anything.

      And, right then, all I wanted to do was end the man who killed my father. The man who threatened my friends and shot a man I loved. Who committed murder in the name of revenge. Who would hunt down and slaughter every member of the Rose Coven...if I didn’t stop him.

      The burning spread outward from my chest until it blanketed every inch of my skin. It was painful but in the best possible way. Like my body was charged and ready to set fire to the world.

      I jerked against my restraints, and this time, they fell away. Standing, I swung to face him head-on. Jared’s face turned ashen, and he finally stopped ranting.

      Taking slow, deep breaths like I’d practiced so many times, I readied myself to complete the spell. I hadn’t been taught how to do this, but no lesson was necessary. I inherently knew what to do.

      “Adele.”

      Noah’s voice broke through the haze of magic surrounding me, and I turned my head to find him walking slowly toward me.

      “Don’t do this,” he pleaded with me. “You don’t really want to shoot him.”

      “But, my dad—”

      “Wouldn’t want you to become a killer.” He stopped a few feet from me. “Jared deserves to be punished, but this isn’t the way.” His voice softened to a level that was almost inaudible. “Don’t give in to the hate. I...I can’t bear to lose you to it.”

      Noah’s blue eyes appeared more vivid than ever as they bore into me, and my heart hurt looking at them. He was so kind and so good, and I...

      Glancing back at the gun pointing at Jared’s head, I had to swallow the taste of bile.

      I was a monster.

      As much of one as the man whose life I held in my hands. Because even in this moment of truth, when I knew that killing him was the wrong choice, I wanted to make him pull that trigger.

      Vengeance could be mine.

      And it would be sweet.

      But it would also be the end of me...the end of whatever goodness was left in me.

      Flashes of the past weeks took over my vision, and I watched my house burn and collapse with my dad inside. I saw myself crumple to the ground in despair and struggle to get out of bed in the mornings. I observed the antique shop in ruins and saw myself facing Andrea and then Grace after what they’d done.

      But then I saw my first kiss with Noah and the mermaid he painted to look like me. I watched Jem cheering me up and Jameson pissing me off. I heard the mirth in Mason’s voice as he called me “little thief” and the adoration in Stowe’s when he said those three magic words.

      Tears pooled in my eyes as I gave in to the only thing that could save me now—love. It had to be more powerful than the hate coursing through me. More powerful than even my vow to my dad.

      “Okay.”
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      Mason stepped into my line of sight, startling me. Had he been here this whole time?

      “I’m going to take the gun, okay, little thief?”

      I nodded.

      Waiting until he was next to Jared, his hand over the barrel, I closed my eyes and pictured Mason removing the gun from the murderer’s hands. The energy around me seemed to spike again, and when I opened my eyes, Mason was pointing the gun at Jared.

      The magic had worked just like I wanted it to, a fact that both relieved and alarmed me. It was one thing to spell a stone for good luck; it was a completely different thing to control the people around me without really even trying. Aunt Ruby had some serious explaining to do.

      Realizing my hands were still clenched, I loosened them and felt the tiger’s eye shift in my glove. I tore off my gloves and stuffed the crystal in my pocket before inspecting my left palm. The skin where the stone had been pressed to my skin was discolored, like a scar left behind after a burn. But it didn’t hurt at all.

      What the actual fuck?

      Not interested in accidentally generating more magic, I yanked on the chain of my talisman and let it fall back over my shirt.

      There. I was back to normal...as normal as I’d ever be.

      Noise drifted to me from outside the room, so I glanced at Mason, who had moved a good eight feet from Jared. He clearly knew better than to stand too close.

      “Go,” he said, turning a wicked smile on his prisoner. “I’ve got this.”

      I ran toward where Noah was standing in the middle of the doorway, looking out. The panic I’d felt when the gun had gone off returned, and I reached for Noah’s arm to keep from collapsing. “It’s Stowe, isn’t it?”

      He pulled me into his side and kissed my forehead. “No, Stowe is fine.”

      I repeated the words in my head over and over, trying to make sure I understood them correctly. Stowe was...fine?

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      I sagged against Noah, feeling like the weight of the world had lifted. “Thank god.”

      In my relief, it took a few seconds for me to comprehend that something else was going on. I peeked around Noah, taking notice of some of the things I’d missed earlier.

      Mason’s blue lights were no longer flashing. Instead, several spotlights shined down from the ceiling, making the space visible though still dim. It wasn’t as empty as I’d originally believed, as there were a number of crates being stored in the main room. Closed doors lined the opposite wall from where I stood, and the stairway in the corner appeared to lead to a sizable office. The door we’d entered was closed, but one on the other end of the warehouse stood wide open.

      My gaze absorbed all of those details in no more than a second or two before landing on the source of the commotion. A few feet to my left, a woman was prone on the floor, blood covering her stomach and the concrete around her. Her hair was spread out behind her, and her eyes were closed. Her skin was pale...too pale.

      I didn’t recognize her at first; she looked nothing like the woman I knew. But when her identity sank in, I froze, uncertain how to feel.

      Andrea.

      She was responsible for so much of this mess with the Collectors. But she’d done it all to protect people who now meant the world to me. I might have wanted to punish her for exposing me to Intuition, but even in my darkest moments, I’d never wanted this.

      Stowe knelt by her side, bare-chested and pressing his shirt to her wound. He looked up at me, tears in his eyes. “She pushed me out of the way.”

      I swallowed past the rising lump in my throat. That’s why he’d disappeared from view after the shots were fired. Andrea had somehow been there. She’d taken the bullets for Stowe.

      Jameson sprinted through the open door, followed by Jem then Trevor moments later. I released a deep breath at seeing them all in one piece, but my relief was immediately curtailed by the scene playing out in front of me.

      Trevor was staring at me like he had a million questions and wasn’t sure if he wanted the answers. While Jameson appeared more stoic than ever, Jem stopped mere feet in front of Andrea, her face a study of emotions. Shock and devastation warred as she glanced between Jameson, Stowe, Noah, and even me. “Do something!”

      “An ambulance is already on the way,” Noah replied. “But I don’t know...”

      If they’ll get here in time, I mentally finished for him.

      Trevor moved forward, pushing between the Drake siblings. “I have paramedic training.” He dropped to Andrea’s side and started firing questions at Stowe.

      Their conversation faded into the background as I watched Andrea’s face. Her eyes fluttered open, and she moved her mouth.

      “Shhh,” Jem said to Stowe and Trevor. “She’s trying to say something.”

      Stowe leaned close to her, and a few seconds later, he looked directly at...me. “She wants Adele.”

      My chest tightened uncomfortably, but I forced one foot in front of the other until I stood next to Stowe. Since Andrea was clearly too weak to talk in more than a whisper, I kneeled down beside her, shocked when she grasped my hand with more strength than I expected her to have left.

      My vision blurs, and I’m standing outside of the antique shop.

      A woman speaks, and it takes me a moment to realize it’s Grace Morrow. She looks younger, but her face is pinched, and her voice is the same.

      “I have to know whether the girl is psychic. And, if she is, make sure you get an accurate reading of her potential.”

      Andrea peers through the large window at a redheaded girl with braids—me—sitting at the counter, reading a book. George stops to talk to past Adele, and she smiles, but it drops as soon as his back is turned.

      My throat tightens as Andrea asks, “What happened to her mother?”

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      “I don’t know, Grace,” Andrea says, her voice cracking. “She’s just a girl. Can’t you let her be for now?”

      “Just do it,” Grace snaps. “You know the deal. You do what you’re told, and I leave your precious dependents alone.”

      “Fine.”

      She pushes the door open, and the bell rings. George calls out a cheery “hello” but doesn’t stray from moving things around in the back of the store. Andrea wanders through the shop, pretending to look at various items, but she keeps her eyes trained on her target.

      After a few minutes of fake browsing, she walks up to the counter. “What’s that you’re reading?”

      Without glancing away from the page, past Adele holds the book up to display the cover of a Harry Potter book.

      “Good choice. My...daughter loves those books.”

      Past me finally looks up, appearing marginally interested despite the sadness radiating from her. “She does?”

      “Yeah. She’s about your age.”

      Past Adele gives a little smile, and my throat starts to feel scratchy and my eyes watery.

      “Enjoy your book,” Andrea says, quickly weaving back through the shelves and furniture to exit the shop. When she reaches Grace’s side, she says, “The girl isn’t psychic.”

      The other woman frowns. “You better not be lying to me.”

      “I’m not. I swear.”

      I blinked several times to reorient myself in the present. Only a second had passed in real time, but it felt like so much longer. My world was shifting on its axis yet again, but I must have become immune, because I wasn’t even surprised.

      The Collectors had known about me all along, or at least since shortly after my mother’s death. Which, if I was interpreting Grace’s “none of your concern” comment correctly, they probably caused.

      I waited for rage, or at least disgust, to slam into me. Maybe it was because of what happened with Jared, or the fact that a dying woman held my hand, but it never happened. I felt sad. And exhausted. What I didn’t feel was the hatred that had been clinging to me like a cherished barnacle for the past weeks.

      Andrea choked out my name, and I met her glassy eyes. “I’m...sorry.”

      “I forgive you.”

      I didn’t know where the words came from, but as soon as they left my mouth, I knew they were true. Deep down, I’d always understood that Andrea did the best she could with a horrific situation. That didn’t excuse her mistakes, but she’d already had to live with many of them for over a decade.

      Holding my forgiveness hostage—now—felt cruel. And pointless.

      I was officially letting go.

      Withdrawing my hand from Andrea’s, I stood and walked to Jem’s side. “You should say goodbye.”

      She shook her head as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I can’t.”

      “You’ll regret it if you don’t.” I spoke the words softly but urged her forward. She needed these last moments with Andrea, because the looks on Stowe’s and Trevor’s faces told me there wouldn’t be many more.

      What was probably only a few minutes dragged by as I watched Jem, Noah, Stowe, and Jameson speak to their former guardian. My heart hurt for each of them. Jem was closer to her than the guys, but they had their own regrets to live with. They’d pushed her out of their lives these past weeks...in no small part due to my own feelings about her.

      It was obvious when she was gone. Jem fell into Jameson’s arms, sobbing, and Stowe stalked away, disappearing behind a large stack of crates. Noah bowed his head, his expression defeated and his skin sallow. I didn’t even want to know what it was like to be him right then. The emotions seeping into him had to be crushing. Paralyzing, even.

      Trevor reached my side just as the side door to the warehouse slammed open. Grace stormed in, her cold face determined. She glanced in the room where Mason was still holding Jared hostage before sweeping her eyes over the rest of us.

      “Quite a mess you’ve made here.”

      The faint wail of sirens sounded in the distance, and she sighed. “All of you need to get out of here. I’ll fix this.”

      Jem sprang to her feet. “We can’t leave her here!”

      “You’re not. I’ll wait for the coroner and take care of everything.” The wailing grew louder. “Go—now!”

      Jameson stood and tugged on Jem’s arm. “She’s right. Come on.” He waved us toward the side door. “We have to hurry.”

      Surprisingly, no one else argued. Stowe reappeared and took my hand, tugging me to the exit. I looked over my shoulder and saw Trevor, Noah, and Mason all following. Once we hit the sidewalk, we sprinted toward the Expedition.

      Before we made it, the sound of a single gunshot pierced the night. I cringed, fairly certain that Grace had just taken care of our Jared Fleming problem. Even though I’d been seconds away from doing the same, the idea of it made my stomach hurt.

      Two lives were lost tonight.

      And, for what?

      The pursuit of revenge?

      In the end, no one could claim victory. Intuition lost two of their own. The Psych Squad lost their last parental figure. And I lost a piece of myself.

      We piled into the SUV as quickly as possible, and Stowe sped away just as red and blue lights flashed in the rearview mirror.

      “Don’t worry,” Mason said, as he stared out the back. “They can’t see us.”

      Beyond drained from the day’s events, I leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes. I wanted nothing more than to take a ridiculously long, hot shower and attempt to forget everything that happened.

      “Is someone going to explain what the fuck is going on?”

      Opening my eyes to find my ex-boyfriend glaring at me, I released a ragged breath. So much for that plan.

      “Where do you want to start?”
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      Scorching water streamed over my skin, washing away the sweat and grime I’d accumulated over the last few hours. It was hotter than what was probably good for me, but I relished the burn. The unnecessary pain assuaged a little bit of my inner turmoil.

      Which meant I still had plenty left to stew over. Grace’s offer. Jared’s revenge scheme. Jem’s abduction. My unpredictable magic. Stowe’s close call. The memory Andrea gave me. Her sacrifice. What to do about Trevor.

      I’d held him off in the car, promising to explain everything after we made it to the estate. I wasn’t wild about him knowing where I lived, but after everything he’d seen and heard, that was the least of my worries. And it wasn’t like I could just drop him off at his apartment. We needed to put him through some kind of Collectors detox first.

      Hopefully, the Psych Squad would know what to do about him, because none of my ideas were working out so well.

      Knowing I’d spent too much time holed up in the bathroom already, I quickly dried off and wrapped a plush towel around my body before making myself leave.

      I was halfway to my closet when I sensed something was off. Turning my head, I found none other than Mr. Hot and Frowny leaning against the wall behind me, his arms crossed over his chest. He was definitely earning his old nickname, since the lines of his face could be described as nothing less than severe. Although, irate was probably more like it.

      “Do you make it a habit of skulking in women’s bedrooms?”

      “Only women who make it a habit of ignoring everything I say.”

      I started to put my hands on my hips but remembered my current state of undress just in time and wrapped them around my waist instead. “What are you talking about?”

      His eyebrows dipped, giving him that menacing look I’d come to know so well. “I told you to stay in the car.”

      “So?”

      “So, I had everything handled.” He took a step toward me, looking every bit the predator stalking his prey. “Did you think I wouldn’t understand what was happening when Mason made the lights flash?” And another step. “I convinced Stowe to get out of there. And he would have stayed away, if he hadn’t gone back to the car and found it empty.”

      Oh.

      “What did you expect me to do?” I grasped the top of my towel, really wishing we weren’t having this conversation while I was practically naked. “I couldn’t wait outside, doing nothing. Not when Stowe was in danger.”

      “Don’t you get it?” His nostrils flared, a sure sign that he was pissed. “We changed how the vision played out, but it didn’t matter. Stowe was always in danger.” And another step. “Because of his feelings for you.”

      The sound of gunshots echoed in my head once again, and I wondered if I’d ever be able to forget the terror of those moments. I’d come so close, too close, to losing Stowe tonight.

      Tears filled my eyes, and I begged them not to fall. Showing Jameson that kind of weakness was not an option. “I never wanted him—any of you—to get hurt because of me. Things just…happened.”

      One, then two more steps, and he was towering over me. Beyond his anger, it was impossible to tell what he was thinking. Did he blame me for Andrea getting shot? Worse, for her death?

      He didn’t say anything else, and I couldn’t stand the silence. “What do you want from me? Do you want me to leave?”

      Disappearing would probably be the best thing for everyone. Stowe, Jem, Noah, Jameson, Trevor, and George—they’d all be better off if I wasn’t around. I had a feeling even Mason would end up regretting his association with me, and he wasn’t even one of the good guys. Not really.

      The Collectors couldn’t follow me to the ends of the earth. I only had to flee to the most remote place I could think of and become someone else. No problem.

      “What do I want?”

      Hearing the dangerous timbre in Jameson’s voice, I took an unconscious step backward. He followed and wrapped his hands around my hips, making every one of my coherent thoughts dissipate.

      “I want to stop worrying that my next vision will reveal someone else I care about lying in a pool of blood. And, this time, it’ll be you.”

      My palms grew clammy, and my heart pounded in a rhythm that rivaled the chaotic club music from earlier.

      “I want to believe you’ll stop putting yourself at risk.”

      Jameson massaged my hips, his touch deceptively gentle. My hands trembled, and it took every bit of my concentration to keep hold of the towel.

      “I want to stop seeing you every time I close my eyes.”

      He pressed into me, forcing me backward until I hit the closet door. I slumped against it, desperate for the support. His body was so close, I could feel the heat radiating from it. And, in spite of myself, I wanted nothing more than for it to incinerate me.

      “But I know I won’t get what I want.”

      His brown eyes deepened to the color of the darkest, richest hot chocolate. They swirled with hunger and a glint of something almost animalistic. My breasts tightened, and warmth spread outward from my belly.

      I swallowed and prayed to a legion of flying monkeys that my voice wouldn’t waver. “Then, what do you need?”

      “You, Adele. I’ve only ever needed you.”

      Jameson fused his lips to mine, immediately taking charge. I was at his mercy, my hands trapped between our bodies and my brain no longer functioning. But I didn’t care. I didn’t want to think or worry or analyze anymore. I was his to command.

      He snaked a hand around my back while threading the other through my wet hair. Holding my face to his, he teased my lips with his tongue. I opened to him, and he tasted me with small dips of his tongue into my mouth that left me chasing him. But he didn’t let me catch him. He directed me, keeping me exactly where he wanted me, controlling every bit of the give and take.

      I moaned in bliss and frustration, and he punished me by drawing back slightly and holding his lips to mine. The softer touch gave me a chance to catch my breath, but the reprieve was brief.

      Jameson tightened his hand in my hair as he pulled my head to one side, and I felt his tongue against my skin, like he was sipping the water off of me. I dug my fingers into his chest while he grazed his teeth along the cord in my neck, slowly making his way back to my mouth.

      There was no way I would ever be the same after he was done with me. I was losing control and didn’t even have the presence of mind to object.

      Standing on my tiptoes, I leaned my weight against him. I pulled his full lower lip between my teeth before releasing it to slip my tongue between his lips. He groaned, fingers clenching in my hair almost painfully as he dragged his tongue over mine again and again.

      When he finally released me, I glanced down at my towel, which had slipped and was barely covering my chest. Breathing heavily, I said, “I should, um, probably get dressed.”

      Jameson’s eyes slid downward, lingering for a few moments, before finding mine again. “Don’t feel like you need to on my account.”

      Gripping the edges of the towel like the scrap of fabric was the only thing between me and certain death, I pushed away from the closet door enough to slip inside. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Once the door separated me from Jameson, I took a few calming breaths. That kiss had been...just, wow. And the crazy thing was, I still didn’t know if he actually liked me.

      Even worse? I wasn’t sure I cared.

      Without taking the time to look at my selections, I pulled on a bra, underwear, jeans, and thick sweatshirt. I opened the drawer to choose a pair of gloves and froze.

      Holding my hands in front of me, I stared at them. They looked like they always had, slim and pale, but I was suddenly seeing them differently. After all of these years of believing they were my greatest weakness, I now knew they could be my greatest strength.

      If I let them.

      Grabbing a pair of simple white gloves, I tore open the door to find Jameson right where I’d left him. “I know what I need to do about Trevor.”

      “Whatever it is, I’ll support you.”

      “Really?” I heard the doubt in my voice, but I wouldn’t apologize for it. He wasn’t known for trusting me.

      “Yes. He’s your ex, and no one will know better than you how to handle him.”

      I let his supportive words soak in for a second, and I couldn’t deny that my heart swelled a tiny bit. “Thank you.” Was this how it would be between us from now on? I sincerely doubted it, but it was a nice fantasy.

      When we walked into the den a few minutes later, Stowe was at the bar, pouring his usual amber liquid—I still wasn’t sure what type of alcohol it was—and Trevor was standing in front of the fire, staring into it. They both had wet hair, and Trevor wore what had to be Stowe’s T-shirt and sweats. I suppressed a smile. Even on someone as tall and broad as Trevor, he might as well have been playing dress up in a real man’s clothes.

      It was a strange scene, one I never thought in a million years that I would witness.

      I headed straight for Stowe, barely holding myself back from tackling him. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” I squeezed his waist, and he pulled me tight against him. “But I am sorry about Andrea.”

      “Me too,” he said into my hair. “I knew the risk when I went back in the building, and I…” He sighed. “I guess I wouldn’t have done anything differently, but I wish she hadn’t paid the price.”

      “She loved you.”

      “Yeah, she did. She showed you something, didn’t she?”

      The memory Andrea shared propelled to the front of my mind, making my muscles tense. I hadn’t had a chance to wrap my head around the new information yet. That seemed like a problem for another day…or week. Or month, even.

      “I’ll tell you about it later.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Okay. You want a drink? I can make you something sweet.”

      “Thanks, but I need all of my wits about me right now.” I glanced at Trevor, who still appeared to be lost in thought. “It’s time to make him forget.”

      Stowe released me, and his surprise was written across his face. “You sure about that?”

      I’d realized that Trevor didn’t need to remember anything about his abduction. Not if I stole those memories. It seemed like the only way out of this mess for him.

      “It’s the best thing for everyone, especially him.”

      “Okay.” Stowe smiled sadly. “You got this, Daphne.”

      “Thanks. Where is everyone?”

      “Mason went home to Sasha. He said he’ll call you tomorrow. And Noah and Jem are in the guesthouse.”

      If I didn’t know better, I might have been jealous. But I did know better. Jem had never treated Noah as anything other than a best friend. A brother, even. And he was who she needed right now. They could help each other get through yet another tragedy.

      “Is Jem okay?” I still hadn’t completely processed that Fleming abducted her too. He must have thought he needed her as extra ammunition to get me to the warehouse. “Did she say what happened?”

      “She didn’t go into detail, but I guess Fleming caught her right when she arrived home.”

      “Why didn’t she sense the danger?”

      Stowe drained his glass, quickly refilling it. “She thinks someone was helping him. Someone who was able to block her powers or amplify Fleming’s.”

      I groaned. “Of course.”

      Could it have been Jared’s son? Jem had told me on the phone that he was estranged from his father, but who knew if that was truly the case.

      Noticing that Mr. Hot and Irresistible—because, yes, he needed a new nickname after that kiss—was getting ready to open a bottle of beer, I flagged him down. “Will you drive me and Trevor to his apartment?”

      At my question, Trevor seemed to finally snap out of it and turned around. “What? I thought you were going to explain what’s going on?”

      “We’ll talk on the way.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Then, why did you bother bringing me here?”

      “My friends are grieving someone very important to them. And we all needed a little time to process what happened.”

      He studied me, and I couldn’t help wondering what he saw. Trevor looked exactly the same as when we were together—handsome, strong, and too tan for the season. And, since I’d put back on the weight I lost in the days after my dad’s death, I assumed I looked the same too.

      But I didn’t feel the same…not even close. The Adele of two months ago could have spent years with the sweet firefighter in a state of perpetual complacency.

      The Adele of right now? No way.

      I couldn’t explain the change without getting cliché about it. Life was too short, and that was the honest truth. I wasn’t going to accept “satisfactory” anymore. Not from myself or my relationships. Life was too damn short for that shit.

      “Ready?” Jameson asked.

      Not giving Trevor the opportunity to object, I started walking toward the door. “Let’s go.”

      I insisted that we take my CR-V. The back seat in Jameson’s sports car was too cramped, and I figured we should avoid driving the Expedition for the time being. Despite Mason’s assurances that the emergency personnel arriving on the scene only saw what he wanted them to see, I kept expecting police to show up, demanding to know what went down at that warehouse tonight. Since that hadn’t happened yet, I had to believe that Grace managed to pull whatever strings, told whatever lies, necessary to keep us all out of it.

      I hated to be grateful to her for anything, but I’d give her that one small thing. Because attempting to explain tonight’s events to the authorities sounded like a nightmare. Even more of a nightmare than being trapped in a vehicle with my ex-boyfriend and a guy I’d just made out with for the first time. And that was obviously saying something.

      “Start talking, Adele,” Trevor said as soon as we made it past the gate.

      I turned to look at him in the back seat. “Why don’t you start? What happened to you?”

      “I wish I knew.” His forehead creased. “I drove home from work, and I remember getting out of my car, and then…I don’t know. It’s fuzzy.” He leaned forward, putting his head between the front seats. “What did that guy do to me? It kind of felt like he drugged me, but after he left the room, I was fine.”

      I fought for an explanation. Even though I was planning on stealing his memories of the whole thing when we got to his apartment, I couldn’t continue putting him off. Besides, I wasn’t entirely certain the memory stealing thing would work like I wanted it to. I’d only tried to do it once.

      “The drugs probably just wore off quickly.” I heard Jameson puff out a breath, but I ignored him. “You feel fine now, right?”

      “Yes. So, who was that guy?”

      “It’s a long story,” I replied, not having to feign my exhaustion.

      “So? Start talking.”

      “Can we wait until we get to your apartment? Maybe we can order in. I’m starving.”

      Trevor looked in Jameson’s direction. “What about him?”

      I raised my eyebrows, not answering.

      “Come on, Adele. Aren’t you going to at least explain who these people are, and why you seem to have friends all of a sudden?”

      Intentionally ignoring the undertone about the guys being more than friends, I decided to go for vague. “I met them through shop-related business.”

      Not entirely a lie, not that it mattered. I wasn’t about to start giving Trevor anything more than half-truths.

      “Speaking of the shop, the renovation looks great. When are you reopening?”

      My eyes widened. “What? How did you know about that?”

      He returned to his spot in the back seat and averted his gaze. “I saw it.”

      “Why?” Without me in the picture, Main Street Whitehurst was not somewhere Trevor would normally frequent.

      He shrugged. “I was hoping to catch you.”

      My heart sank. “Have you been by there more than once?”

      After a few long moments of silence, he looked directly at me. “I’ve been by every day for the last couple of weeks.”

      I sighed. No wonder Jared went after Trevor. I’d thought staying away from him would be good enough. Clearly, I’d been wrong.

      What was new?

      Not sure how else to respond to the resignation in Trevor’s voice, I focused on the shop. “I’m not reopening.”

      “What? How is that possible? You love that place more than anything, well other than your…”

      Dad. I’d loved it more than anything other than my dad.

      “I needed a change.”

      He reached forward and squeezed my arm. “All of the guys miss him. And you. They keep asking when you’re going to visit again.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “I’ll try to stop by soon.”

      Thankfully, he was quiet for the rest of the drive. I reclined in the seat and closed my eyes, trying to prepare myself for what I needed to do. I wasn’t even sure it was ethical to pilfer his memories. But every other solution I came up with ended the same—with Trevor in more danger.

      I had to do this.

      The moment we entered the apartment, I asked for a glass of water, then took a seat on the couch and removed my gloves. Jameson stayed standing near the door, which was probably for the best. I intended to get this over with as soon as possible.

      I closed my eyes, relying on my hours of practice meditating to get me through this. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale.

      “Adele?” I felt Trevor sit down next to me, but I didn’t open my eyes. “What’s wrong? What are...”

      Exhale. Inhale. I drowned out his words, putting the entirety of my focus into the memories I needed to steal from him. This was against his will, but he would be better off. I just had to keep reminding myself of that.

      I reached for his hand, and the memory took over almost instantaneously.

      The mid-day sun is bright, and I feel almost as light, content. Trevor is humming a tune as he steps out of his car. A tall man approaches from behind, and Trevor turns to him with a smile.

      “Hey, there.”

      The man—Jared Fleming—doesn’t respond. He continues forward, and that’s when his ability takes over. My mind races, searching for more information, but it’s not there. The world is blurry and disorienting. I can’t—Trevor can’t—tell what’s up and what’s down.

      “What...” Trevor stutters, but he doesn’t finish his thought. He tilts onto his side, and he struggles but can’t seem to move his arms and legs.

      The sound of a door slamming echoes, and everything grows dark.

      I feel the memory start to fade, but I hang on with all of my strength, refusing to let it go. It stretches out in front of me, and I chase after it, willing it to capitulate.

      The memories come rapidly then, and when I’ve taken everything since Jared appeared, I reach for more. I delve into the more distant past, capturing the good memories Trevor has of me and of us together. I’m greedy and relentless, taking and taking until he’s left with almost nothing.

      When I’m finally satisfied, I mentally release him, and everything becomes black once more.

      My eyes fluttered open, and my breaths were coming out in shallow gasps. Trevor was staring at me wide-eyed, and Jameson moved into my peripheral vision. “You okay?”

      I nodded and reached for the glass of water on the coffee table, gulping down half of it before returning it.

      “What the hell was that?” Trevor asked. “It’s like you started hyperventilating out of nowhere.”

      Interesting. Nothing like that had ever happened from merely seeing a memory. But it wasn’t surprising. What I’d done to Trevor went so far beyond innocently viewing a memory, I couldn’t really even compare the two experiences.

      Trevor looked at Jameson then back at me, his eyes filling with confusion and more than a little anxiety. “What are you even doing here? I don’t...remember letting you in.”

      “You called Adele,” Jameson replied. “Said you thought you hit your head, and she rushed right over.”

      I shot him a grateful look. Way to plan ahead...or think on his feet. Either way, it was a good response.

      “I did?” Trevor’s forehead creased again, the lines deeper than ever. “Wow, I must have a concussion or something. I don’t remember that at all.”

      “Let us take you to the hospital,” I offered, owing him that much, at the very least. The doctor wouldn’t find anything, but it should provide him some peace of mind.

      He shook his head. “I just want to go to bed.”

      “I’ll stay, then. Wake you up every couple of hours to check on you.”

      “No,” he said quickly. Too quickly. “I’ll ask my neighbor to stop by when he gets off work. He already has a key.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.” He looked at pretty much everything in the room other than me, and that’s when I knew my plan had worked. I’d stolen his good memories of me, and now he wanted me gone.

      Ignoring the tiny pricks of pain brought on by that realization, I stood and walked toward the door, Jameson following behind. “Okay. Hope you feel better soon.”

      “Thanks.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry I bothered you.” He finally looked at me, his expression resolute. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Bye, Trevor.”

      The moment I stepped over the threshold, I accepted the finality of our goodbye. Trevor was no longer a part of my life. We might run into each other again, someday, but it would never be the same. And I was okay with that.

      When we reached the SUV, Jameson planted his hand on my door, stopping me from opening it. “You want to tell me what happened in there?”

      “I took it all.” I bit the inside of my cheek, wondering what he would think. “Everything that happened after Jared arrived...and most of the good memories he had of me.”

      His head jerked back slightly, but I caught the movement. “Fuck, Adele, you’re a badass.”

      “I just did what I had to do.”

      “Do you feel okay?” His gaze roamed my face. “You looked pretty shook up in there.”

      “Yeah, but can we stop for food? I really am starving.”

      Jameson’s luscious mouth pulled up, and then it kept going until he was smiling. The real kind, with straight, white teeth and everything. “Are you asking me on a date?”
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      Ten days later

      

      Fog rolled through the cemetery, making it the perfect setting for a horror movie. Or an episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

      I set the picnic basket on the ground between the two graves and spread out my blanket before sitting down. The cemetery might seem like a strange place to have breakfast, but I thought it was perfect. If I was going to spend Christmas morning with anyone, it should be my parents.

      Opening the basket, I removed containers with coffee cake, quiche, and fruit. I carefully arranged the food on a plate and poured hot chocolate into a green mug featuring the Grinch’s face. It had mysteriously appeared in the kitchen last week, and I’d used it every day since. As always, I dropped exactly five miniature marshmallows into the hot chocolate before taking a sip.

      “Merry Christmas.” My voice sounded too loud in the quiet morning, but I kept on. “I would offer you some of this delicious food, but it would probably end up attracting raccoons.”

      I ate a bit of quiche and followed it up with a strawberry. “This would be a lot more interesting if you could talk back. Unfortunately, I’m not that kind of psychic.”

      Directing my attention toward the mound of still-fresh dirt, I said, “Sorry if me being psychic is news to you, Dad. I’m not exactly sure how that whole looking-down-on-me-from-heaven thing works. I should have told you sooner, but I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      I picked at my coffee cake. “As it turns out, knowing the right thing is a lot more complicated than I used to believe. I’ve made some choices lately that I’m not sure you would approve of. But I’m trying...I want to do better.”

      Turning to my mom’s grave, I tried to smile, but it felt forced. “I wish you could tell me what really happened to you. I want to know.” My mind returned to that moment in the warehouse when I almost made Jared pull the trigger. It had been doing that almost constantly over the past ten days. “But I also kind of don’t want to know. I don’t want to be ruled by hate.”

      I took a drink of my hot chocolate, relishing the warmth it provided as much as the decadent flavors. It was seriously cold outside, but I refused to rush this.

      “I sound soft, don’t I? It was only a month ago that I was embracing my hatred for the Collectors. Now, I’m considering letting my vendetta go.

      “Don’t listen to this part, Dad,” I said with a soft laugh before directing my attention back to my mother’s headstone. “I think it’s because I’m falling in love. With more than one man, at that.” I held my hands up, as if to ward off arguments. “I know, I know, it sounds crazy. But you’d understand if you knew them. They’re each kind of perfect but in their own way.”

      After finishing off the last of my food, I started returning my dishes to the picnic basket. “I wish you were both here to help me navigate all of this. It’s strange. I’ve never had more people around me, supporting me. But I still feel alone sometimes. Pretty sure that’s never going away.”

      I removed two long-stem pink roses from the basket and laid one on my mom’s grave. “I love you.”

      Then, I knelt next to my dad’s grave, holding the rose while tears gathered in my eyes. “I guess this is really goodbye, huh? I didn’t want to admit it before, but you’re gone, and I have to find a way to continue on without you.” The tears spilled down my cheeks and dropped onto the dark soil. “I miss you every hour of every day. I will always love you, and I hope I can find a way to make you proud.”

      I placed the rose on the dirt and stood, my legs shaky. Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, and I leaned into them, grateful. “You were supposed to wait in the car, where it’s warm.”

      “Since when do I do what I’m supposed to?”

      “Good point.”

      Stowe nuzzled my neck. “You’re freezing.”

      “Is this the part when you offer to warm me up?”

      “Shhh,” he whispered. “Not in front of your parents.”

      I laughed, feeling lighter already. “Sorry.” Turning into his embrace, I stood on tiptoes to kiss his mouth. “Let’s go home.”

      “Sweeter words were never spoken.”

      When we walked into the mansion twenty minutes later, it was buzzing with activity. Christmas music played over the speaker system, and inviting aromas drifted in from the kitchen. Noah and Jem were attempting to hang an overflowing stocking from the fireplace in the living room. And Sasha trotted up to us, the bells on her collar jingling.

      “Hey, girl. Don’t you look pretty.” In addition to her festive collar, she was wearing a red and green plaid scarf that was probably big enough to fit me.

      Mason appeared a moment later, looking as handsome as ever in black slacks and a green button-down shirt, with the sleeves rolled up. “Merry Christmas, little thief.” He offered me a side hug, and I hesitantly accepted.

      We’d been in touch, but I hadn’t actually seen him since that night. Grace had used him to pass on the news that the warehouse incident had been ruled an unfortunate murder-suicide. She wasn’t pressuring me to accept her offer...yet. I needed to decide what to do about the Collectors. Just not today.

      Today, I was going to eat good food, exchange gifts, and watch cheesy holiday movies to my heart’s content.

      I gave Mason a genuine smile. “I’m glad you decided to come.”

      What I knew about Mason Montgomery was severely limited, but I had managed to wrangle out his plans to spend Christmas alone. And that was something I couldn’t accept. Our relationship—professional and personal—was still up in the air, but he’d stepped up when we needed him, something that won him major brownie points with me and the Psych Squad.

      “Me too.”

      “Adele, you’re back!” Jem practically skipped to me, her face flushed with excitement. It was good to see her looking so happy again. “Now, we can finally show you your surprise.”

      “Surprise?” My stomach fluttered. “I’m not that into surprises these days.”

      “You’ll love this one, promise!” She grasped my hand and started leading me toward the kitchen. “Come on!”

      I glanced back at Stowe, who was watching with a giant grin on his face. He winked at me and mouthed, “don’t worry.”

      The butterflies quieted. If Stowe approved, it couldn’t be too bad.

      Jameson was standing at the island, looking like a domestic god as he peeled potatoes. When I saw what he was wearing, I stopped short. He had on a—wait for it—green apron with a picture of the Grinch and the words, “You’re a mean one.”

      I burst out laughing. “Now that is a good surprise.”

      He looked up and smirked at me. “Thanks, but that’s not your surprise.”

      “No, I am,” a familiar voice said from the doorway into the dining room.

      I spun my head in that direction, and my hand flew to my chest. “George!” I ran to my dearest friend and threw myself into his arms.

      “Whoa, there,” he said with a chuckle. “If you knock me over, I’m liable to break a hip.”

      After squeezing him a little too tight, I stepped back, staring at his wrinkled face like it might suddenly disappear. “You’re here! How are you here?”

      “Your friend Noah tracked me down and convinced me to come home for Christmas. Not that it took any convincing.”

      I searched out Noah and found him leaning against the island, smiling. His blue eyes were bright and happy, and it took everything in me not to kiss him right there, in front of everyone. That would have to wait for later. For now, it was enough that he could feel the ecstatic, grateful emotions coursing through me. “Thank you.”

      He nodded, and I turned back to George. “So, what do you think? Food or presents first?”

      “Presents,” George, Jem, and Stowe responded in unison.

      George placed an arm around Jem and, somehow, did the same with Stowe. “I think I’ve found my people.”

      I looked from George to Jem, Stowe, Jameson, Noah, Mason, and Sasha.

      Me too.
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      Read on for a preview of Touch of Promise, the third book in The Collectors series.
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      Mason

      

      Answering a vampire’s summons wasn’t exactly how I wanted to spend my New Year’s Eve.

      Well, technically, Grace Morrow wasn’t a vampire. But that woman sucked, and not in the good way.

      I instinctively placed a protective hand over my groin, not wanting to even think about what she would do to my man parts, given the chance.

      Still shuddering ten minutes later, I parked in front of the Intuition Financial Group offices. Although it was a quarter to three, I spotted four other vehicles in the lot. Not surprising, since the legitimate IFG employees had the day off. Only the Collector portion of the company would bother showing up on a paid holiday.

      It still amazed me that Geppetto and his merry band of puppets were able to hide their nefarious dealings in plain sight the way they did. If I didn’t hate them so much, I might have been able to appreciate their business model. They ran a successful investment firm that clearly benefited from the psychics on staff. But they were careful. They lost just enough money to avoid garnering the attention of the federal government.

      Forcing myself out of my SUV, I took a wide berth around the side of the building toward the greenspace behind it. I refused to meet with Grace inside. Who knew which psychics lurked within those walls, waiting to read my thoughts or control my actions or sense my powers. Open spaces were always the safest option.

      As I approached the fountain where we usually met, I saw Grace emerge from the building. Good. The sooner we started this, the sooner it would be over.

      “You do realize it’s New Year’s Eve, don’t you?” I asked when she stopped a good five or six feet away from me. We didn’t need to be any closer, and I was glad that she seemed to be in agreement.

      “What? And I’m supposed to believe you have other plans?”

      “Yeah, you are.” I gestured vaguely to my body, which was encased in a perfectly-tailored blue suit. “Do I look like I have trouble finding a date?”

      “No, you look like you’re too pretty for your own good.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. I was not pretty.

      “But, from everything I’ve seen and heard lately, there’s only one woman you’re interested in. And I seriously doubt you’ve got a date lined up with her.”

      There was humor in her voice, and I hated it. Grace fucking Morrow didn’t get to be amused with me. She should be relegated to a dimension where demons like her weren’t permitted to speak, much less exhibit amusement.

      And what I hated even more was that she was talking about Adele. She didn’t need to be coy about it. I was perfectly aware of the buzz surrounding me and my new “employee.” I didn’t need to hear the details to guess what everyone was saying.

      What’s up with Gatsby?

      He doesn’t do employees.

      And he doesn’t do girlfriends.

      He probably just wants to “do” the witch...check it off his bucket list.

      They thought they had me all figured out. Truth was? They knew nothing about my life. Nothing.

      “Why am I here?” I ground out, not bothering to put on my pleasant mask.

      “You still haven’t given me an answer about Adele. Geppetto is getting impatient.”

      Geppetto. If there was one person who deserved to burn in a fiery dimension more than Grace, it was Geppetto. The man was despicable. He hid behind a computer while making his minions dance. It made me sick. Yet, here I was, playing his game with the rest of them.

      Instead of saying what I really wanted to, I remained cool. Unconcerned. “Adele is jumpy. You can’t blame her for that.”

      “Has she forgotten how I cleaned up her mess at the warehouse?”

      “That was Fleming’s mess, and no, she hasn’t forgotten.”

      Adele was more than aware that Grace was capable of holding the events at that warehouse over her head. Who knew what kind of evidence might miraculously appear to turn the entire murder-suicide theory on its head? The lot of us had undoubtedly left a slew of it in our wake.

      “Good.” Her nearly-expressionless face twisted into an almost-smirk. “Then, she should be more than amenable to my offer.”

      I bit back a snort. That would be the day. “Why don’t you tell me why Geppetto wants her so desperately?”

      I’d been around for a while, and I’d never seen IFG this interested in a psychic. Manipulation and bribery were normal components of their modus operandi when they couldn’t convince a potential to join for money and security alone.

      But when those tactics failed? Less talented psychics found themselves homeless and friendless. The more talented ones found themselves on the lifeless end of a tragic accident.

      The fact that Grace had laid down the law that Adele couldn’t be touched?

      It meant something.

      IFG needed her. But, why?

      “I’ll tell you what I told Adele the first time I met with her. Geppetto has been searching for psychics who have the ability to access memories for a long time. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you find it odd that he wants that particular ability so much that he’s willing to negotiate with Adele? That’s not like him.”

      Her expression returned to its usual blank stare, and I half-wished Noah Greene was here to glimpse her emotions. Was she truly as detached as she appeared? I doubted it. There had to be a beating heart under that icy façade. Even if the blood that ran through it was as black as her soul.

      “No, I don’t find it odd. Because it’s not my job to have an opinion on what Geppetto does or doesn’t do. He wants her, and we both know that it’s in her best interest to give in.”

      “Oh, so now you care about her best interests?”

      “I just care about bringing her on board, and fast. Make it happen, Montgomery. This is your—her—last warning.”

      “Fine.” I’d known this was coming, but I’d been hoping to draw it out a little longer. Adele was not going to be happy. “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Do better than talk to her. Convince her.”

      I wasn’t going to bother responding to that. Convincing Adele to work with the people responsible for her father’s death was about as likely as Grace passing through the Pearly Gates.

      “Is there a reason we needed to have this meeting in person?” She could have easily told me all of that over the phone instead of dragging me all the way to Richmond. It wasn’t like we got together to gab. There had to be something else.

      “I thought Adele might want that back,” Grace said, handing me a bulky envelope.

      I peeked inside, finding a bright pink taser that I immediately recognized as Adele’s. She’d had it that night at the warehouse and must have left it there.

      “You thought Adele might want her taser back.” My tone gave away my disbelief, but I went ahead and threw in a “really,” in case she was feeling dense.

      “Yes.”

      Right. That thing was going straight into the trash. Who knew what she’d done to it? At the very least, it was now the proud owner of a top-of-the-line tracking device.

      Spotting a black USB drive tucked alongside the taser, I asked, “What about the flash drive?”

      “That’s for you. I’ve taken the liberty of going through Andrea Parson’s personal computer files and found some interesting data that she failed to hand over to me.”

      My neck muscles tensed. This couldn’t be good. “What kind of data?”

      “Names and contact information for a number of psychics with abilities that IFG would find useful.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “I don’t have time to deal with them, so you’re going to reach out to the ones with the highest potential and broker their IFG deals.”

      I laughed. “Now, why would I do that?” That wasn’t how this worked. She only came to me when she suspected that a psychic wouldn’t be amenable to her offer or was already resisting. I wasn’t a goddamn recruiter.

      “Because you like receiving your extravagant commissions?”

      I shrugged. “We both know I don’t need the money.”

      “Okay, fine.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you want?”

      Finally. This conversation was getting interesting.

      “Drop this thing with Adele once and for all.”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” I plucked the thumb drive from the envelope and held it out. “Then, I can’t help you.”

      She didn’t take it. “There has to be something else you want.”

      There was only one thing in the world I wanted, and Grace couldn’t help me with it. In fact, Adele was the only person I’d found who had even a fighting chance. And that’s why I would continue battling for her, next to her, instead of her. Whatever it took.

      “Not from you.”

      She sighed and started walking back toward the building. “You’ll think of something, Montgomery. And, when you do, you know where to find me.”

      I shoved the thumb drive in my pocket and stalked back to my vehicle. I had a bad feeling about this new development. Andrea Parsons no doubt had a good reason for keeping the list of potentials from IFG. She’d done so even knowing that Abel Turner—IFG’s favorite mind reader—could pluck the information from her mind. So, why take the risk?

      Even more concerning was Grace’s decision to place this particular task on my shoulders. Since she wasn’t a people person, it made sense to hand the recruitment over to someone else. But she had minions who would have been happy to take this project on. So, why me?

      I wasn’t easy to control, and she knew it.

      “Mr. Gatsby!”

      I turned to find a young woman jogging toward me, her light blonde hair streaming behind her. “Sara, hello.”

      Unfortunately for her, the nineteen-year-old was IFG’s newest recruit. I’d helped broker her deal. And as many times as I’d wanted to yell at her to run far away, that wasn’t part of my job description. I’d negotiated the best deal I could for her, but I didn’t get involved otherwise. That was how it had to be.

      She stopped a few feet in front of me, her cheeks flushed. “Mr. Gatsby, I just wanted to thank you for the condo. It’s so much nicer than anything I could have imagined.”

      I wanted to tell her to use my name. This Mr. Gatsby stuff was ridiculous. First of all, I didn’t particularly appreciate being compared to the fictional character. I liked to believe I was made of stronger stuff than him. And I wasn’t even a decade older than Sara, so the “mister” really needed to go.

      “It wasn’t me. IFG purchased it for you.”

      “Oh, I know that. But if you hadn’t helped me, I never would have gotten so much money from Ms. Morrow.”

      I nodded, hoping that was good enough. I didn’t deserve her gratitude. Not really. Opening the door to my SUV, I muttered, “Happy New Year.”

      “Thank you. You too.”

      Despite the upbeat tone to her words, I detected something else underneath them. I told myself to turn away, that it wasn’t my problem. But, apparently, I was going soft all of a sudden, because I turned back to her.

      “Is everything going okay?”

      Sara’s eyes widened, and for the first time, I noticed that the skin around her eyes looked puffy. Not typical for a girl her age. “Of course.”

      “Are you sure? They’re treating you well?”

      “Yeah.” She glanced nervously around the empty parking lot. “I mean, it’s not that bad.”

      “Convincing,” I said with a chuckle, hoping to help her relax.

      She nibbled on her bottom lip. “I shouldn’t say this, but I’m glad Mr. Fleming is gone. He was mean.”

      Jared Fleming? Sara had only worked for IFG for a week before Grace shot and killed him at the warehouse. With her own gun, I assumed, since I’d taken his with me and later thrown it in the river. So, how had Sara already come into contact with a man who notoriously worked alone?

      “Did he do something to you?” It was the vaguest question I could think of to try and get her to open up.

      “He made me go with him to block this girl’s powers, and then he took her.”

      Sara’s ability was fairly limited, but it was one that IFG held in high regard. She could suppress the powers of almost any psychic when she was within about a block radius. It was impressive. And she was probably wishing it didn’t exist about now. I knew how that felt—I’d been there.

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know what happened to her, or if she’s okay.”

      I was pretty sure I did.

      “What did the girl look like?”

      “A little older than me. Pretty, with dark brown hair and some other colors mixed in.”

      Jemimah Drake. Just as I thought. “Don’t worry. I know her, and she’s fine.”

      Sara held a hand to her mouth. “Really? She’s okay?”

      “Yes. I promise.”

      She smiled, now looking younger than her nineteen years. “I’m so relieved to hear it, you have no idea.”

      “Happy to be of service.”

      Just as it was on the tip of my tongue to say something crazy like, “call me if you need anything,” I climbed into the front seat with a quick “bye” instead.

      I couldn’t start caring about the psychics I dealt with on a daily basis. That wasn’t what I was about. I needed to stay focused on my mission. And, right now, the entirety of my mission revolved around Adele Rose.

      Did it hurt that she called to me with her soulful gray eyes and unique blend of softness and strength?

      No, it didn’t hurt one damn bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Adele

      

      “Daphne.”

      At the low whisper, I paused en route to the refrigerator and glanced around. “Stowe?”

      A large hand appeared from the pantry, and before I could react, I was being dragged into the small room.

      “What are you doing?” I asked around a laugh as he shut the door, closing us in.

      Stowe towered over me, his massive body taking up almost all of the available space. “Stealing a minute alone with you while George and Jameson are distracted.”

      “Isn’t that what bedrooms are for?”

      “Yeah, if you hadn’t made bedrooms off-limits.”

      Oh, right. Why had I done that again?

      I craned my neck to peer up into his mischief-filled face, his beard detracting only slightly from his boyish expression. “Now that we’re alone, what do you plan on doing with me?”

      “Like you don’t know.”

      The gold flecks in his eyes flashed as he pulled me against his chest, his hands pressing into my back. As always, I had to stand on tiptoes to loop my arms around his shoulders. Stowe was so tall, so big, but I wasn’t complaining. He made me feel dainty, protected. And how could I not like that?

      Stowe lowered his head, meeting me in a kiss that was both soft and demanding. He had this way of taking his time that drove me wild. He nipped at my top then bottom lip, sampling. Tasting. I dug my nails into his neck, silently imploring him to stop toying with me.

      With minimal effort, he lifted me, backing me up against the door. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he planted his hands on the backs of my thighs, massaging them gently. He slipped his tongue between my lips, urging them open, and I eagerly complied. His taste was just as sweet—and hot—as he was. Like iced tea in the middle of summer...with a shot of bourbon thrown in.

      The kiss went on and on, my body slowly melting from the inside out. When all of the air had been sucked from my lungs, I leaned my head back against the door, trying to catch my breath. Now, I remembered why I’d made bedrooms off-limits. I didn’t trust myself to be alone with Stowe while a bed was nearby.

      Ever since he’d almost been shot at that cursed warehouse, my defenses had melted away like heavy makeup on a summer day. He was strength personified, but that didn’t matter. I wanted to hold him close, to keep him safe. I needed him to understand how much I cared about him, despite my inability to vocalize my feelings.

      Nothing concrete had changed since that day Stowe told me he loved me by the side of the road. If anything, I was more conflicted than ever. Noah was his usual sweet and perfect self. Mason and I continued to get our flirt on at every opportunity. And Jameson...well, he was officially a contender.

      We hadn’t talked about what happened in my bedroom over two weeks ago, but we didn’t need to for me to sense the shift between us. He no longer snapped or scowled at me. And, in a shocking twist, he and George had become fast friends. It seemed that George had finally found his match in several of his favorite board games, including Scrabble. Yes, Jameson was good with words. Who knew?

      I would have liked to say that I was juggling four men, but what I was doing didn’t even qualify as juggling. It was more like a game of dodgeball, where I spent all of my time ducking and weaving rather than actually playing. And...it was possible that I’d been using George as a very well-timed shield.

      The Psych Squad and I had all agreed that, if he was going to remain in Virginia, George needed to stay at the estate. Though he’d resisted, I had a feeling all of his arguments were for show. He obviously loved all the attention he’d been receiving over the past week. And I’d been happy to let Stowe, Jameson, and Jem believe that his presence was the reason I’d been keeping my—relative—distance. I didn’t bother thinking that Noah failed to see past my ruse. But he hadn’t said anything, so neither had I.

      I probably should have scolded Stowe for ambushing me now, but he’d left me weak in the knees and out of breath. “Someone is bound to start looking for us soon.”

      “So? You afraid of being caught with me in the pantry?” he asked, challenge in his voice.

      “No,” I answered honestly. “It’s just—” My phone started playing the theme song from the Harry Potter movies, and I instinctively reached for it. Giving Stowe an apologetic look, I said, “It’s Ruby. Do you mind?”

      “No.” He kissed me on the forehead before lowering me to the ground. “Get on out of here.”

      “Thanks.” I pushed open the door, popping open my flip phone to say, “Hello?”

      Jameson was leaning against the kitchen island, his arms crossed over his expansive chest and an entertained smile playing at his plump lips as Stowe followed me out of the pantry. Perfect.

      I opened the sliding door to the back patio and cleared my throat. “Ruby? Are you there?”

      “You sound flustered, my dear. Please tell me that big handsome brute of yours is responsible.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re not far off the mark.”

      “Well, don’t let me keep you, then. Nothing new to report.”

      I dropped onto a lounge chair and sighed. “Nothing?”

      After I’d magically escaped my restraints and made Jared Fleming turn his own gun on himself, I’d reached out to my great aunt, expecting an explanation. But, unfortunately, she was as clueless as me. She’d been researching the issue ever since, calling me with daily updates, at my insistence.

      Not that there had been anything to update. She’d been searching through the coven’s texts but hadn’t stumbled across anything that could explain what happened. The best she’d come up with was that the event had been some kind of “magic anomaly,” which I didn’t find comforting in the least.

      I took off my left glove to study the small, pink scar on my palm. I couldn’t pretend that what I’d done didn’t scare me. I’d been seconds away from forcing a man to take his life. And, yeah, that man had been responsible for murdering my dad and who knew how many other people. But that wasn’t the point. I wasn’t that person. At least, I didn’t want to be.

      “I’m starting in on the coven journals,” Ruby replied, “but it’s going to take time. There are boxes full of them.”

      “Okay.” I attempted to tamp down the impatience that was undoubtedly seeping through my voice. I knew I shouldn’t get irritated with Ruby. She was doing her best. It just drove me crazy that I didn’t know how I’d willed things to happen that should have been impossible. Or why the tiger’s eye had left this scar on my hand. It made me leery to attempt any magic. Even the easy stuff, like spelling crystals.

      “You should take the day off from worrying about it. It’s New Year’s Eve. Tell me you’re doing something fun.”

      “I haven’t really planned anything.”

      Honestly, the holiday wasn’t even on my radar. Now that I thought about it, I was surprised Jem hadn’t come up with some elaborate outing for the evening. Then again, she hadn’t been herself since Andrea’s death. Though she’d rallied on Christmas, her mood had waffled between depressed, angry, and irritable in the days since.

      “You’re only young once,” Ruby reminded me. Not for the first time. “Enjoy yourself. Have fun!”

      “Fun…” I couldn’t go so far as to claim it was a foreign word, but it sometimes felt like one. There was always so much on my mind that I focused on getting through each day without drowning in stress.

      “Yes, fun. You know, that thing that makes people smile and laugh and even let their hair down. Promise me you’ll do that tonight.”

      I hesitated, not wanting to make a promise I wouldn’t keep. I was more than happy to leave my hair in its ponytail.

      “And I mean that figuratively and literally,” she continued. “I’m sure you look lovely with your hair framing your face.”

      I rolled my eyes but reached for the tie holding my hair back and pulled it loose. “Okay, my hair is down literally, and I’ll work on the figurative part.”

      “Good. I’ll talk to you in a few days.”

      “Not tomorrow?”

      “In a few days,” she insisted.

      “Fine. Happy New Year.”

      “Happy New Year, dear. And, remember, fun.”

      As I started back toward the house, I noticed Noah on the path from the guesthouse. I met him in the middle, taking note of his tousled espresso-colored hair and tired expression. “Hey. Did you finish your project?”

      He’d been preoccupied for the last week, trying to catch up on work he’d neglected during the aftermath of Andrea’s death. A pang of guilt shot through me, like every time I thought of the Psych Squad’s former guardian. Deep down, I knew it wasn’t my fault she died. Jared had pulled the trigger. He was solely responsible.

      Still, we’d all been there that night because Jared wanted to get to me. Everything he’d done—murdering my dad and kidnapping Trevor and Jem—it had all been part of his plan to enact revenge on the Rose Coven.

      How could I not feel the weight of her death?

      “I finally finished building the website and sent it off to the client for approval. Whatever complaints they have will have to wait until after the holiday to be addressed.” He smiled, though it appeared forced. “It is New Year’s Eve, you know.”

      “Yeah, my aunt just got done giving me the ‘you’re only young once’ lecture. So, I guess I’m supposed to do something fun, whatever that is.”

      Noah laughed. “Yeah. Fun. Sounds complicated.”

      “Right? Who has time for that?”

      He reached for my hand and squeezed. “We can make time. We should make time.”

      “Does that mean you have a brilliant idea for how to spend our evening?”

      “No, but I have a feeling Jemimah does. She texted me a few minutes ago to, and I quote, ‘get my skinny ass in the house.’”

      I peeked around him to check out his backside. Not that I needed to. I’d gotten plenty of incredible views of his firm butt during our yoga sessions. “Clearly, she needs glasses.” I shot him a coy grin. “There’s nothing skinny about that ass.”

      His cheeks—the ones on his face—lifted enticingly. “Oh, yeah? You’re a fan?”

      “Didn’t you know? I’m the president of the fan club.”

      “My ass has a fan club?” He patted one of his butt cheeks. “Way to go, ass.”

      Jameson stuck his head out of the sliding glass door. “Do I even want to know?”

      “Not unless you’d like to join Noah’s ass’s fan club,” I replied seriously. “The position of secretary is currently available.”

      His dark eyebrows drew together, but he just shook his head in response before disappearing back inside.

      “Do you think I scared him away?” I asked with a grin.

      “Definitely.”

      When we walked into the kitchen, Jameson, Stowe, and Jem were sitting around the table, clearly waiting for us.

      “Took you long enough,” Jem whined.

      Noah gave her an incredulous look. “You texted me like five minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, and it only takes you forty-eight seconds to walk here from the guesthouse.”

      “It’s weird that you know that,” Stowe said. “You realize that, right?”

      Jem stuck her tongue out at him. “Anyway, now that everyone is finally here, let’s talk about what we’re going to do tonight.”

      “Pizza and movies?” Jameson offered.

      She scowled at him, and I couldn’t help but think it seemed like the siblings had exchanged personalities. Jameson was being unusually chill while his sister was kind of acting like a crazy person.

      “Are you kidding? This is New Year’s Eve, not every Saturday night of your life.”

      “Damn,” Stowe muttered. “I think that was a burn, dude.”

      “You think?” Jameson sighed heavily before asking Jem, “So, what do you suggest?”

      Her expression perked back up. “I’m so glad you asked. I signed us up to compete in the annual New Year’s Eve scavenger hunt.”

      “Scavenger hunt,” Jameson deadpanned. “You must be kidding.”

      “No, I’m not.” She pulled her long hair over her shoulder and started twisting it, the rainbow-colored strands working with her natural deep brown to create a look that could have easily belonged on a unicorn. “We rarely leave the house anymore, and never to do anything interesting. This starts early, so we’ll be home before people are out drinking and driving. We’ll all be together, and we get a bunch of free stuff just for participating.”

      “Noice,” Stowe said with a head bob.

      Jameson shot him a glare that barely registered on the Mr. Hot and Frowny scale. “You really need to stop binging Brooklyn Nine-Nine.”

      “See.” Jem threw up her hands. “This is what I’m talking about. Ever since you two quit your jobs, you’ve done nothing but work out and watch TV. Why can’t we go out and do something normal, for once?”

      “Since when are scavenger hunts a normal activity for adults?” Jameson replied dryly.

      “Since area businesses got together and decided to give away tickets for a five-day cruise to the winning team.”

      Stowe visibly flinched. “Damn it, I used my noice too soon.”

      Hoping to ease Jem’s obvious agitation, I said, “Count me in.”

      She grinned at me. “Really?”

      “Yeah. I’ve never done a scavenger hunt before, and it sounds like fun.”

      “Great.” She directed her attention at Stowe. “How about you?”

      “If Daphne’s in, I’m in.”

      “Noah?” she asked hopefully.

      He gave her an apologetic smile, his blue eyes slightly less vibrant than usual. “I don’t think I’m up for it. Next time you want to go out, though, I’m there.”

      “But we need you. And it’ll mostly be lots of driving around.”

      Despite his obvious exhaustion, I could tell he was having difficulty telling her no. As always, he was putting someone other than himself first. He probably sensed that Jem needed this. Hell, I could tell that much, and I wasn’t the empath.

      “What if you stay in the car at the stops?” I suggested. “I’ll keep you company.”

      “Yeah,” Jem agreed. “We can take turns.”

      “Okay, deal,” Noah said softly.

      Jem turned to her brother. “Jameson?”

      He lifted his hands in a show of surrender. “I can’t very well let the lot of you run off on your own.”

      She grinned, finally seeming more like the old Jem. “Fabulous. Now, we just need a team name.”

      Stowe sat up straight. “I’ve got it.”

      “Let me guess—Noice and Toit?” I offered, using my best imitation of a New York accent.

      “Good one, but no.” He paused dramatically. “Wuntch Time Is Over.”

      I burst out laughing, appreciating the reference a little too much. “That’s hilarious.”

      So...maybe Stowe wasn’t the only one who had been obsessively binging Brooklyn Nine-Nine. First thing tomorrow, we were going to make new life plans.

      Or maybe the day after that.
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      Adele

      

      All of our phones dinged at once, alerting us that someone was at the gate. Jameson got to his first and, once he checked the video feed, shot me a neutral expression. “It’s Montgomery.”

      The guys were more accepting of Mason after he helped us at the warehouse and even spent Christmas with us. But Jameson, especially, was still wary of his intentions. And so was I.

      Mason hadn’t shared what he needed me to do for him. I wanted to push, but at the end of the day, I understood the need to keep secrets as much as anyone. I couldn’t say that I entirely trusted him. But I was attempting to employ the assumption of innocence until proven guilty approach. I just hoped to hell that it wouldn’t bite me in the ass.

      “I’ll go,” I said, getting up and walking toward the front door before anyone could protest. The only other time he’d shown up without notice, he’d had not-so-great news to share. Which meant I could probably expect the same today.

      When I opened the door, he was just stepping out of his Mercedes SUV. He wore what had to be a designer suit. I wasn’t usually that big a fan of suits; they brought bored, soulless businessmen to mind. But Mason made this one look good. No, more than good. Freaking amazing was more like it.

      He didn’t resemble a businessman at all. In fact, I was pretty certain the only men who looked that good in a suit were typically walking the red carpet. And his dark sunglasses, short-cropped hair, and perpetual five-o-clock shadow didn’t detract from that image one bit.

      “Mason, hi. What are you doing here?”

      “What?” He stopped in front of me on the porch, his increasingly-familiar wry smile on display. “I can’t stop by unannounced to say hi?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” I heard Jameson say from behind me. Though I hadn’t realized he followed me, I wasn’t exactly surprised. He had a habit of putting his nose in the middle of everything that happened within the grounds of the Drake estate. It was like he couldn’t help himself.

      Mason ignored him, removing his sunglasses to look at me. “Actually, I have something I need to talk to you about.”

      Now that I’d adjusted to his hotness, I noticed that his usual carefree expression was missing. That couldn’t be good. This was a man who made jokes in the middle of a crisis, after all.

      “What happened now?”

      “No, no, no,” Jem said, walking up behind us. “Unless this is a matter of literal life and death, it can wait until tomorrow.” She sucked in a breath, probably because she’d just caught sight of Mason in all his well-dressed glory. “I don’t care how sexy you look, Gatsby.”

      “It’s Mason,” he replied, his lips tipped up in obvious humor.

      “Yeah, yeah, so you’ve said. But I happen to like your nickname better.”

      Mason glanced behind me, where George, Noah, and Stowe had joined the rest of us. “It looks like you all are busy, so we can do this tomorrow.”

      “Great!” Jem replied. “Now, you can come with us.”

      “I thought six was the maximum number of members on a team,” Jameson said.

      “I’m not going,” George cut in. “I’m too old for all that excitement.”

      “We can’t leave you here alone,” I protested.

      “You’re not.” He pointed to a battered duffel bag sitting at his feet. “Jem already agreed to drop me off at the chief’s house on the way. You can pick me up tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Oh. Is he hosting poker night?”

      Chief Mackenzie—or Uncle John, as I’d always called him—had been my dad’s best friend. And he was the one who started planning weekly poker games for their group of friends all those years ago. George wasn’t a regular, but my dad had convinced him to join in every now and then.

      “Yes, it’s the first game since…”

      Since my dad’s death. Of course, the guys would get back to their ritual eventually. And I didn’t begrudge them that in the least. It was just…well, my dad should have been there with them. I felt tears prick at my eyes, so I swallowed and put on the most convincing smile I could muster.

      “Sounds good.”

      George’s keen gaze assessed me. “Are you sure? If it bothers you—”

      “Not at all. I’m glad you’re going.” I cursed the waver in my voice. It wasn’t a lie. I was glad George would be there for the first post-funeral poker game. His jovial presence would be good for everyone, including him. I’d robbed him of the chance to grieve with the rest of my dad’s friends by begging him to stay away.

      George wrapped an arm around my waist and squeezed. “He won’t be forgotten.”

      I nodded, hoping I could keep my emotions from bubbling over.

      Mason cleared his throat. “Does someone want to tell me what I’m being roped into this time?”

      Grateful for the change of subject, I turned back to him. “We’re going on a scavenger hunt.”

      He nodded, seeming to consider the idea. “Okay, I’m down for that.”

      I gave him an obvious once-over. “Are you going to wear that?”

      He quirked a knowing eyebrow but didn’t say whatever was on his mind. Likely something to do with how I’d been so obviously checking him out. “I happen to have a change of clothes in my SUV. I’ll go grab my bag.”

      As he walked back to his SUV, Jem groaned. “Really, Adele? You couldn’t just let him wear that all night?”

      “I didn’t want you to be distracted. You want to win those cruise tickets, don’t you?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Or maybe you don’t trust yourself around him dressed like that.”

      Ignoring the gazes of all four men who were undoubtedly staring at me with expressions ranging from curious to suspicious, I headed toward the stairs. “I’m going to grab my coat. It’s colder out there than I thought.”

      Once I was in my room, I slumped against my bed, giving myself a minute to prepare for the evening ahead. George wouldn’t be there to act as a shield between me and my love interests. I’d have to count on Jem for that role, and knowing her, she was more likely to stir the pot than actually help.

      Sighing, I walked to the closet and opened the drawer containing my winter gloves and selected a black pair with silver sequins sewn into the fabric. They were more festive than my typical choices and even had fingertips that would make it easier to use a touchscreen. That would come in handy if I needed to access the internet on my iPhone during the scavenger hunt.

      Finding a sparkly silver scarf among the sizable collection Jem had bought me, I wrapped it around my neck and pulled on my burgundy pea coat. As I descended the stairs, I heard George questioning Mason about his plantation. I had to hold back a laugh. If he wasn’t careful, Mason would find himself committing to giving my former mentor a private tour. George had a way of getting what he wanted, in no small part due to his advancing age. He had no qualms about using it to his advantage, when it suited him.

      “When was the last time you had the contents of the house appraised?” George asked him while aiming a sly wink at me.

      “Don’t answer that,” I told Mason as I reached the foyer, where everyone was waiting. “He thinks he can trick you into hiring me to re-appraise everything for you. But I’m not near qualified for a project of that size.”

      “Pish posh.” George waved a dismissive hand at me. “You’re a natural and more dedicated than anyone I know. Not to mention all those years of studying online auctions.”

      “I’ve already offered to let Adele manage the plantation.” Mason was now wearing faded jeans and a snug-fitting fleece pullover that hugged his muscular chest and shoulders. Gulp. So much for the idea that changing clothes would make him less distracting. “I’m just waiting for her to get started.”

      “There’s been a few other things on my mind.”

      George turned wide eyes on me. “Imposter! What have you done with Adele?”

      “Very funny.”

      He shook his head. “I’m serious. The Adele Rose I know wouldn’t waste a second with an offer like that on the table. How do I know she hasn’t been kidnapped and replaced by an antiques-apathetic shapeshifter?”

      “Shapeshifter?” Stowe asked with a laugh. “Did you break into Noah’s stash of young adult paranormal novels or something?”

      “What?” Noah asked, jaw dropping open. He glanced at me, and I shrugged. I hadn’t told anyone.

      “Yeah, you’re not as good at keeping secrets as you think, bro.”

      “They’re fantasy, not paranormal. Totally different genre.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Can we focus, please?” If I wasn’t wearing gloves, I would have snapped my fingers at them. “I’ve just been distracted, not replaced by a shapeshifter or doppelgänger or alien parasite or whatever other ridiculous theories you can come up with. Tell him, Noah.”

      Noah’s annoyed expression turned soft as he turned his gaze on me before looking at George. “It’s okay. Adele has an extremely unique aura, and there’s no doubt that the real, the only, Adele Rose is in the room with us.”

      “Thank you.”

      George’s eyes remained narrowed as he studied me. “Tell me something only Adele would know.”

      “Oh, good grief.” I rifled through my memories until one stood out. “When I was thirteen, I cut my own bangs before picture day. They turned out crooked, so I kept trimming more and more off until they were up to here.” I struck a pseudo-salute pose to demonstrate how they’d hit inches above my brows. “And when I came into the shop, trying not to cry, you said, ‘What do you call that style? I want to write it down, because it’s just a matter of time before all the other girls start coming in here, asking about it.’”

      He chuckled. “I remember. You looked cute.”

      “I looked like a doll that had been tortured by a maniacal five-year-old.” If there was only one good thing to come out of my house burning down, it was that I never had to set eyes on that hideous yearbook picture again. “Anyway, are you satisfied?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Great. Can we go now?”

      “Sure,” Jameson said, walking toward the front door. “It’s not like we were waiting on you or anything.”

      Stowe swung a heavy arm around my shoulder. “Don’t listen to him. We would happily wait all night for you.”

      Jem brushed by us, skipping to the Expedition, which was parked out front. “Speak for yourself. We’ve already burned most of our remaining daylight with all the chit chat.”

      As the seven of us piled into the SUV, I was once again grateful that Stowe drove such a massive vehicle. Otherwise, we’d end up taking multiple cars more often than not.

      Smashed—in the most pleasant of ways—between Noah and Mason in the very back, I tried to pay attention to Jem as she read the instructions for the game. But it was difficult to concentrate with Mason’s leg pressed against mine and Noah’s hand resting on the outer edge of my thigh. The touches were likely innocent, but my mind was decidedly not.

      My heart rate quickened, and my throat grew dry. It was one thing to be this close to one of them. But, both? It was too much.

      “You okay?” Noah whispered into my ear, his warm breath caressing my skin.

      I shivered, forcing myself to continue facing forward. It was bad enough that he could feel my emotions. He didn’t need to see the pink coloring my cheeks as well.

      “Mm hmm.”

      Damn my stupid libido. Why was it coming out to play now, of all times?

      I shifted in my seat, hoping to somehow avoid touching them. But it was no use. Mason’s bigger body required me to sit closer to Noah. And though his frame was slighter, his presence was not. I might as well have been sitting in his lap for all the good the inch or two separating us did.

      When we finally arrived at Uncle John’s house, I jumped up and, avoiding eye contact with my tormentors, moved to the seat George vacated in the row in front of us.

      “What’s the problem, little thief? Do I smell bad?” Mason made a show of sniffing himself before turning to Noah. “Nope. Must be you.”

      “You both smell fine,” I said primly. More than fine, in fact. “I just wanted to talk to Jem about the scavenger hunt.”

      She shot me a disbelieving look. “I already went over the instructions. What else is there to talk about?”

      “Strategy?” Yeah, it was weak, but I didn’t have anything else.

      “Pretty sure our only strategy is to decipher each clue as quickly as possible.”

      “Right.”

      Thankfully, Noah took pity on me and asked Mason about Sasha, his dog that was closer in size to a miniature horse than a lap dog. The topic was enough to distract Jem from my odd behavior, and I spent the rest of the drive listening to Mason’s smooth voice as he talked about his beloved pet.

      His relationship with the beautiful black dog always took me a little by surprise. Despite Mason’s warm, charming personality, he seemed to stand apart from the rest of the world. I didn’t know whether it was due to his chosen profession or outrageous wealth or something else entirely, but he didn’t strike me as someone who let people in easily.

      I used to think I was the same way...until I met Jem, Noah, Stowe, and Jameson. They changed everything for me. And maybe it was ludicrous, but I couldn’t help but wonder if the five of us could do the same for Mason.

      The Psych Squad could use a sixth member—I was finally including myself in the group—if he proved himself to be as trustworthy as he seemed.

      And that was still a big if.

      His connection to Collectors was a red flag the size of Montana. And if that wasn’t enough, his psychic abilities made him a master of illusion. What if the Mason we saw was nothing more than a meticulously-crafted deception?

      As his deep laugh reverberated through the SUV, I found myself sending up a small prayer that he was exactly as he seemed.

      Or maybe even better.
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      Adele

      

      We stopped at one of several designated businesses to register for the scavenger hunt and activate the first clue. The game was run through an app, which scrambled the order of the clues so that participating teams wouldn’t constantly bump into each other.

      Unlike the various scavenger hunts I’d seen in movies or on television, this one was purely destination-based. We wouldn’t have to try on funny hats or get a photo of a random guy’s boxers. Instead, we just needed to determine the correct location and take a picture of at least one of us holding the sign they’d given us. The team that completed the scavenger hunt in the least amount of time won the grand prize.

      “Here’s the first clue,” Jem said, once we were back in the Expedition. “‘This Roman god can be found presiding over—’”

      “The King Neptune statue at the boardwalk,” Stowe answered before she could finish reading the riddle.

      The huge bronze statue was one of the most recognizable sights in Virginia Beach, so it wasn’t surprising that it was included in the hunt. We’d been warned that some of the clues would be simple, while others would be tricky. If Stowe’s annoyed grunts were anything to go by, maneuvering traffic might end up being the most complicated part of the entire thing.

      When we arrived at the boardwalk fifteen minutes later, Jem and Noah jumped out of the SUV, and Stowe drove around the block. It took longer than it should have, but there was some kind of event going on at the park where the statue was located. Considering the large stage set up in the distance, I was guessing there was a concert later, and maybe fireworks.

      By the time we made it back around, Jem and Noah were waiting right where we’d left them. They quickly hopped in before Stowe navigated back into the stream of traffic.

      “We already submitted the photo and figured out the next clue.” Jem raised her phone high, as if to punctuate their success. “We’re going to Croc’s on 19th Street.”

      “Not sure why you even need the rest of us,” Jameson replied.

      “They won’t all be as easy as these first two, and it’s possible you’ll be able to help...eventually.”

      “Possible?”

      “Well, yeah, if there’s a question about a brewery, or…” Jem scrunched up her face, like she was thinking really hard. “Or yoga,” she replied lamely.

      “Glad to know I’m useful for something.”

      I turned around to look at Noah, surprised that he appeared at ease despite the close quarters and the crowds around the boardwalk. Keeping my voice low, I asked, “You feeling okay?”

      His smile was half-crooked as he lifted a cord hanging around his neck to reveal the Black Tourmaline I’d spelled for him. “Thanks to you.” He dropped the cord so the stone was laying against his skin once again.

      I widened my eyes. “It’s working?”

      “Yeah. I haven’t felt this good out in public in...well, ever.”

      “I’m glad.” Though I’d hoped the spell would keep emotions—particularly negative ones—from leaking into him, I hadn’t known if it would have the intended effect.

      “Are you upset I’m wasting it on a silly scavenger hunt?” he asked nervously.

      The spell was only temporary, but I could always try it again.

      “Of course not.” I reached over the seat to squeeze his arm. “I’m happy you’re able to enjoy yourself.”

      He leaned forward to plant a light kiss my forehead. “Me too.”

      At Croc’s, we all got out of the car so we could claim the free food they were offering to scavenger hunt participants.

      “Now we’re talking,” Stowe said as he bit into a miniature chicken kabob.

      “Next clue?” I asked Jem, who was staring at her phone with fierce determination on her face. She was taking the game seriously. Drill sergeant seriously. Unfortunately for her, no one else seemed inclined to follow her lead.

      “‘Before Alexander Hamilton was best known for the wildly popular Broadway production about his life, local residents hailed him for overseeing this site, the very first federally funded public works construction project under the United States government.’”

      “Cape Henry Lighthouse,” I offered. Okay, I was starting to agree with Jameson. These clues were a little too easy.

      “I guess that makes sense,” she replied.

      “You guess? How can you not know that one off the top of your head?”

      “Not all of us are history nerds.”

      Nerd schmerd. “It was built near the site where the Jamestown settlers first set foot on American soil. How can you be from this area and not know that?”

      She shrugged. “It sounds familiar. I’m sure we learned about it in school.” Turning to the men, who were all more interested in their food than our next destination, she said, “Come on, guys. We’re headed to the lighthouse.”

      Stowe tugged on my hair on the way to the car. “I happen to like that you’re a history nerd. It’s hot.”

      Mason laughed under his breath. “Do those kinds of lines actually work?”

      “For Stowe?” I peered up at my gentle giant, whose easy grin was in place. A man of his size shouldn’t be able to look cute, but he pulled it off. “Yeah, they do.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “Why?” Stowe asked in a friendly tone. “You think you can do better?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. I don’t really need lines to have women falling at my feet.”

      I snorted out a laugh. “Conceited much?” It was undoubtedly the truth—in Jem’s words, he was a “yummy snack”—but that didn’t mean he had to brag about it.

      Mason’s full lips spread into a broad smile, making my heart flutter like the tiniest butterflies were flapping around in there. He opened his mouth to reply, but before any words escaped, I found myself flying toward the ground. Strong arms reached around my middle, catching me right before I made contact with the concrete.

      “See what I mean?” He chuckled lowly as he helped me up. “Not that I was expecting you to take my statement quite so literally, little thief.”

      Heat enveloped my entire body. I glanced behind me and realized I’d tripped over nothing but my own feet. Talk about embarrassing.

      “You okay?” Stowe asked.

      “Yep, just clumsy.” Avoiding Mason’s undoubtedly smug gaze, I said, “Thanks for catching me.”

      “Anytime.”

      In the SUV, I returned to my seat next to Jem. If my rattled state was any kind of indicator, I was never going to be any good at juggling more than one man. I was literally tripping over myself with the mild attention I was currently receiving. What would I do once that intensity ratcheted up a level or two? Have a stroke? That possibility seemed entirely plausible.

      Over the next couple of hours, the scavenger hunt led us to an ice cream shop, the aquarium, a marina—that one we only got on the second try—two museums, and a plantation house I’d visited numerous times. Though none of the clues had anything to do with beer or yoga, Jameson was the one who deciphered the riddle for an escape room. Not surprisingly, the business’s enthusiastic employees made us solve an additional puzzle before we could access the next clue.

      “Okay, this is the last one,” Jem said, once we were all gathered next to the Expedition.

      “Finally,” Jameson muttered.

      “Oh, shut it. You’ve had fun. Admit it.”

      He didn’t, but he did smile—just a tiny one—when his sister returned her gaze to the cell phone.

      “‘Go to a bridge that’s not a bridge to find an island that’s not an island. There, you’re sure to catch something besides a wave.’”

      Mason looked around the group expectantly. “Am I really the only one who knows this? I suddenly feel so smart.”

      “Could you feel smart a little faster?” Jem asked with no small amount of exasperation. “We’re trying to win a contest, here.”

      “It’s the Little Island Fishing Pier.”

      “The what?” Stowe asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Noah said. “Isn’t that the pier at Sandbridge Beach?”

      “That’s the one.”

      Jem quickly re-read the clue before nodding. “That fits. Okay, let’s go!”

      Once we were on the road again, I turned around to look at Mason. “That seems like a fairly random thing to know. Are you into fishing?”

      “No, but I drive past there on my way to Back Bay.”

      “The wildlife refuge?” Vague memories of sand dunes and marshes came to mind. “I haven’t been there since a middle school field trip.”

      “Yeah. I usually go biking there once or twice a year.”

      “Biking, huh?” I wasn’t surprised to discover he worked out; that much was obvious from his physique. But I’d imagined him at an exclusive gym rather than outside on sandy trails.

      “You’re not a fan?”

      “Of bicycles? No.”

      An all-too familiar feeling of sorrow washed over me, but it was mixed with something relatively new—suspicion. My mother had been killed while riding her bike to work. I’d always believed it was nothing more than a run-of-the-mill hit and run. But after viewing the memory Andrea shared with me moments before she passed, I wasn’t so certain.

      Grace had forced her to visit me at the antique shop shortly after my mom died, in order to determine whether I was a Psych. Andrea asked what happened to my mom, to which Grace had replied, that’s none of your concern.

      The memory told me two things. First—the Collectors had known all those years ago that my mother was psychic. And, second—her death had likely not been an accident. Otherwise, Grace would have said so. There was no reason to be coy about it, absent Intuition’s involvement.

      My stomach churned with revulsion at the mere idea that Collectors were responsible for taking not one but both of my parents away from me. Anger bubbled up for a moment, but I quickly suppressed it. I’d seen what happened when I allowed myself to drown in hatred and resentment. It would be easy to return to that place, but I refused to let it happen.

      Noah reached up from the seat behind me and squeezed my shoulder softly. I shot him a grateful look. It was times like these that I most appreciated his empathic abilities. I didn’t have to explain anything; he knew exactly what I was feeling. And I didn’t have to be able to read his emotions for his comfort and support to seep into me.

      Mason cleared his throat, breaking what had likely been a lengthy silence. “Am I missing something?”

      “Oh, look! We’re almost there,” Jem said too loudly.

      Stowe, who had obviously missed the conversation, shot her a confused look in the rearview mirror. “We’re still like five miles away.”

      “It’s fine, Jem.” I turned back to Mason. “My mother was killed in a bicycle accident. So, that’s why I’m not a fan.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Though I couldn’t make out his expression in the dark vehicle, compassion filled his smooth voice. “I had no idea.”

      “There’s no reason you would have.”

      Stowe, Jameson, and Jem hadn’t even known until I told them about the memory Andrea gave me. It had been the day of her funeral, and I’d encouraged them to talk about their favorite memories of her. Sadly, all the good years would always be somewhat tainted by the discovery that she’d been lying to them the entire time.

      But I’d wanted them to understand that I’d truly been able to forgive her in the end. It was different for them, of course. They’d trusted her implicitly, and that kind of betrayal wasn’t easy to get over.

      Still, Andrea had saved Stowe’s life. That was the definition of redemption, as far as I was concerned.

      When we arrived at the beach, it was obvious that the fun wasn’t over...if we didn’t want it to be. A crowd was gathered around a bonfire and what appeared to be several tables of food set up on the beach.

      “Did you know about this?” I asked Jem.

      “Maaaybe.”

      “It looks like a lot of teams have already finished,” Noah said.

      Jem eyed the people grouped in the distance. “Yeah, but we don’t know when they started.”

      We’d been given a six-hour window to complete the game. The winner would be determined by the time recorded by the app, so there was no way to know how our time stacked up to the others.

      “At least we know we’re in the right place.” Stowe slapped Mason on the back, making the smaller—though not by too much—man cough. “Good work.”

      “Thanks.”

      At the pier, a volunteer for the scavenger hunt offered to take a photo of all six of us for the final clue. As we scrunched together, I didn’t have to be told to smile. Jem was on one side of me and Noah on the other. Mason was at my back, and Stowe and Jameson stood on either side of him. And I’d never felt less alone.

      My parents were gone. Trevor was out of my life for good. The future of my shop was still up in the air, and I had no home to call my own.

      Yet, I felt whole in a way that I hadn’t since I was a child.

      Call it intuition or a psychic hunch or just plain nonsense, but I somehow knew that the people surrounding me were exactly who and what I needed. And, if there was any justice in the world, the dawning of a new year marked that the worst was over for every single one of us.

      “Way to go, Wuntch Time Is Over!” Stowe hollered as Jem submitted the final photo.

      “What the hell is he talking about?” Mason whispered to me.

      “Shhh. If he hears you asking that, you’ll end up spending the rest of the night binging the first season of Brooklyn Nine-Nine.”

      “Would you be there?”

      I tore my eyes away from Stowe to look at Mason. There were no traces of humor on his face, and I didn’t know what to do with that. If this was his way of flirting, he’d abruptly changed tactics.

      “I guess so. I’m kind of addicted to the show myself.”

      “Well, then. That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      There were definitely worse ways to spend New Year’s Eve than snuggled between Mason and Stowe on the couch. My mind ricocheted back to my earlier reaction to being surrounded by Noah and Mason, and I decided that alcohol would need to be added to the equation. Getting tipsy on Champagne was probably the only way I’d manage to relax.

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Is everyone ready for s’mores?” Jem asked the group.

      I looked at Jameson, expecting him to insist on going home or at least complain. But he just bumped Jem’s shoulder with his own. “Don’t you mean, are we ready to watch you set fire to a bunch of marshmallows?”

      “Hey! I don’t set fire to all of them.”

      “Sure, you don’t.”

      As we approached the people already gathered near the bonfire, it was clear that some of the other teams had really gotten into this whole scavenger hunt thing. There was a group of women in matching sweatshirts and black leggings and a group of men all wearing camouflage. Now that I was seeing them, I was kind of surprised Jem hadn’t insisted on something similar.

      After eating two s’mores, I noticed that Jameson had wandered off and was standing near the water. I considered leaving him alone, but there was something about his stance that made me think he wanted company. Or maybe I just wanted to believe it.

      “Admit it,” I said as I reached his side. “You didn’t hate this.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “The fact that you’re not near as much of a spoilsport as you seem, for one.”

      Jameson swiveled his head, giving me a half-amused, half-incredulous look. “Wow. I can’t decide if that’s a backhanded compliment or if you’re openly making fun of me.”

      “Also,” I continued, ignoring him, “you were pretty proud of yourself for figuring out that escape room clue. You enjoy being right.”

      “Doesn’t everyone?”

      “Thirdly—”

      “I think I get the picture,” he interrupted, a smile creeping over his face. “And, okay, I admit it. The scavenger hunt wasn’t the worst.”

      “I’m going to tell Jem you said that.”

      “Go ahead.” The levity dropped from his voice and expression. “I think she really needed a win. And I don’t mean the cruise.”

      I glanced over his shoulder, confirming that Jem was still standing near the fire, probably burning another marshmallow. He’d been right about that, too. “You’ve been worried about her?”

      “Most of the time, she seems so strong, like she can handle anything life throws at her. Still, I sometimes wonder if that’s more of an act than any of us realize.” He shifted to stare out into the ocean again, but I kept my eyes on him. The moonlight washed over his face, making his features appear softer, and my heart followed. “She was so young when our parents died...”

      “So were you.”

      He shook his head. “No, I was thirteen to her ten. Those three years might as well have been a decade for the difference they made. And Andrea was more than a guardian to her.”

      “She’ll be okay.”

      That wasn’t a platitude; I truly believed it. Jem needed time, but she would come out of this stronger than ever.

      “Will you?”
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      Jameson

      

      “Will you?”

      As soon as the words spilled from my mouth, I wanted to take them back. Adele didn’t need to assure me that she’d be okay. It was obvious that she would be, even without my visions of the future to prove it.

      She’d faced down Fleming, defying him while he aimed a gun at her. More than that, she’d managed to come back from the edge. She could have made the man who murdered her father pull the trigger on himself. I didn’t think a single one of us would have blamed her for it.

      But she didn’t go through with it. Adele let go of the rage, and that took more strength than I could fathom. I had no doubt I wouldn’t have been able to do the same.

      “What makes you ask that?”

      Huddled in the cold, she looked smaller than usual. Though she was slender and probably not quite average height, I never thought of her as petite. Her presence was too overpowering for that. But now she looked diminutive…unsure. And I’d done that to her. I didn’t like it.

      Adele still didn’t trust me. Not really. Not in the ways that counted.

      I didn’t blame her. This was all on me. I’d been treating her like a second-class citizen since I’d barked at her through the gate intercom two months ago.

      And then I’d gone and kissed her, all but blaming her for the fact that I couldn’t stay away.

      That kiss…fuck. She’d felt amazing, her skin soft and her scent intoxicating. Just thinking about it made me hard. Thank god it was dark.

      “Jameson?”

      At the sound of my name on her cherry-colored lips, I jerked slightly, telling myself to focus. “Yeah?”

      “What made you ask if I’m okay?”

      “It’s a natural question. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “Yeah.” She didn’t sound convinced.

      I dug the tip of my boot into the sand. Talking about feelings and all that shit wasn’t my strong suit. The words I should be saying came to mind, but I found myself shoving them away. Now wasn’t the time. She wasn’t ready...I wasn’t ready.

      “I guess I just wanted you to know that you can talk to me,” I finally said. “About anything. If you want to.”

      When silence stretched between us, I forced myself to look at her. She was staring at me, and though I couldn’t make out her features perfectly, it was obvious that she was surprised. And probably a little confused. That made two of us. What the hell was I doing?

      I turned and started toward the bonfire, where, hopefully, the fire would engulf me.

      “Wait.”

      Adele placed a small, gloved hand on my arm. I halted, my body buzzing. How was it that her touch—even with no less than three layers between us—made me a little crazy?

      “That means a lot to me. Thank you.”

      “I get that I’m your last choice. Noah and Jem are great listeners. And Stowe makes you laugh. You even have that instant connection thing with Mason.” Now that I said it all out loud, I felt stupid. Why would she confide in me when she had them? “You know what? Forget I said anything.”

      “No.” She huffed out something between a laugh and a groan of exasperation. “You drive me insane, you know that?”

      I could say the same. This probably wasn’t the best time to voice it, though.

      She looked up at me, her face noticeably softer than it had been a moment ago. “You’re right—you’re the last person I should want to talk to. More often than not, you’re surly or outright rude.”

      Well, then.

      “But you also challenge me like no one ever has.”

      A small, white cloud drifted toward me as she released a deep breath. And that’s when I noticed that she’d stuck her hands in her pockets and tightened her scarf around her neck. She was cold. Which gave me a perfectly legitimate excuse for doing what I’d been wanting to ever since that night in her bedroom.

      It wasn’t about what she’d just said. It was because she was cold.

      At least, that’s what I’d keep telling myself.

      I wrapped my arms around her slim waist, pulling her toward me. At her stunned expression, a thrill shot through me, and I couldn’t even explain it. I just liked taking this woman by surprise.

      Planting my mouth over her cold one, I stopped thinking about the rest. The timidity in her body melted away as she clasped onto my back and parted her lips. I threaded my fingers through her hair, unable to resist tugging on the smooth strands.

      I’d intended this kiss to be tender, but that wasn’t me. My instincts took over, urging me to inhale her sweetness. I wanted it all. She didn’t get to keep any of it.

      I dragged her lower lip into my mouth, sucking lightly while her taste invaded my senses. I wanted to crush her to me, and I also wanted to hold her like the most delicate china teacup ever produced. It didn’t make sense, but nothing ever had when it came to Adele Rose.

      She retreated before I was ready to let go. “What was that for?”

      “Do I need a reason to kiss you?”

      The response probably sounded like more of our usual banter, but I wanted to know the answer. Adele and I hadn’t done anything close to defining our relationship. And knowing that she was involved with my two best friends added an additional layer of complication.

      Some might even argue that the love triangle—that was more like a square or even a pentagon—was the only complication that mattered. But I disagreed. I’d glimpsed enough of the future to have faith that things would work out like they were supposed to. If the four—maybe five—of us didn’t screw things up too badly along the way.

      “If you two are done smooching, the rest of us are ready to go.”

      I twisted around to scowl at my pesky sister, who was standing a couple of feet behind us. She was notorious for her terrible timing, and this was no exception. “We’ll meet you at the car.”

      “No problem. We’ll get it warmed up for you.” She grinned broadly. “Though, you two seem to be generating plenty of heat on your own.”

      With that, she jogged through the sand toward the others. If I didn’t love her so much, I would have strangled her by now. There was no doubt about it.

      When I turned back to Adele, her head was ducked in seeming embarrassment.

      “Are you upset that she caught us kissing?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      She lifted her head, a tremulous smile on her face. “Should I be?”

      “Not as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Okay.”

      I sighed. We really weren’t great at this communication thing. We were going to have to have a real talk about what we wanted from each other sometime soon.

      “Come on,” I said, lifting her right hand from her pocket to place it in mine. “Let’s go. You’re overdue for some hot chocolate.”

      “That does sound good.”

      Her smile was a sight to behold, and I silently thanked the moon for being bright and the clouds for being sparse. Otherwise, I would have missed it.

      As we passed the bonfire, a woman broke away from the group gathered around the fire. It only took a second for me to recognize her frame and the cadence of her walk. Shit.

      She stopped in front of us, her white-blonde hair gleaming. “Hi, Jamie.”

      “Heidi. You’re looking well.” Unlike the last time I’d seen her. Then, she’d been thin almost to the point of gaunt, her skin an unhealthy gray. Now, her face had filled back out, and her skin glowed with health.

      She was obviously doing well. And I was happy to see it. But I wasn’t particularly happy to see her...not now. Not when I finally felt like I was making headway with Adele.

      “Thanks. You too.” She aimed her gaze at the woman by my side, who was attempting to remove her hand from mine. I held on.

      Clearing my throat, I said, “This is Adele Rose.” I added a little extra emphasis on her last name, hoping my ex-girlfriend would understand the reference.

      Heidi’s eyes shot to mine, and I could see the shock written in them. She returned her attention to Adele, and that shock slowly transformed into resignation. “It’s nice to meet you, Adele.”

      “You too.”

      If Adele was confused by the exchange, she didn’t show it. Still, the sooner we got away from Heidi, the better.

      “Well, our friends are waiting for us,” I said decisively.

      “Tell Jem, Stowe, and Noah I said hello.”

      There was a sadness in her tone that I tried to ignore. She hadn’t just lost me when we broke up; she’d lost her core group of friends. I hadn’t spent much time thinking about it, but now that she was standing in front of me, I couldn’t help it.

      “I will. Bye.”

      “Happy New Year.”

      When Adele didn’t immediately start walking with me, I tugged on her hand, urging her forward. She said a quiet goodbye to Heidi and followed obediently. It was probably the only time I’d ever experience that kind of easy acquiescence from her.

      “Jamie?” she asked once we’d made it back to the walkway leading to the parking lot.

      “Yeah. That was my nickname growing up. I forbade anyone from using it once I hit high school, but Heidi never listened.”

      “So, you’ve known her a long time.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I nodded. “Since we were children. Our parents were friends.”

      “And you dated?”

      “Yes.”

      Adele fell quiet again, and I couldn’t decide if it was a good or bad thing. Probably bad. She was too curious to let this go.

      “I guess that makes her the Psych you dated.”

      I bit back a curse. “Did someone tell you about her?”

      “Not exactly. Noah mentioned that dating another psychic came with its own complications, and I had a feeling he was talking about you.”

      Complications. Yeah, that was one way of putting it.

      “It was years ago.”

      “Okay.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Okay? That’s it?”

      “If you’d like to talk about it, I’m here for you,” she replied, echoing my earlier sentiment. “But I’m not going to force you to tell me what happened.”

      “Thanks.”

      We started walking again, and I couldn’t have explained it even if I tried, but I started speaking.

      “While we were together, I had a vision of her lying in a hospital bed with a bunch of machines hooked up to her. I tried for weeks, but I was never able to force another vision to reveal why. It ate at me, and I eventually told her.”

      It was a memory that would haunt me forever. She’d gone from shaking to crying then screaming over the span of a few minutes. I hadn’t felt that helpless since my parents died. I’d had no idea what to do or say.

      “She didn’t take the news well?” Adele asked softly.

      I laughed humorlessly. “To put it mildly. She became a different person after that. She was constantly paranoid that she was getting sick. Every time I drove her anywhere, she was on edge, worried about getting in an accident. It got to the point where she barely left her house.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      “Yeah.” We were approaching the Expedition, so I stopped walking again. “It turned out that she had cancer. They caught it quickly, and she’s been fine for the last couple of years. Or so Jem tells me. Heidi hasn’t spoken to me in ages.”

      “What happened?”

      “She blamed me for losing almost a year of her life to paranoia.”

      The explanation came easier than I expected. I hadn’t talked about what happened with Heidi in years. But it was never far from my mind. The whole thing had screwed me up, bad. I’d known it, and Jem and the guys had known it.

      But maybe, just maybe, I was finally getting past it.

      “I’m so sorry, Jameson.”

      I shrugged, though I doubted Adele would believe any nonchalance on my part. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told her. But if I hadn’t…”

      “They may not have discovered the cancer so soon?”

      “Exactly.”

      “You did the right thing. You might have even saved her life.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “This is why you didn’t want to tell Stowe about the nightclub vision, isn’t it?”

      She was perceptive, but I should have known she would put the pieces together. “Yes.”

      She squeezed my hand. “I get it now. I’m sorry I gave you such a hard time.”

      “No, you were right to. Stowe isn’t Heidi, and I should have realized that the situations were completely different.”

      “You did your best with a bad situation.”

      My chest swelled with gratitude, and if we weren’t standing feet from the SUV, I would have kissed her again.

      Adele’s acceptance meant more to me than it should have. She’d only been in my life for two months, and I already felt like her opinion was more important than anyone else’s. It was crazy.

      But it also made complete sense.

      And that realization was the craziest thing of all.
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      I’d had quite a few optimistic ideas about facing the new year with a shiny new attitude. But now that it was upon me, I wanted to stay in bed. The morning sun was too bright, my head hurt, and I was exhausted.

      The six of us had ended up spending the rest of the night binging on takeout, booze, and Brooklyn Nine-Nine. Because, what the hell else would we do to ring in the new year?

      We’d paused the show to make toasts at midnight, and I’d carefully positioned myself next to Jem. It felt wrong not to kiss any of the guys, but when the moment was upon me, I’d chickened out. I couldn’t just take turns kissing Stowe, Noah, and Jameson in front of Mason and Jem. So, I’d awkwardly avoided everyone’s gazes, and they’d obviously gotten the picture.

      We were going to have to sort it out...eventually. Actually discuss what was going on and what future—if any—they saw with me. Individually or together. I couldn’t wrap my mind around either option at the moment, so I was happily pushing that conversation off for another day.

      When I arrived in the kitchen, Mason was standing at the stove, flipping pancakes, while Jameson chopped vegetables. Though Mason had decided to sleep over instead of driving home when we’d finally stopped watching TV at almost three o’clock this morning, I was a little surprised he was still here. I’d figured he’d want to head home to Sasha first thing, despite his insistence that he had staff at the plantation to watch after her.

      “Good morning,” I said, attempting more cheer than I actually felt. Even my shower hadn’t managed to wake me up, and that was usually the key.

      Was this what a mild hangover felt like? I mentally counted how many drinks I’d had last night. When I couldn’t easily determine the number, I decided that the answer was yes.

      “Hey there, little thief.” Mason showed me one of his most charming grins. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ve felt better.”

      Jameson paused in his chopping to grab a small, white bottle from the pantry before filling a glass with water. He set them down in front of me on the counter. “Here. Take two painkillers, and drink all of the water.”

      I didn’t even hesitate in following his instructions. He undoubtedly knew more about how to cure a hangover than I did. “Thank you.”

      His responding smile appeared a little uncertain, which was new. Though not entirely surprising, once I thought about it. Jameson had opened up to me about Heidi last night. He’d made himself vulnerable, at least to a degree. And that kind of openness had a tendency to change things.

      But when it came to Jameson, I knew not to expect too much too soon. Even if he quit the hot and cold routine, I anticipated stormy weather ahead. Yet, for the first time, the thought of clashing with him didn’t aggravate me. Maybe because I finally understood that the excruciating process of breaking through his walls would be worth it in the end.

      While I helped Jameson make omelets, Noah, Stowe, and Jem trickled into the kitchen. Though it was practically lunch time, everyone was dragging. From looking at the lot of us, one would think we’d been partying into the wee hours of the morning instead of watching television in the den.

      Breakfast was a subdued affair, especially since Jem was pouting over losing the scavenger hunt to an all-male team. At least, it was subdued until Mason threw out the “G” word. Thankfully, I’d already finished most of my food, because talk of Grace Morrow always ruined my appetite.

      “Grace summoned me to Richmond yesterday.” Mason gestured in my direction with his fork. “She’s tired of waiting on your answer. This is her ‘last warning.’ And she didn’t hesitate to remind me of her part in the warehouse coverup.”

      “So, she’s threatening me? That’s new.”

      Stowe snorted and Noah shook his head, but Mr. Hot and Frowny didn’t appear amused. No surprise there.

      Jameson straightened, his too-handsome face a mask of displeasure. “I’m not sure why you three seem to think this is funny. Last time I checked, the Collectors didn’t make idle threats.”

      “Oh, I don’t think it’s funny. Not at all.” My body ached from the heaviness I carried around. Some days were better than others, but the weight never fully lifted. “It’s just, I’d rather laugh than cry about it. I’m tired of crying.”

      And I was tired of Grace and Geppetto and everything that came along with the Collectors hanging over my head.

      Between Andrea’s funeral and Christmas, I’d known the last couple of weeks weren’t the best time to talk about Grace’s offer. But that didn’t mean it hadn’t been on my mind.

      During our meeting at the still-closed Whitehurst Antiques, Grace had claimed that agreeing to work for Intuition would fix all of my problems. She would hand the keys to the new-and-improved shop over to me, along with the half of the business Intuition now owned. The threats and uncertainty would disappear. Life could go back to normal.

      All it would take was giving in to the organization responsible for destroying the shop and burning my house to the ground. And, even if I believed that Jared Fleming had sent my dad into the house against Grace’s orders, I still held her and Intuition responsible for his death. Jared would never have entered my life if the Collectors hadn’t been determined to get to me and my abilities.

      Giving in went against everything I believed in. I hated the idea of being used. Even more than that, I despised the idea of being a part of an organization that destroyed businesses and families and lives without a second thought.

      But I’d also come to the realization that we weren’t getting anywhere by continuing to fight against them.

      Looking only at Mason, I asked, “Do you think Grace would be open to a little negotiation?”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      I hesitated, unsure how to proceed. I probably should have talked to the others about my idea before bringing Mason into the mix. Then again, he’d been a part of this mess since the moment I agreed to work for him...with him...whatever I was doing.

      “First, I need to know where your loyalty lies when it comes to Intuition.”

      “Ask me anything.”

      “I’m relying on Noah to sense any dishonesty in your responses,” I warned.

      His unusually sober expression didn’t falter. “I wouldn’t expect any less.”

      I glanced at Noah, who nodded at me to continue. While gathering my thoughts, I executed several rounds of deep breathing. It was becoming instinctual. Maybe all of my practice meditating was actually paying off.

      “Do you feel a sense of loyalty to the organization?” I finally asked Mason.

      “No.”

      “How about to Grace?”

      “No.”

      “Do you feel a sense of loyalty to any person who works for or is involved with the organization?”

      He didn’t immediately respond, and I couldn’t help but wonder if this was our moment of truth. Did Mason’s secret have something to do with an Intuition employee?

      “I don’t know how to answer that question.” I watched his face closely, searching for any sign of deceit. “My business dealings with IFG have included brokering deals with a number of psychics. I wouldn’t say that I feel loyal to them, exactly. But I also don’t want anything bad to happen to some of them. They’re not all evil just because they accepted their fate easier than you have.”

      I glanced at Noah, wondering how he was able to interpret the truth of that response. It sounded honest enough, not like Mason was trying to talk around the question. But I wasn’t the one with the lie detector abilities.

      “Is there anyone at Intuition whose safety you would put above Adele’s?” Noah asked.

      “No.” This time, Mason’s response was quick and definitive.

      I returned to my mental list of questions. “Would you be upset if Intuition no longer existed?”

      “No.”

      “Are you interested in helping to dismantle Intuition?”

      His lips quirked, like the question amused him. “That’s not really what I’m about.”

      “I know.”

      His deep brown eyes seared into me, burning a hole straight through to my soul. At least, that’s what it felt like. I had no idea what he was thinking, but I didn’t break his gaze. Nor did I even consider speaking. I had to know his response to this question before moving on. It all rested on this.

      “I’m willing to be involved, if that’s what you need from me.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, unable to hide my suspicion. “Why?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you just admitted that taking down Intuition isn’t what you want. So, why agree? I’m not threatening to take back our deal. I’m still on board to use my abilities when you ask me to.”

      It was the only thing he’d asked of me. In some mysterious point in the future, he wanted me to “try” to use my abilities. It drove me a little bit crazy that he wouldn’t tell me why. But we still barely knew each other, and I understood the desire to keep secrets. I’d done the same for so many years, holding things in was still my default setting. I was having to constantly work to get past that.

      “I can’t really explain it. I’ve never liked what IFG does, but I decided a long time ago that it wasn’t my place to condemn their actions.” He ran a hand over his short hair. Then, he glanced around the room, seemingly uncomfortable with his audience. “But ever since you walked out onto my balcony, I haven’t been myself. Like it or not, when it comes to you…I can’t help but care.”

      Oh. I didn’t need Noah’s verification that Mason was telling the truth. It was clear by the surprised expression on his face, like he hadn’t expected to say that, but even he couldn’t deny that it was true.

      Jem shot me a gleeful grin. I’d wondered if her appreciation of Mason’s hotness might have developed into a crush. But, if her reaction to his confession was anything to go by, she was only interested in him as eye candy.

      I wished I could say the same.

      “Satisfied?” Jem asked, obviously impatient for me to get on with things.

      Was I?

      At some point, I was going to have to choose to trust Mason. And I was fairly certain I’d arrived at that moment.

      “Yes.”

      Mustering up courage from somewhere deep, I looked at Jem, then Noah, Stowe, Jameson, and Mason. “I’ve decided to accept Grace’s offer.”

      Jameson jumped up. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “For once, I’m with Jameson,” Stowe said. “How can you consider working for them after everything that’s happened?”

      “As I see it, I have two options. I can either leave Virginia—”

      “No.”

      “And disappear forever,” I continued, as though he hadn’t spoken. “Or I can stay here and fight.”

      “Fight?” Jem asked. “Since when does working for those fuckwads count as fighting?”

      “Since now.” I sighed. “I don’t like this any more than you do. But it’s our best option. We’ve all seen how well resisting has worked out. It’s led to nothing but pain. So, now it’s time to do this their way. I’ll play their game until we figure out how to stop them once and for all.

      “But I can’t do this without all of you. We need a plan, a real one, this time. We have to work together if we have any hope of defeating them. No more lying to each other…” I let my eyes stray to Jem then Jameson. “Or keeping secrets.”

      Stowe leaned forward, resting his massive arms on the table. “I’m all for working together, but this isn’t the way. It’s too dangerous.”

      “What if it doesn’t have to be?” I turned to Mason. “This is where the negotiating comes in. I want to put conditions on my employment.”

      “What kind of conditions?”

      “First, I want approval power on whatever jobs they ask me to do. I want a sufficient description of what I’m being required to do ahead of time and the option to refuse the job.”

      Mason shook his head, but he smiled. “Okay.”

      “And, I want Intuition to agree that Jem, Noah, Stowe, and Jameson are off-limits. Now that Andrea can’t protect them anymore, I need to.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Lastly, I want information about my mother’s death.”

      Since Mason wasn’t present when I told the others about the memory Andrea gave me right before she passed, I quickly explained.

      “So, you think IFG killed your mother?” he asked when I was done.

      “I think it’s a definite possibility. And Grace’s memories should either confirm or deny it.”

      Mason whistled. “You’re not asking for much, are you?”

      “If Intuition is really as desperate to get me on board as they seem, I believe she’ll agree.”

      “You say that like this is a done deal,” Jem said. “What happened to only doing this if we all agree? So far, I don’t think anyone has agreed.”

      “I’m in.”

      At the sound of Noah’s soft voice, I swiveled my head toward him. He was so quiet and unassuming, there were times when I forgot that he was the most powerful presence in the room. While we argued, he sat back, taking everything in and working it out.

      His vivid blue eyes peered back at me, reassuring and certain. “But I think you should add one more to your list of demands.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That one of us be allowed to accompany you on all jobs you accept. No matter what Grace tells you, there’s no way to know what you’ll be walking into.”

      I sighed, relieved he was on board with this. And that demand was one I would be happy to require. I had no desire to go off to do Intuition’s bidding on my own.

      “You’ll take me.” Stowe’s firm tone left no room for disagreement. “I’m in the best position to protect you.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      My eyes flew to Mason’s. Apparently, he hadn’t gotten the “no disagreeing” memo.

      “What, you think you can do better?” Stowe asked him, his large body visibly bristling.

      Mason took a long swig of his drink, everything about him screaming nonchalance. “Muscles aren’t everything.”

      In one blink, Mason was sitting there, appearing like his usual relaxed self, and in the next, he’d grown six inches and gained probably fifty pounds of solid muscle. Before I had time to let that sink in, the oversized Mason was gone, and in his place sat a vicious-looking guard dog. And not the Stowe or Jameson type he liked to tease me about. This one had a long snout and seriously sharp canines.

      “Show off,” Jameson muttered, and the dog growled in response. There might have even been a little bit of blood dripping from its mouth. Creepy.

      A few seconds later, Mason dropped the illusion, and he was back to himself. A slightly more conceited version, but that wasn’t saying much. He’d never been anything less than utterly confident.

      Jem started clapping, her smile wide with excitement. “That. Was. Amazing. Do something else!”

      Mason’s lips quirked. “What did you have in mind?”

      She puckered her lips, clearly deep in thought. “How about a gorilla? No, wait. A panda. No! A mermaid—um, man—yeah, merman.”

      Stowe choked out a laugh while Mason stared at Jem with a cross between fascination and horror. And I didn’t blame him. She was practically frothing at the mouth at the prospect of seeing Mason turn into a merman.

      Not that I would mind seeing that myself. I’d never seen a mer...person in real life, and even if it was just an illusion, it would be an interesting sight. For entertainment purposes. Or research, even. Mermaids shouldn’t get all of the attention; their male counterparts deserved some as well.

      I nodded to myself. That made perfect sense.

      “What the hell is she doing?”

      I blinked a few times to clear my thoughts, which had definitely run amok, before directing my gaze toward the person who had spoken. Jameson, of course. He was leaning toward Noah and watching me with rapt attention. But not the good kind of attention. More like the peering-at-a-shifty-eyed-fish-in-an-aquarium kind.

      “What?” I tried to make myself sound as innocent as possible, but his unchanged expression told me he wasn’t buying it. Ignoring him, I looked back at Mason. “So?”

      “Sorry. The merman thing is a little too strange, even for me.”

      Too bad.

      “If Montgomery isn’t going to continue putting on a show, can we get back to the topic at hand?” Jameson asked gruffly.

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “Okay, then how do you vote? Are you going to support my decision to join Intuition?”

      His eyes roamed over my face. They weren’t liquid chocolate, but neither were they as cold as stone. “I don’t like it, but I don’t have a better idea.”

      “I’m counting that as a yes. Stowe?”

      “As long as you take me...or Mason with you.”

      I smiled at his concession. “Done. Jem?”

      “I guess Wuntch time really is over.”

      “What does that even mean?” Despite my knowledge of Brooklyn Nine-Nine, the statement didn’t make any sense.

      She sighed. “Yes, I’m in. But I think it’s a bad idea, and I’m totally going to say I told you so if we end up regretting this.”

      “Noted.”

      “Mason?” In some ways, he was the easiest and hardest sell. He’d made it clear that he didn’t have a vested interest in this fight. But he did have an interest in helping me.

      He cocked his head to the side and studied me. As difficult as it was to maintain eye contact while his dark eyes pierced into me, I didn’t allow my gaze to waver.

      After several very long moments of silence, he licked his lips. “What the hell? I’m in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Adele

      

      I closed my eyes, letting the afternoon sun warm my cool cheeks as I listened to the sound of water lapping in the distance. Even though I’d been living at the estate for over a month, it sometimes felt like I was on an extended vacation. Normal people didn’t get to live like this—in a gorgeous, lakeside mansion surrounded by mature trees.

      And, okay, I wasn’t normal. But I’d grown up in an average house on an average street while pretending to be as average as possible. So, yeah, my new digs still didn’t seem real.

      The sound of the patio door opening drifted to me, and I knew my few minutes of peace were about to be disrupted. I’d been discovered.

      Not that I was hiding; I was sitting in plain view of the house. I’d just needed some time alone to think about anything other than the Collectors.

      Ever since I’d announced two days ago that I wanted to accept Grace’s offer, the hours had passed in endless discussions about plans and strategy and pleas for me to reconsider. Those had come from Jem, mostly. Though she hadn’t run away this time, she wasn’t exactly on board with the plan. I didn’t blame her. Andrea’s death was still fresh. Not to mention that the prospect of working for Intuition was scary. I was fucking terrified.

      Mason was delaying giving my answer to Grace for as long as possible, but we probably only had another day, at best. Which meant I needed to stop being scared, and quick.

      A shadow fell over me, and I opened my eyes to find Stowe’s big body blocking the sun.

      “It’s strange how much you enjoy sitting out here during the winter.” He pulled the hood on his sweatshirt up over his head, like he needed it to protect him from the very mild weather.

      “Wimp,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What was that?”

      “There’s nothing strange about it,” I said, returning to his original comment. “I happen to like winter. The temperature is pleasant, and there’s much less chance of getting sunburned.”

      He glanced down at my high-necked long-sleeve shirt, skinny black pants, and wide-brimmed hat. “That’s because you’re covered from head to toe.”

      “Exactly. I can’t dress like this in the summer. I’d melt quicker than Elphaba in the swimming pool.”

      “Am I supposed to understand that reference?”

      “Elphaba is the main character in Wicked.”

      For Christmas, Jem had given me two tickets to see the popular musical when it was in Richmond this spring. She’d insisted that I would feel an instant kinship with the misunderstood witch in the story. Though I didn’t know the full plot—apart from its The Wizard of Oz roots—I’d started listening to the soundtrack in preparation and was already addicted to it.

      “I see,” he replied, though I doubted he’d followed my allusion to the Wicked Witch of the West. “Have you decided who you’re taking yet?”

      Jem had not-so-subtly indicated that she would like to go, and I didn’t even have to think about it. Of course, I wanted her to go with me. But it was fun watching her—and the guys—squirm while I pretended to consider my options. Stowe and Jameson clearly had no desire to attend the musical, but Noah had shown some interest. Probably to annoy Jem more than anything.

      “Not yet. Why? Are you hoping I’ll choose you?”

      He sank into the lounge chair next to mine. “You know I’d never turn down a chance to go on a date with you.”

      “Even one that includes dancing Munchkins?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wow, you must really like me.”

      “I do like you.” His expression grew unusually thoughtful. “In fact, unless I dreamed it, I told you I love you.”

      He said it so nonchalantly that it took me a second to process his words. Yes, he had told me he loved me. And I’d remained silent.

      My heart thumped wildly in my chest. Was he expecting me to say it back? Now?

      I wanted to. If I’d had any doubt, almost losing him not once but twice in the last month had dragged my feelings about him to the surface. I loved his gigantic grin and his talent for making me laugh. He made me believe everything would be okay, even when I had no right to be optimistic.

      But until I figured out the nature of my relationships with all four of the men in my life, I couldn’t voice the words he was waiting for. It wouldn’t be right.

      “This would be a hell of a lot easier if I was Noah,” he said softly.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I’d know exactly how you feel about me.”

      I opened my mouth, knowing I had to say something. But before I had time to figure out what that would be, Stowe shook his head. “No, it’s okay. You’ll tell me when you’re ready.” He leaned back in his seat. “Anyway, that’s not why I came out here.”

      Though I didn’t want to be relieved he let me off the hook, I couldn’t help it. I didn’t want to hurt Stowe and had no idea how to avoid doing so.

      “I need your help with something.”

      Now, we were back in my comfort zone. “Anything.”

      He rubbed at his short beard, his forehead crinkling. His uncertainty struck me in the chest, and I reached a gloved hand toward his arm. “Tell me.”

      Brown-gold eyes met mine, and he huffed out a breath. “I want you to help me with my telepathy.”

      I sat up straight. “Really?”

      I’d brought up his psychic ability several times since he’d sent a telepathic message to Aunt Ruby. But none of his subsequent attempts were successful, and he hadn’t wanted to discuss it.

      “Yes. I’m tired of feeling useless. Everyone else is equipped to assist with the Collectors in one way or another, but I can’t do anything. Not unless I figure out how to control my ability.”

      “I’ll do anything you want, but are you sure I’m the right person for the job? Maybe Jameson or Noah—”

      “No, it has to be you. The only time I’ve been able to send a message in years was when you were there.” He rubbed at his beard again. “I think you might be the key.”

      My thoughts returned to the event in question. He’d been uncertain then, too, and I’d hated it as much as I did now. Wanting to ease his anxiety, I’d removed my glove and held his hand.

      Was it possible that my touch had somehow benefitted him? The idea would have sounded absurd to me even a month ago. But, now? I was starting to think that nothing was impossible.

      “You think it’s stupid, don’t you?” Stowe asked, turning his ahead away.

      “What? No. Not even a little bit.” I squeezed his arm. “Let’s do this.”

      He swiveled his head back in my direction. “Yeah?”

      I had to blink back tears at the hope in his voice. Stowe didn’t let me see it often, but there was an insecure little boy hiding in his Jolly Green Giant body. If there was any chance I could help give him the confidence in his telepathy that he’d always been lacking, I would do it.

      Standing, I tugged on his sleeve. “Let’s go.”

      “Now?”

      “No better time than the present.”

      He got up, the light returning to his eyes. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Good.” I headed toward the patio doors. “I don’t suppose this house has an attic?”

      “Well, yeah, but why would we go up there? My bedroom is much more comfortable.”

      Bedroom...emphasis on the bed part of that word. That was why.

      “I thought we could try to re-create the circumstances from the last time you sent a message. Since we don’t have access to my attic anymore…”

      “I’m sure my room will be close enough.”

      “All right.” I could do this. It wasn’t like I was going to be tempted to jump his bones the minute there was a king-size bed in sight. Right?

      While Stowe hunted in his closet for a candle, I studied his bedroom. Though I’d been in here for a few minutes at a time, I hadn’t really paid attention to my surroundings. Maybe because there was nothing particularly remarkable about the decor—it looked more like an upscale hotel room than a bedroom. The white walls were empty except for a few muted landscape paintings. The simple wooden bed was flanked by two matching nightstands and nondescript lamps. A leather chair sat in the corner, and a large television was mounted to the wall. And that was it.

      “This room doesn’t feel like you,” I said as I planted my butt on the lush carpet. We might not be able to completely mimic the attic scene, but we could sit on the floor. It was a start.

      Stowe sat across from me and placed a pillar candle between us. “Decorating isn’t really my thing.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice.”

      “But?”

      “There’s nothing about it that says Stowe Thatcher. Nothing personal.”

      He glanced around the room. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I never really thought about it. I just told the designer to do whatever she thought would look the best.”

      “And it does look nice.”

      “Are you saying you don’t like my bedroom? Because, if so, we have a problem.” He leaned forward, which made the muscles in his arms bulge. And I couldn’t help noticing that his T-shirt molded to his wide chest perfectly. When had he removed his hoodie?

      “Um, no?” What was the question again?

      He laid his hands on the tops of my thighs. “You can always re-decorate. Fill it with antiques. Whatever you want. As long as it makes you want to spend time with me.” His gaze flicked up to the bed, and I gulped.

      “So, um, who are you going to attempt to contact?”

      He shot me a knowing grin before drawing back to an upright position. “I figured I’d start with Noah, since he can quickly let me know whether or not it worked.”

      “Did you warn him?” I imagined him sitting at his desk out in the guest house, writing computer code, and suddenly hearing Stowe’s voice in his head.

      Stowe grinned. “Nope.”

      “I never thought of you as having an evil streak,” I teased.

      “What’s the worst that can happen? He’ll jump and knock over a bottle of water?”

      “Yeah, and destroy his computer equipment.”

      “You win. I’ll text him.”

      After sending the message, Stowe lit the candle.

      I thought back to the last time we did this. “Don’t you need a photo of Noah and something that belongs to him?”

      “Since I have a personal relationship with him, I shouldn’t. But I guess we’ll see.”

      “Okay. What do you need from me?”

      “Hold my hand?”

      “Of course.”

      Though Stowe was generally anti-yoga, he adjusted his body into a lotus pose and visibly attempted to relax. I wasn’t sure it was working, but I knew better than to mention it. There was nothing worse than hearing someone else tell you to relax.

      I removed my gloves and clasped his hand.

      His smile was grateful. “Thanks, Daphne.”

      “Anytime, Fred.”

      He chuckled softly before turning his attention to the candle. His breathing evened, and his face lost all of its humor. A couple of minutes ticked by before he looked up. “It’s done.”

      I looked nervously at his cell phone, waiting for some sort of indication that Noah received the message. When the phone didn’t immediately light up, my heart sank. I was disappointed for Stowe. Though I’d known it wasn’t likely that my presence was the key like he thought, I’d hoped it would work.

      After almost a minute had passed, the phone suddenly buzzed, and I jumped. Stowe laughed before answering with a gruff, “What took you so long?”

      Noah said something that made Stowe roll his eyes. “And?”

      A few more seconds passed, then Stowe looked at me, his smile broadening. “Thanks, man. You can text next time. Assuming it works again.” Between pauses, he said, “Yeah, okay. Yeah, I will. Okay, bye.”

      “I guess that means it worked?”

      Stowe leaned forward and planted an enthusiastic kiss on my lips. “It did. Thanks to you.”

      “We don’t know that. You should try it without me holding your hand this time.”

      “Okay.”

      Over the next hour, Stowe tried countless times to send a message to Noah and then Jameson without my touch. Noah received a partial message, and Jameson experienced the sensation of hearing something but not knowing where it came from.

      “It’s not a coincidence,” Stowe concluded.

      “It could be.”

      “It’s not. I’ve dealt with this my entire life. It’s always been difficult to send even a murky message, but with you, it comes out clear.” He took my hand. “Here, I’ll prove it.”

      Not knowing what else to do, I allowed him to hold my hand while he went through the process yet again. A few minutes later, Jameson stormed into the room.

      “How?”

      “See?” Stowe looked at me smugly. “You’re the key.”

      “Adele helped you send the message?” Jameson asked, sounding intrigued.

      “Yes. Both times she held my hand, I had no trouble sending the message. Just like with the message to Ruby.”

      “Why would that be?” Jameson gave me a look that was only half-suspicious. So, that was something. “Did you use magic?”

      “Not knowingly.” At this point, I couldn’t swear that magic didn’t randomly seep out of me. Though I didn’t think that was the case. Nothing strange had happened since the warehouse incident.

      “Well, you must be doing something.”

      “Thanks, Leonardo da Vinci. I never would have figured that out on my own.”

      His eyebrows drew together in obvious confusion. “What does the painter have to do with anything?”

      “He was also a mathematician and an inventor and an engineer—”

      “Okay, okay, Miss History Major. I get the point.”

      “There you all are,” Noah said from the doorway. “What’s going on?”

      I smiled innocently. “We were just talking about what a genius Jameson is.”

      “No, really. What’s going on?”
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      Adele

      

      “What’s everyone doing in here?” Jem asked, appearing next to Noah in the doorway.

      I pushed up from the floor, where I’d been sitting this whole time. Despite the thick carpet, my butt was more than a little numb.

      “Adele was helping me with my telepathy,” Stowe answered.

      “Oh, yeah?” Though Jem was clearly trying to hide it, I could tell that she was excited by the prospect. “How did it go?”

      Stowe explained the outcome of our experiment. While Jem and Noah weighed in with their opinions, my mind wandered. I thought about everything that had happened with my powers—psychic and witchy—since I found Patricia Drake’s locket.

      First, I’d had a vision from touching the locket. Then, there was the discovery that I could steal memories. Next, I’d somehow controlled Jared Fleming’s actions from what appeared to be a combination of the Rose family talisman touching my skin and holding a spelled tiger’s eye stone.

      And, now, my touch was making Stowe’s ability stronger. Or so it seemed.

      What did these four things have in common? Other than my touch, not much.

      Nothing about my psychometry—specifically, being able to see into the past through touch—should have affected Stowe’s abilities. And I hadn’t worn the talisman or held any spelled stones since that night at the warehouse.

      I wanted to let loose a howl of frustration. This was getting ridiculous. It was one thing to acquire new abilities. But it was another to have no idea how they worked or why I’d developed them in the first place.

      A gentle hand brushed over my hair and settled on my shoulder. I looked into Noah’s brilliant blue eyes filled to the brim with understanding. “Hey. You want to talk about it?”

      I glanced around, realizing that everyone else had left the room. “What…?” When had that happened?

      “I asked them to give us some privacy.”

      “Stowe agreed to that?” I asked with a short laugh.

      “It was obvious we lost you for a few minutes there.”

      “Only to my thoughts.” I dropped onto the edge of the bed and stared at the floor, hoping it would provide the answers that kept eluding me. “It’s the not knowing…not understanding. That’s the part that gets to me the most.”

      Noah sat next to me, and his added weight didn’t jostle me at all. What kind of magic mattress was this?

      “That’s entirely understandable. It would be overwhelming for anyone.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” I was tired of feeling lost, and maybe it wasn’t fair to him, but I wanted Noah to find me. He was good at that.

      “You keep going.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “No, but I’m not sure you want to hear the rest of my advice.”

      Lifting my head, I gave him a pleading, “I do.”

      Noah clasped my left hand, which I noticed was still bare from holding Stowe’s. His skin was unexpectedly warm, and I didn’t want to pull away. That had been my instinct for so long—to recoil from touch. But that instinct was slowly fading. Maybe it was because I didn’t accidentally see memories as frequently as I used to. I probably should have examined why that was, but it was pretty far down on my list of mysteries to be solved.

      “I think you need to make peace with your magic…and learn how to use it properly.”

      Liquid fire zipped through my veins as my own memories betrayed me. In a split second, I was back there—in the warehouse, clenching my hands as I forced Jared to hold his gun to his head. I’d been ready to make him pull the trigger. If Noah hadn’t stepped in when he did...

      I pressed my fist against the sudden pain in my chest. It wasn’t from magic or any kind of ailment. It was the physical manifestation of knowing, and remembering, what I’d almost done.

      “Adele.”

      Noah’s soft voice broke through the pain, and I searched for his calming gaze. The ache eased, and I dragged in a ragged breath.

      “There you go.” He pulled me into his arms, and I gratefully sank against him. “You’re fine.”

      “Am I?” I asked against his shirt. “You saw what happened with Jared. If it wasn’t for you…”

      “You would have stopped.”

      No, I wouldn’t have, and he had to know that. It was dark in the place where that memory resided. The power and rage coursing through me had been intoxicating. I would have made my enemy pull the trigger. There was no doubt in my mind.

      I didn’t want Noah to experience any part of that darkness living in me, but there was no hiding it from him.

      I withdrew enough to look at his face. Since I couldn’t muster the courage to find his gaze, I focused on the light freckles scattered over his cheeks. “Thank you for stopping me. I should have said that sooner, but I was afraid to talk about it.”

      More than that, I was afraid to re-live it. And, if the panic attack I’d just experienced was anything to go by, my apprehension had been justified.

      “You don’t need to thank me. I never cared about what happened to that man. I only ever cared about you.”

      “Then, why do you want me to use magic? Don’t you think I should avoid it at all costs?”

      “In the long run, avoidance won’t work.” He opened my left palm and softly stroked the scar left by the tiger’s eye with his fingertips. “You’ll never get past what happened until you accept it…and, more than that, conquer it.”

      I didn’t want him to be right. I wanted to believe I could go back to pretending I was the Adele who saw people’s memories, and that was it.

      I breathed out a harsh laugh. Who would have thought I would long for those days again? Certainly not me.

      “Also, I happen to think you have the capacity to do great things, Adele Rose.” I finally lifted my gaze to his and gulped. Though I couldn’t feel his emotions, I had no trouble reading the affection and something undoubtedly deeper shining from his vivid blues. “You don’t need to live in fear of who you are or what you can do. You won’t get lost…not when you have me. Not when you have Stowe and Jem, Jameson and Mason.”

      “You know, I kind of hate you when you make so much sense.”

      His smile was as soft as his voice. “No, you don’t. And I haven’t even made my best argument yet.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That nothing and no one will be able to protect you like magic can. It could be the thing that saves your life. And I happen to find your life pretty damn important.”

      Not as important as yours, I couldn’t resist thinking. And that was the point I found the most compelling, though he’d failed to make it. Magic might save my life, but more importantly, it might save his.

      “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

      He laid his palm over mine, covering the scar. “I could tell it was bothering you, and I wanted to make sure I knew what to say before bringing it up.”

      “And that’s why I love you.”

      I bit down on my lip, hard. Shit. Noah didn’t visibly react, and I experienced a moment of relief. Maybe I’d just said that in my head, not aloud.

      “Adele...” His voice was more than soft. It was a caress, one that spoke volumes. I’d spoken it aloud, all right.

      “I—I shouldn’t have said that,” I interrupted before he could say anything else.

      I’d given myself a mental lecture about this issue a little over an hour ago. I couldn’t throw the “L” word around while I had feelings for multiple men and no idea what to do about them. And then I’d gone and blurted it out, like it was no big deal. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      A slow and utterly beautiful smile spread over Noah’s face. He looked younger, like the weight of the world was no longer resting on his shoulders. “So, you’re taking it back?” he asked with a teasing lilt to his tone.

      “Um, I mean...well, no. I don’t know. Um...” My breath started coming out in short gasps, and I couldn’t seem to string together a complete thought, much less a sentence. What had he asked me again?

      It didn’t help that his smile was blinding. Despite the fact that I was in the middle of freaking out, he looked happier than I’d ever seen him. And I wanted to celebrate that.

      At the same time, I could barely see past my confusion. What the hell was I doing?

      Noah leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine. The touch instantly calmed me, and my mind stopped whirring with all the reasons I needed to be cautious. In fact, it seemed to stop working at all. I allowed the kiss to consume every thought and worry, until all I could do was feel.

      Before I had a chance to get too worked up, he drew away. “If you want to pretend you never said those words, I can pretend too.”

      “Really?” The lightness that had taken over my body during our kiss fled, and I sank to the ground like a deflated balloon. It was silly, because I should have been relieved that he was willing to pretend.

      But I wasn’t.

      He swiped a thumb over my cheek, and it took me a moment to realize he was drying a tear that had escaped my eye. “For the record, I love you. I love your spirit and how courageous you are, especially when you’d rather escape than face the world that has shown you so much pain. I love how you care about the people I care about. And I love how you’re breaking your own heart in an attempt to protect Stowe’s.”

      Another tear fell, and he caught it with his warm lips. “Most of all, I love that I can be myself with you. You see strength in me when all I’ve ever felt was weak. You make me strong.”

      Tears started falling in earnest then, and he chuckled softly as he brushed them away with both thumbs. “It’s a good thing I can feel that those are happy tears. Otherwise, I’d be worried.”

      “You do realize that anything I say now will pale in comparison to that speech, right?” A goofy grin took over my face. “I guess I’ll have to be satisfied with kissing you instead.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, intending to pull his mouth to mine. But fusing our lips together didn’t seem like enough anymore. I wanted to feel him, all of him, against me.

      So, I dropped back on the bed, dragging him with me. He planted his elbow into the mattress, holding his body slightly above mine. And it still wasn’t enough. I dug my fingers into the back of his neck, and he moaned. But the sound was drowned out as my vision went dark.

      Noah is standing in a bathroom, shirtless, staring at his reflection in the mirror. My head is pounding, and I watch as he grabs a bottle from the medicine cabinet and pours a couple of white pills into his hand. He pops them in his mouth and washes them down with water.

      Afterward, he rests his head against the counter, clearly defeated.

      Back in the present, I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t even sure what I’d just witnessed.

      “Shit. I’m so sorry.” Noah’s muscles tensed under my hands, and I could feel him drawing away, physically and mentally. “I didn’t intend for you to see that.”

      “It’s okay. There’s nothing for you to be sorry about.”

      “Isn’t there?” he asked solemnly. “It’s not as bad as it looked—it was just over-the-counter pain medication. But it’s still humiliating.”

      “Why?” That’s not what I’d wanted to say. I tried again. “I mean, I’ve never seen you take any kind of drug. And you’re so obsessively healthy.”

      “I am now, but I wasn’t always.” He sat up, turning his back to me. “It was the only way I could be with my ex-girlfriend...you know...sexually.”

      I bit back a gasp. That made so much sense. I didn’t know why I hadn’t figured it out immediately.

      “Since I’d spent my entire life avoiding all types of drugs, the painkillers had a more dramatic effect on me. At least, that’s my theory. They helped dampen my emotions—and the ones I normally would have felt from her.”

      Pushing away thoughts of him with another girl, I let myself imagine what that must have been like for him. He’d been forced to drug himself—to smother his emotions—in order to have a chance at being normal.

      “I’m sorry.” I pushed myself up and placed a hand on his rigid shoulder. “That must have been awful.”

      “It’s not something I’m exactly proud of.”

      “I would never shame you for doing what you had to do. You know that, right?”

      “Of course.” Noah finally turned his body back toward me, but he kept his gaze averted. “It’s probably a good thing this came up now, actually.”

      “Okay...”

      “I want you to know that I don’t expect anything from you. Physically, that is. You have the other guys, and it’ll be simpler with them.” He rubbed his hands on his jeans. “And you don’t have to worry about me. I don’t need...that to be happy. You make me happy.” He finally looked up, and the misery in his eyes belied his words. He looked anything but happy right now.

      I replayed what he’d said several times in my head, making certain I understood his meaning. “You don’t want to have sex with me?”

      Asking that question should have made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t exactly the most experienced woman in the world. But all I cared about was getting to the bottom of whatever was going on with Noah. His anguish was rolling off him in waves. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought I was the empath in the room. Because, in that moment, I could have sworn I was feeling everything he felt.

      He groaned. “Of course, I want to. But that doesn’t mean we should. You have the others—”

      “Forget the others. This isn’t about them. This is about us.”

      “I know. And I’m telling you that it’s okay if we don’t go there. I doubt the painkillers would even work—not with the way you affect me. I won’t be able to control myself. I’ll feel too much, and it’ll be impossible to make it good for you.”

      I scrambled for something to say, but I was at a loss. He couldn’t truly want to remain abstinent, could he? I didn’t doubt that he wanted to be with me. I’d felt passion simmering beneath his impressive control.

      But I didn’t want him to feel like he had to drug himself to be with me.

      A thought suddenly occurred to me, and once it was there, I knew it wouldn’t go away. “Is this why you’re so okay with me dating more than one guy?”

      He didn’t immediately reply, and my anxiety ratcheted up. I hoped it wasn’t true, even though I couldn’t exactly explain why. Maybe it was because, deep down, I’d wanted to believe that Noah sensed feelings between me and the others that justified some kind of unconventional relationship.

      “The main reason is exactly what I told you before. My empathic abilities allow me to see love differently.” He sighed with resignation. “But, yes, this is a small part of it too. I won’t lie to you about that. About anything.”

      “So, where does this leave us?”

      He lifted my hands, sliding his fingers between mine. “It leaves us in love. I’m not worried about anything else.”

      Usually, I would have nodded and then spent hours, days, weeks stewing over this issue. But I couldn’t do it. Because even though the words had slipped out accidentally, I loved Noah. I was in love with him.

      “So, to be clear—you want to have a physical relationship with me?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Yes.”

      “Yet, you’re willing to sacrifice sex because you believe it’ll be simpler for me to not have to deal with your struggles?”

      “Well, yes, but—”

      I placed my fingers over his lips. “Stop.” He might be the most mild-mannered of the men in my life, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t stubborn in his own right. He was determined to put himself last, and I refused to allow it.

      “Adele,” he said, his lips grazing over my skin with the movement. God, I wanted to kiss him senseless. But he needed to hear something first.

      “Listen to me, Noah Greene. I don’t know what’s going to happen with me and Stowe or Jameson or Mason. But even if I’m with someone other than you, it doesn’t matter. Our relationship is ours. And I’m not going to allow you to sacrifice your own happiness and pleasure to make my life easier.”

      His eyes practically glowed as he peered at me with an intoxicating cocktail of surprise, adoration, and love.

      I slid my hand from his lips, down his neck and chest, until it rested on the metal button of his jeans. “If we weren’t in Stowe’s bed right now, I would show you how much I don’t care about your lack of control. Understood?”

      Long lashes fluttered as he closed his eyes and released a ragged sigh. “Understood.”
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      Adele

      

      “What’s on your mind?”

      I lifted my head to look in George’s direction. He was sitting in his favorite chair in the den, his head lowered like he was reading the book open in his lap. But I had a feeling he wasn’t as engrossed in it as he seemed.

      “Hmmm?” I replied vaguely.

      “We’ve been sitting here for an hour, and in that time, you’ve opened your mouth at least a half a dozen times without making a sound. Either you have some kind of selective laryngitis, or there’s something on your mind. Not to mention the fifty times you’ve looked at your phone.”

      “You got me. There’s some stuff going on.”

      “Okay.” He flipped a page, demonstrating no further interest in my “stuff.”

      Without realizing I was doing it, I picked up my phone again, checking for a new message I might have somehow missed. He was right. I was obsessing.

      When he turned yet another page, I’d had it. “Okay? That’s all you’re going to say?”

      He finally lifted his head. “Were you expecting something else?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe at least the pretense that you care about what’s going on with me.”

      George removed his reading glasses and tucked them in the front pocket of his shirt before closing his book and setting it on the end table. “I’m ready and waiting.”

      I glanced at the display on my phone again. Damn it. I needed to sit on the stupid thing or something. After quadruple checking that the ringer was on, I set it on the coffee table and leaned back against the couch.

      “Not to be difficult, but I’m pretending to care, and you still haven’t said anything.” His tone was light, but I could tell he was getting aggravated with me.

      I huffed out a sigh. “There are a few things I haven’t told you.”

      “Obviously.”

      Where to even start?

      I had no desire to tell him about my conversation with Noah yesterday, so I would have to choose something a little less...well, about my love life.

      “I’m a witch.”

      George stared at me blankly.

      “I come from a long line of witches who settled in the area in the seventeenth century.”

      I wondered for a moment if he was still alive, but then he blinked.

      “They call themselves the Rose Coven.”

      Nothing.

      “I inherited the witchy genes from my dad’s side. They’re passed down to Rose women only. My dad never even knew his mother was a witch.”

      And still nothing.

      “I’ve performed spells, one of which caused me to almost kill a man.”

      George’s chuckle started low, but it grew until his entire body shook with it. “That’s a good one, Adele. You had me going there for a minute.”

      I let him laugh. Yes, it did sound ridiculous. Even more ridiculous than the fact that my friends and I had psychic abilities. Ones that Collectors killed for.

      His laughter died slowly, and when I remained silent, his face eventually paled. “You’re serious.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re a witch.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you can perform spells.”

      “Yes.”

      “Like Hermione.”

      Thank god for another Harry Potter fan. After my mom died, he’d volunteered to read all of the books and watch the movies with me, probably because he knew my dad would have rather pulled out his hair than do the same. Thankfully, George retained the kind of childlike wonder that allowed him to get lost in the Harry Potter world as quickly as I had.

      “Well, maybe pre-Hogwarts Hermione. I don’t know that much about what I can do yet, to be honest.”

      “Don’t tell me the owl carrying your letter got lost, because that would be a damn shame.”

      I laughed. “I’m not aware of any real-life magic schools, but I’ll be sure to ask Aunt Ruby about that first thing.”

      His expression registered understanding. “That’s how you found out about all of this? When your great aunt visited you that day in the shop?”

      “Yes and no.”

      I quickly explained how Andrea had been the one to reveal my witchy heritage, and how Stowe had reached out to Ruby telepathically. Then, I went on to describe some of the events that had happened since meeting her. He didn’t need to know the details about the warehouse incident. I would be happy if I could go to my grave without speaking of it ever again. Not that such a thing was likely, especially considering Ruby’s diligent search for an explanation.

      “Well, that’s quite a story, young lady. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me sooner.”

      And that was it. He was over his shock and moving on. I probably should have been surprised, but I wasn’t. He’d taken the news that I could see memories through touch incredibly well.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been avoiding the whole magic thing as much as possible since before you arrived at the estate.”

      “Seems like you should be learning how to use it instead of avoiding it.”

      “Now you sound like Noah.”

      He grinned. “I always knew that young man was intelligent.”

      My phone dinged, and I practically lunged for it.

      Mason: It’s done. I’m on my way to you.

      Me: How did it go?

      Mason: Later.

      I groaned in frustration. Ever since Mason had delivered the not-so-good news this morning that he was meeting with Grace, I’d been a nervous wreck. There was something about him negotiating with her on my behalf that made me a little crazy. I didn’t want to negotiate—I wanted to tell her to go fuck herself. But, unfortunately, I knew better.

      Mason: Calm down. I’ll be there soon.

      I couldn’t resist glancing around the room for a hidden camera. He couldn’t really know me so well as to understand how much I was freaking out...could he?

      “What was all that about?”

      My attention snapped back to George. I’d almost forgotten he was in the room. “Me being a witch isn’t the only thing I haven’t told you about.”

      “No kidding.”

      “But I think we should save that conversation for later. I need to gather the troops—Mason will be here soon.”

      He raised two bushy, white eyebrows. “Mason gets to know, and I have to wait?”

      “Sorry, old man. Life isn’t fair.”

      “Tell me about it.”
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      Mason showed up with Sasha in tow, and I wondered if that was some kind of specialized negotiation tactic. Whatever news he shared wouldn’t seem nearly as distressing when my attention kept being diverted by the huge, lovable dog with her lolling tongue.

      If so, I had to applaud him.

      The man knew what he was doing. I was already more relaxed, even though I had no right to be. Sasha sat next to my feet in the dining room. It had become our war room, of sorts. We used the informal table in the kitchen for friendly get togethers, while the dining room was reserved for serious discussions and strategizing.

      It didn’t make sense on any level. The décor was elegant, and the view was lovely. We should have been huddled together in a dim, windowless basement instead of sitting around a pristine dining set that probably cost more than I’d made at the antique shop in a year.

      “Anyone want some lemonade?” Jem asked cheerfully.

      Stowe raised a hand, like he was in a kindergarten classroom. “I could go for an Arnold Palmer.”

      “Oooh, that sounds even better. Do you want me to toss in a little vodka with the iced tea and lemonade?”

      “Doesn’t that make it a John Daly?” Mason asked.

      Jem shrugged. “Is that it? I can never remember.”

      I slammed my hands down on the table with impatience. See, this is exactly what I was talking about. We shouldn’t have these meetings around expensive furniture. “Are you guys intentionally messing with me right now? Because that is the only reason I can think of for you to go on and on about lemonade and iced tea!”

      Jem’s cheerful smile fell. “How about I just bring you the bottle of vodka?”

      “I’d be quick about it, if I were you.” I turned to Mason. “Will you please put me out of my misery? What did she say?”

      “Grace agreed to your demands.”

      My muscles seemed to turn to stone as my entire body tensed up. I’d thought she would capitulate on one or two of them, but I’d never considered that she might agree to all of them. Where was the negotiation? And why was I so disappointed?

      Probably because I’d believed we’d never reach an agreement. Certainly, the part of me that wanted to stay as far away from Intuition as possible had hoped so.

      “She did.” It wasn’t a question; it was a statement of disbelief.

      “Yes, but she asked for something else in return.”

      My muscles eased slightly. There was still hope...it wasn’t a done deal. Yet.

      “I knew there had to be a catch. What is it?”

      Mason waited for Jem to return with the drink ingredients. She poured vodka into a shot glass and handed it to me. I downed it and grimaced as the alcohol burned my throat. I was not a fan of straight vodka.

      “There’s something I haven’t mentioned,” Mason said. “On New Year’s Eve, Grace didn’t just call me to Richmond to threaten you.”

      “Okay…”

      “She gave me a thumb drive that contains files on psychics with potential. The information was extracted from Andrea Parsons’s personal computer.”

      “What?” Jem asked. “Grace broke into Andrea’s house?”

      “Someone working for her, more likely.”

      “That’s despicable.”

      Jameson released a harsh laugh. “And you’re surprised? Think about who you’re talking about. This is the same person who murdered Fleming, her own employee, in cold blood.”

      “Why did she give you the thumb drive?” I asked.

      “She wants me to reach out to the potentials and broker deals with the most promising ones.”

      “Of course, she does.”

      Stowe crossed his bulky arms over his chest. “You can’t hand innocent psychics over to the Collectors.”

      Technically, it wasn’t so different from Mason’s usual work. But it wasn’t really the time to get into technicalities.

      “Which is exactly why I rejected her offer. But, now, she’s not giving me much of a choice.”

      Understanding dawned. “That’s her condition? She’ll accept my terms if you agree to broker the deals?”

      “Yes.”

      I should have known Grace would pull an ace out of her sleeve, but I couldn’t have predicted this twist. How could I when Mason hadn’t bothered telling me about the list? I wanted to pick a fight over that point, but it wasn’t the time. And, when I really thought about it, he’d been under no obligation to share the information. It didn’t have anything to do with me...at least, it hadn’t until Grace tied it to me.

      “How many Psychs are we talking about?” Jameson asked.

      “I haven’t actually looked at the files. I didn’t want to know.”

      “You have the thumb drive on you?”

      Mason hesitated, and I wondered if he was debating a lie. He had to know he wouldn’t get away with any deception while Noah was in the room. “Yes.”

      “Then, let’s see it.”

      “Wait,” Noah cut in. “Let’s think about this. Despite the fact that Andrea turned over Psychs to Intuition for more than a decade, she kept these particular names away from them. She must have had a reason.”

      “Exactly,” Mason said. “It was probably a damn good one.”

      “Yes, but Intuition has the list either way, right?” Jameson shrugged. “It’s not a secret anymore, no matter if we look at the information or not.”

      “Jameson’s right.” Everyone looked at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh at Stowe’s stunned expression.

      He shook his head. “You’re agreeing with him now? I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Jameson and I agree about plenty.”

      “Suuure, you do.”

      “Anyway, maybe this is a good thing. If Mason agrees to Grace’s terms, the list becomes his official responsibility. And isn’t that better than someone at Intuition tracking down the Psychs?”

      “How is that better?” Mason asked, sounding more than a little wary.

      “It’s better because we’ll get to them first. And we can warn them. Get them to help us infiltrate the organization. Whatever we need to do.”

      “That’s rather ruthless, little thief.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not suggesting we exploit them. They’re going to end up in Intuition’s clutches with or without our help. Aren’t they better off if we control the situation?”

      Mason scrubbed his hands over his face. “Fuck it. You’re right. If we can’t beat the Collectors, we’re going to have become them.”

      “Wait…that’s not what I said.”

      “Isn’t it?” His grin was as mocking as his tone. “You want to gather up a little army of psychics to work with us…for us. Pretty sure that makes you a Collector.”

      Shit. He was right.

      Yet, that knowledge didn’t change my mind. If I was going to do this—if I was going to join Intuition in an attempt to get to them from the inside—then, I needed to be prepared to go all in.

      And I happened to think it was the right thing to do. If any of the psychics on Andrea’s mysterious list wanted our help, we’d find a way to give it. Together, the six of us had enough resources to make this work.

      Geppetto, move over. There were new Collectors in town.
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      Adele

      

      “Weren’t you just telling me the other day that you’re a ‘master chef’?” I asked Jameson as I stormed into the kitchen.

      He didn’t bother turning from his place at the stove. “I don’t remember using that exact phrase.”

      “Oh, I do.”

      “I guess I might have said something like that,” he relented.

      I leaned a hip against the counter and glared at him. “Not something like that. That.”

      He finally looked at me, and I could tell he was trying not to smile. He succeeded, but his lips did twitch, slightly. “I do remember saying I was more of a master chef than one of the idiotic contestants on the show MasterChef. So, if that’s what you’re referring to...”

      “You know it is.”

      “Okay, then, yes. I did tell you that.”

      “So how is it that a ‘master chef’ such as yourself—” I said, complete with air quotes and a dramatic pause, “can’t handle making lasagna without help? Even Jem could manage that much.”

      Technically, that was a lie. Jem’s cooking skills were beyond pathetic. I understood not being able to properly chop vegetables or butcher a chicken. Hell, even I wouldn’t touch a whole chicken. But I’d witnessed her ruin a frozen pizza. And pizza bites. And French bread pizza. The woman seriously needed to avoid all things pizza.

      “I can handle it.” He returned to stirring a pot of sauce, like his response made perfect sense.

      “Then, why did you text me to come help you?”

      I still couldn’t believe he’d texted me from another room in the same house. How was he going to maintain his physique with that kind of laziness? It wasn’t like he was still teaching daily yoga classes at the spa.

      “I texted because you didn’t respond when I called for you.”

      “Called from where?”

      “The bottom of the stairs.”

      I rolled my eyes, even though he wasn’t looking at me. “Because you couldn’t walk up one flight of stairs to talk to me like a normal, able-bodied person?”

      “My body is more than able, I assure you.”

      In spite of myself, I allowed my eyes to wander over his shoulders, which were encased in a fitted polo, and down to his well-worn jeans. He looked even more scrumptious than the simmering pasta sauce smelled.

      “But I’d already started the water for the noodles. I didn’t want it to boil over.”

      I shook my head, knowing that he still hadn’t answered my original question but not even wanting to figure out how we’d gotten off track. “Why am I here, Jameson?”

      “I wanted to spend time with you. Is that such a crime?”

      Pleasure filled me, but it was offset by suspicion. That was inevitable when it came to Jameson. “I suppose not.”

      “You never fail to make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.”

      I swallowed a snarky reply. Our banter could go on all night if someone didn’t put an end to it. I could be the bigger person...for the sake of dinner. “What should I do?”

      “I’m good on the regular lasagna, but can you make the cashew-tofu ricotta for the vegan version?”

      Cashew...tofu...ricotta. Three things that should never be combined, as far as I was concerned. But it was for Noah, which mean I’d happily help.

      “Sure.” I traded my cute purple plaid gloves for a pair of kitchen-specific ones.

      “Thanks. The directions are on my iPad.”

      I quickly read the instructions before gathering all the ingredients from the refrigerator and pantry. Sticking to a strict vegan diet was hard. It was so much easier to just buy ricotta from the refrigerated section of the grocery store.

      While I measured the cashews and dumped them into the food processor, Jameson sidled up to the counter and stood there, watching me. “Am I doing something wrong already?”

      As soon as he started to reply, I pulsed the food processor, drowning him out with the sound. He snapped his mouth shut and glared. I bit back a laugh.

      Jameson and I were in a good place, all things considered. Still, I couldn’t resist messing with him when the opportunity presented itself. After spending so much time being a royal jackass to me, he deserved it.

      “I’m sorry, did you say something?” I asked sweetly as I removed the lid to add more ingredients.

      “Nothing important. I was just telling you that Andrea left you her house.”

      My hands jerked, and cashew bits started flying. I jumped back, and it took me a couple of stunned seconds to realize I’d accidentally started the food processor.

      Jameson calmly reached over the counter and turned the switch back into the “off” position. “Well, that went about as well as I expected. Why don’t you sit down?” When I continued to stand there, he moved behind me and placed both hands on my waist to steer me toward one of the barstools.

      “Are you messing with me right now?” I finally managed to ask as I sunk onto the stool.

      “No. I would joke about a lot but not about that.” He picked a piece of cashew out of my hair and tossed it in the sink. “When I was going through her home office yesterday, I found an updated will. She’d had it drawn up a couple of weeks before she died, shortly after your house was destroyed.”

      Holy shit. Andrea Parsons—a name that had made me shudder with disgust mere weeks earlier—left me her house? It seemed impossible. Sure, we’d reached some sort of deathbed understanding in those last minutes, but before that? I’d treated her like she was killing puppies for the purpose of filling her closet with Dalmatian-fur coats.

      “Why?”

      “I’m sure it was her way of trying to make amends.”

      Amends. For turning me over to Intuition, which ultimately resulted in the loss of my childhood home. A house for a house.

      “Wow.”

      “I know you haven’t been there, but it’s a nice house. It’s worth a lot of money.”

      “Wow,” I repeated, not knowing what else to say.

      His mouth lifted into a half-smile. “Yeah, I got that.”

      This changed things. The reason I’d moved into the mansion had nothing to do with my financial situation. I was fine. But inheriting Andrea’s house would likely place me in a more-than-fine position, providing an easy argument for moving out.

      As soon as the thought struck, I immediately squashed it. I didn’t want to be apart from the Psych Squad. Despite the romantic entanglements I faced, I was at home here. Not because of the mansion...because of the people.

      With the group on my mind, I asked, “Do the others know about this?”

      “Jem and Stowe were in the room when I found the will, so they know. But I haven’t mentioned it to Noah.”

      “Are you—or Jem or Stowe—upset about this? I mean, the house should have gone to all of you.”

      “Absolutely not.” His intense brown eyes showed no signs of distress. “We’re inheriting the rest of her estate and the business, and we didn’t even need the money to begin with.”

      “Okay.”

      “Good.” He patted my knee. “Sit there for a minute, and I’ll get this cleaned up.”

      “Thanks.”

      My legs were still shaky, and I couldn’t quite wrap my head around this news. I appreciated the gesture, but I didn’t feel entirely comfortable with accepting the house. Andrea hadn’t owed me anything. She’d barely even met me before telling Intuition about me. And it had been her job—part of what she’d needed to do in order to keep Jameson, Jem, Stowe, and Noah safe.

      On the other hand, if this was her way of making amends, did I really want to take that away from a dead woman? A woman who had sacrificed her own life for Stowe’s?

      “What happened?” Noah asked as he strode into the room, his expression growing more concerned by the second.

      “Adele decided to make it rain cashews,” Jameson responded as he bent over to sweep my mess into a dustpan.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.” Noah paused right in front of me. “I could feel your turmoil all the way down the hall.”

      Setting my “turmoil” aside for the moment, I asked, “Can you usually sense emotions from that distance?”

      The concern in his eyes shifted, but I couldn’t decipher what it turned into. “I tend to sense your emotions from a greater distance than anyone else’s.”

      Jameson stood abruptly. “What?”

      “Yeah. More so recently than in the beginning.”

      I leaned my elbows on the counter for extra support. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      His typically-pale cheeks turned ruddy. “I assumed it was because of our...well, special emotional connection.”

      Because we’re in love. That was kind of sweet.

      “But after your experiment with Stowe’s telepathy, I’m starting to think it could be something else.”

      “Like what?” Jameson and I asked at the same time.

      “Like magic.”

      Right. Magic. Not so sweet.

      “We can discuss it later, if you want,” Noah said. “Or we can just pretend I never told you.”

      I gave him a rueful smile. “You know me well.” He knew I was already overwhelmed with all of the mystery surrounding my witchy talents. I wasn’t exactly jumping up and down to add to that list.

      “Now, do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?”

      I quickly shared Jameson’s news with Noah and explained why I was struggling with the idea of accepting Andrea’s unexpected gift.

      “Take it,” he replied immediately. “Seriously, out of all the things you have to worry about, this doesn’t need to be one of them. She obviously wanted you to have the house if something happened to her. You should accept it and do whatever you want with it.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s what you said to me earlier,” Jameson grumbled. “You said ‘okay,’ but you didn’t tell me any of the other stuff.”

      I heard the because you don’t trust me in the tone of his voice. And that wasn’t it at all. Yes, I tended to open up more with Noah than anyone else. But that was because he felt my inner struggles and called me out on them. Jameson couldn’t hold himself to the same standard.

      “That’s because I was still processing.” I placed a hand on his arm. “Not because I didn’t want to tell you.”

      He nodded slowly. “Okay.”

      “Well, okay.”

      “Okay.”

      Noah waved a hand to get our attention. “Can I interrupt before this weird ‘okay’ thing you two have going on continues indefinitely?”

      I grinned at him. “Okay.”

      He turned to Jameson. “I need to talk to you in private about something. Now, if possible.”

      “Whatever it is, you can tell me in front of Adele. We’re not keeping secrets, remember?”

      Huh. He actually seemed to mean that. If that didn’t show growth, I didn’t know what would.

      “Okay, then.” Noah shot me a small smile before sitting in the barstool next to mine. “I started looking through the PPB file.”

      Project Pontiac Bandit was the code name we’d given Andrea’s list of Psychs. I wasn’t certain that it needed one, but Jem had insisted. Anything to make us more like spies, apparently. And, of course, we’d agreed on a Brooklyn-Nine-Nine reference. What else?

      Noah had offered to do the first round of research, freeing up Mason to deal with other things. Though Noah wasn’t a hacker, apparently he was adept at online research. So, he was perfect for digging up information on the prospects before we contacted any of them. And he was in the best position to ensure the thumb drive wasn’t actually an elaborate way to spy on us or something equally nefarious.

      “And?” Jameson asked, seeming unconcerned.

      “And Heidi Marshall is one of the prospects.”

      He closed his eyes and released a long sigh. “That’s bad.”

      “I know.”

      “Heidi, as in Jameson’s ex-girlfriend?” I asked though I knew there was little chance that we were talking about someone else. Heidi wasn’t a particularly common name.

      Noah’s gaze trailed from Jameson to me. “You know about her?”

      “Yeah, we ran into her at the bonfire on New Year’s Eve.”

      I’d thought about the pretty blonde several times since then. It wasn’t that I was jealous, exactly. Jameson hadn’t given off any longing vibes when he’d seen her. But it seemed like there was more to the story than what he told me. And the curious part of me wanted to know what I was missing.

      “Will Intuition want her?” I asked. “What’s her ability?”

      Jameson dumped the cashew bits before returning to the stove. “She’s a precog.”

      “Another one? I didn’t realize precognitive abilities were that common.” Not that I really had a feel for psychic demographics. Most of the ones I’d met lived in this house.

      “They’re not.” He kept his back turned, but I still heard him mutter, “That was the point.”

      “The point of what?” I turned to Noah, seeking an explanation, but he shook his head in warning.

      Jameson suddenly spun around, spatula in hand. “The point of my parents and Heidi’s parents throwing us together, starting when we were still in diapers. Pretty sure they’d already planned our wedding by the time we’d both had our first vision.”

      “Okay...” I really needed to stop using that word.

      “Don’t you get it? They wanted us to get married and have lots of super-precog babies.”

      Because a male precog plus a female precog equaled precog babies. Jem had said as much the first night I met her. Our parents are both precogs, so we are too, of course. In the back of my mind, I’d understood that psychic abilities were inherited from parents. But I hadn’t stopped to think about the implications.

      If Jameson wanted to ensure that his children had precognitive abilities, the mother needed to be a precog. The same would be true of Noah and empathic abilities, Stowe and telepathic abilities, and Mason and whatever his master of illusion abilities were called.

      My memory-related psychometry didn’t even come close to matching up with any of their abilities. Was that something they cared about? My stomach twisted. I had no idea, and now I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      Noah squeezed my knee, and I released a shaky breath.

      What the hell was I doing thinking about children right now? This wasn’t about me; it was about Heidi. Not to mention the fact that I wasn’t even in a formal relationship with any of the men in my life.

      “I’m not sure Intuition will be interested in Heidi,” Noah said, thankfully getting the conversation back on track. “Her ability is tied to auras. She sees snippets about the future. More like symbols than actual events. Unless something’s changed in the last few years, she’s never been great at interpreting the symbols in a way that’s useful for predicting what’s going to happen.”

      “Then, there’s no problem,” I said. “Grace only wants to recruit the psychics on the list who will be the most beneficial to her.”

      Jameson carried the pot of boiling pasta from the stove and dumped it into a colander. He retrieved the sauce next and then the rest of the ingredients. Without speaking, he started layering the noodles, sauce, ricotta, and mozzarella.

      Forcing my gaze away from him, I looked at Noah questioningly. What was Jameson thinking? Was he upset? Worried? Pissed? I had no freaking clue.

      Eventually, Noah stood from his barstool and moved to Jameson’s side. “You want to tell her, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” I asked. It didn’t make sense. Why get her involved if she didn’t have to be? The girl had already gone through cancer. She didn’t need to deal with Intuition too.

      He stopped his methodic layering and turned his head toward me. “Because she deserves to know.”
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      She deserves to know.

      That comment hit me in the center of the chest. After all of the whining I’d done about being kept in the dark, I should have been the first one to advocate telling Heidi.

      Sensing that Jameson was done discussing this, I turned to Noah. “You want to help me make vegan lasagna?”

      He gave me a dubious look. “I can have a salad.”

      “But, then, how will we ever know how cashew-tofu ricotta tastes?”

      “I think you just answered your own question.”

      Truth.

      My phone chimed from inside my pocket, alerting me to a new text message.

      Mason: You’ve received your first assignment. Don’t worry, it’s an easy one. I’ll go with you—no arguments.

      My pulse started thrumming through my veins. Don’t worry? Was he insane?

      Mason: Pick you up in 30.

      “What is it?” Noah’s voice was soft as ever, but I heard an edge to it. Clearly, my emotions were as erratic as I thought they were.

      After replying to the texts with a simple, “okay”—because, why the hell not—I held the phone up so Noah could read the messages.

      He glanced at the screen, then immediately pulled me into a hug. “You’re going to be fine. They want your abilities, not to hurt you.”

      Even though I was trembling, I nodded. He made me want to believe he was right. “I should go change.”

      “I love you,” he whispered directly into my ear.

      A new kind of trembling took over as he spoke. Were we just going to start saying that to each other now? I hoped so. Hearing those words from him gave me the fortitude I needed to take a step away. Away from Noah and toward my first assignment with Intuition.

      “Will you explain to Jameson?” I felt the other man’s gaze on me, but I didn’t feel up to facing him right now.

      “Of course.”

      Once upstairs, I changed into a pair of skinny black pants, a light blue silk shirt, and a casual black blazer. I selected a pair of houndstooth gloves with decorative buttons at the wrists and coordinating loafers. Satisfied with my outfit, I pulled the top layer of my hair away from my face and fastened it with a dainty, vintage barrette that Jem had given me for Christmas.

      Then, I sat on the stool in front of the antique vanity that Jameson, Noah, and Stowe bought for me. Since I wore minimal makeup, I didn’t really need it for that purpose. I used it more as a desk and for meditation. Maybe it was some sort of sign of my failing sanity, but I’d found that staring into the mirror helped me see things, life, more clearly.

      I was relying on my eyes to be the windows into my own soul. I needed them to confirm that I’d chosen the right path. That I wasn’t betraying my dad by working for the people responsible for his—and probably my mother’s—death.

      In an attempt to assuage my guilt over the prospect, I’d arranged for Mason to donate all the money I earned from Intuition to a charity that worked with area fire departments. I still had no idea how much I was getting paid, and I didn’t care. Mason was overseeing the financial aspects of the deal, and I had no doubt he’d negotiated a fair rate.

      Ultimately, the money—donated or not—couldn’t be my principal motivation for accepting Grace’s offer. I had to keep looking at the bigger picture, to remember why I was doing this. It was about taking control of my destiny instead of hiding from it. It was about keeping my friends safe. It was about discovering Intuition’s role in my mother’s death. And it was about finding a way to stop the Collectors from continuing to ruin lives.

      As I stared into my light green eyes, the uncertainty swirling in them transformed into determination. The deal was already done. I was committed.

      Opening one of the vanity drawers, I retrieved the velvet bag holding the Rose family talisman. I hadn’t even looked at it since removing it after the incident with Jared Fleming. Remembering what it helped me do frightened me. But I was also coming to understand that the only way to get past that fear was to rise above it. I wouldn’t get anywhere sticking my magic in a drawer. Noah was right—I needed to stop avoiding it.

      With quaking hands, I slipped the necklace over my head. The circle pendant fell between my breasts over my shirt, and the weight of it felt strangely comforting. Like it was meant to be there.

      My phone chimed, and I knew without looking at it that Mason had arrived. I grabbed my purse and headed downstairs, where I found Jameson and Noah waiting for me in the foyer.

      “I can go with you,” Jameson offered. “Grace or even Geppetto himself couldn’t keep me away, if you wanted me there.”

      “Thank you, but I’ve got this.”

      “Call when you’re done?” Noah asked.

      “Okay.”

      His lips twitched. “Okay.”

      I walked toward the front door, but before I made it, a hand took hold of mine and tugged me backward. Startled, I looked up into Mr. Hot and Frowny’s face. But it wasn’t the frown I was used to. It wasn’t an angry or annoyed frown. It was a worried one.

      He placed gentle hands on my shoulders. “You don’t have to do this. No one would blame you if you backed out.”

      “I do have to.”

      He opened his mouth to argue, and I stopped him by rising on my tiptoes and pressing my lips to his. It was the briefest of kisses, but it was exactly what I’d needed. If I had the will to survive Mr. Yummyface, I could survive anything.

      And wouldn’t he be inordinately pleased to know his mood swings had prepared me for what I was about to do? The thought made me laugh softly as I turned away, even more amused as I noticed his expression.

      I’d bewildered Jameson Drake. I could die a happy woman.

      Mason was waiting at the passenger door to his Mercedes SUV, and he smiled easily as I approached. “Seriously, Adele, you don’t need to worry at all. This will be the easiest money you’ll ever make.”

      “How do you know?”

      He opened the door for me. “Because the psychic involved is young, sweet, and completely harmless. It’ll just be her and her non-psychic friend.”

      That meant no Grace the Wicked Witch or Abel the mind reader or Sheila the succubus. So much tension drained out of my body, I might as well have transformed into Jell-O.

      I sank into the plush leather seat and forced myself to wait until we were on the highway to start peppering Mason with questions. “Where are we going? What do I have to do?”

      He glanced over at me, and his smile was so big, his white teeth practically gleamed in the sunlight. “Slow down, little thief. We have plenty of time.”

      I gradually released my breath, attempting to curb my impatience. “Okay.”

      “So, how are you?”

      “How do I seem?”

      “Uptight.”

      “I didn’t think I’d get an assignment this soon.” It had only been three days since Mason formally accepted Grace’s offer. I’d thought I would have at least a couple of weeks before I heard from Intuition.

      No such luck.

      “I’m guessing there’s a bit of a backlog. Things they’ve been saving up ever since they found out you can take memories.”

      The image of me sitting in a stuffy office while patient after patient entered the room came to mind. They would lie down on a couch, and I would play psychiatrist. Except, instead of helping them fix their brains, I would steal them. Just in a less gruesome way than zombies did it, because I didn’t like gore...even the imaginary kind.

      “What’s going on in that pretty red head of yours?”

      “Hmm?” I asked, returning my attention to Mason.

      “You just had the strangest look on your face.”

      “Have you ever seen The Walking Dead?”

      I’d suffered through a few episodes for Stowe’s sake, mostly with a pillow in front of my face. He’d obviously hoped I’d get into the show with him, but it wasn’t going to happen. Thank goodness we’d come up with Brooklyn Nine-Nine as an alternative. That was definitely more my speed.

      “Yeah.”

      “It was something like that.”

      “You’re an odd one.” Though the words could have been taken as an insult, his tone made them seem like more of a compliment.

      “Thank you?”

      He chuckled. “I like it. You keep me on my toes.”

      “Are you trying to distract me from what we’re about to do? If so, I appreciate the attempt, but it’s not going to work.”

      “That wasn’t my intention. I just thought we could chat. You tell me about your day, and then I’ll tell you about mine.”

      Oh. I should have realized by now that, when it came to Mason, I should expect the unexpected. My mind was turning my new “job” into some kind of intellectual zombie infection, and he wanted to share about our days.

      “Can we chat after you explain what’s going on? I’m not trying to be difficult, but I can’t relax until I find out more.”

      “First of all, take a few deep breaths.” He reached over the console and patted my gloved hand. “I wouldn’t lie to you—this really is a simple assignment.”

      I was inhaling, holding, and exhaling before he even finished the sentence. Despite my insistence that meditation exercises were never going to do much for me, controlling my breathing made all the difference. I could alter the condition of my entire body and mental outlook in less than a minute.

      Once I was finished, I turned my head toward Mason. “I’m better.”

      “Great. We’re going to a coffee shop near the Norfolk State University campus. We’ll happen to run into a girl named Sara and her friend Lucy.”

      “They work for Intuition?”

      “Sara does. She’s a recent recruit, and I helped broker her deal.”

      Sara. Sara. Sara. Why did that name ring a bell?

      Then, it hit me. “Was she at the masquerade?” The conversation I’d overheard in the hall upstairs was between a man and a young woman named Sara. They’d been talking about a deadline and how she couldn’t say no to Intuition.

      “Yes, she was there. Did you meet her?”

      “No, but I overheard a small piece of a conversation between her and someone else. It was right before I met you on the balcony.” I hesitated, unsure whether I should say more. “She was getting ready to find Grace, and she sounded scared.”

      He nodded. “That makes sense. That’s the night she formally accepted the IFG offer.”

      “You didn’t do it for her?”

      “I conducted all of the negotiations for her contract, but she had to formalize the deal in person.”

      “Why didn’t I have to do that?”

      “Because you’re my employee, remember? I told you the job would come with perks.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at that. “Oh, yeah. I keep forgetting. You’re not a very demanding boss.”

      He took his gaze off the road long enough to shoot me a devilish grin. “Is demanding what you want? If so, I’m more than happy to oblige.”

      Heat simmered in my belly. Mason was so damn enticing in that carefree yet intense way of his. The two parts of him should have seemed incongruous, but they felt natural. He wasn’t hiding the darkness behind a façade of playfulness. He was genuinely both—light and dark and maybe everything in between.

      I was too intrigued, and he knew it.

      “So, Sara and her friend?” I asked, attempting to get the conversation back on track.

      “Sara will call us over to her table like the three of us are old friends. She’ll introduce us to Lucy and ask us to sit for a few minutes to catch up.”

      He seemed almost too at ease with the plan. “You came up with this idea?”

      “We discussed it and came up with it together.”

      “So, you know her well?”

      “Not well, but it was the best way. Sara’s practically scared of her own shadow, but she’s comfortable with me.”

      “More like she has a crush on you,” I teased. Because, seriously, what girl wouldn’t?

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t even get her to stop calling me Mr. Gatsby. It makes me feel ancient.”

      I sputtered out a laugh. “Wow, I’d love to witness that.”

      His frown deepened. “If she goes off-script, you might get the opportunity.”

      “So, we sit down and play the old friends part. What next?”

      “Next, you subtly touch Lucy and erase her memories of a text conversation she never should have seen.”

      “Sara’s?”

      “Yes. Like I said, Sara’s new, and she needs to learn to be more careful.”

      Since I’d easily overheard her talking at the plantation, I couldn’t disagree. Intuition wasn’t the forgiving type.

      “That’s it?”

      Mason laughed. “Don’t tell me you were hoping for more?”

      “No. I guess I just expected that when the Collectors finally got to me, it would be a bit more…well, dramatic.”

      “My guess is that they’re easing you into it.”

      Unfortunately, I agreed. I should find a way to enjoy this encounter, because it would probably be the least painful assignment Intuition would ever send me on.
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      The potent scent of freshly-roasting coffee was oddly comforting as we entered the quaint shop. I wasn’t really a coffee fan, but I’d always loved the smell. Maybe because it made me think of mornings growing up. My mom had never failed to start a pot brewing as soon as she got up.

      As we walked to the end of the line, I subtly glanced around the room. Though there were plenty of people milling about—mostly college students—the place wasn’t filled to the brim. There were a couple of tables with two girls, but since I didn’t know what Sara looked like, I couldn’t identify the correct one.

      “Are they here?”

      “Yes.”

      Mason settled an arm around my waist, and it took me a few moments too long to realize that wasn’t normal. I tilted my head up to give him a questioning look.

      He leaned down to say, “This will be simpler if we’re a couple.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Are you suggesting I might have an ulterior motive?”

      “Of course not,” I replied with exaggerated sweetness.

      “Mhmm.” He tightened his grip on my hip. “So, what does my beautiful girlfriend drink? That’s something a dutiful boyfriend would definitely know.”

      Ignoring the exhilaration that zipped through me at the sound of his smooth voice saying “beautiful” and “girlfriend,” I replied, “Hot chocolate.”

      “You don’t want a caramel macchiato or a skinny vanilla latte or something too complicated to possibly remember?”

      “Are those the kind of drinks your usual girlfriends order?”

      His lips quirked. “Do I usually have more than one?”

      “How would I know? Let’s face it, Mason. I still barely know anything about you.”

      “If there’s something you want to know, you could try asking.”

      “Okay. Girlfriends. Go.”

      He shook his head. “That wasn’t in the form of a question.”

      “What is this, Jeopardy?”

      “See, you do know how to form a proper question.”

      I reached over and pinched his side. Not that there was much to grab. He was practically solid muscle. “Stop avoiding.”

      “Fine. In answer to what I think you might have been asking—if you’d actually posed a question—I haven’t had a girlfriend in a while. But the women I take out tend to order complicated coffee drinks. They’re all half-calf or skinny or soy this or that. I stop paying attention after the third word.”

      I couldn’t resist a snicker at the picture he painted. He was telling me he dated high-maintenance women without really telling me.

      For some reason, I felt the need to stick up for these nameless, faceless models he dated. The model part was an assumption, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d gone out with an Angel or two...the Victoria’s Secret variety. “There’s nothing wrong with being particular.”

      “No, but I’m a fairly simple man.”

      I sputtered out a laugh. “Says the plantation owner who has earned Gatsby as a nickname.”

      “Damn, woman. Judgy much?”

      Maybe a little bit. But it was difficult to imagine Mason as anything less than a stereotypical billionaire playboy. He was as good looking as he was wealthy, and that was seriously saying something.

      How could he be simple? It seemed impossible.

      “How do you like your coffee?”

      “I’ll drink it black, but I prefer a dash of cream.”

      “And what are your thoughts on hot chocolate?”

      He furrowed his brow, like he was seriously considering the question. “There’s chocolate in it, right?”

      “Yes, that is the point.”

      “And it’s hot?”

      “Yeah…”

      “So, it’s basically the liquid form of me,” he said, gesturing to his body.

      I shook my head at him, though I had trouble holding back my laugh. “That may be the worst joke I’ve ever heard.”

      “Surely not. I mean, I could have compared you to a flat white—”

      I punched his arm. “Hey!”

      “Just kidding.” His gaze lowered to the front of my shirt. “You’re not at all flat.”

      The teenager beyond the counter asked for our order, saving Mason from receiving the most dramatic eye roll of his life. While we waited for our drinks, I removed my gloves and stuffed them in my jacket pockets in preparation for my assignment. If I was lucky, Lucy would offer to shake my hand, and I could get this over immediately.

      “Ready for this?” Mason asked as he handed me a sturdy mug topped with a heap of whipped cream.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Mason took my empty hand. “Follow my lead.”

      He walked toward the corner of the room, pausing when a girl with light blonde hair started waving from a table by the windows.

      “Hi!” Sara’s smile was wide, and she appeared overly flushed for someone who had a textbook open in front of her.

      She turned to her friend, who was watching Mason with interest but had yet to spare me a glance. “This is my friend Lucy. Lucy, meet Jay and Addie. We used to live in the same apartment complex.”

      Jay…and Addie? Really?

      Mason smiled warmly at Lucy, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d melted into a pile of goo in front of our eyes. Didn’t she realize he was holding my hand? She could at least attempt to be coy about her infatuation.

      Sara invited us to sit down, and I realized that Mason had positioned us to ensure that he could slip into the chair next to Sara, leaving the one by Lucy-the-ogler for me.

      As we sat, I intentionally set my hot chocolate an inch or two away from her coffee mug, in the hopes that I could “accidentally” bump her hand with mine. Otherwise, I had no idea what excuse I could come up with to touch her.

      “What are you doing on this side of town?” Sara asked, still appearing too excited. Not that Lucy was noticing anything other than the perfect male specimen on the opposite side of the table.

      “Addie wanted to visit that little bookstore around the corner,” Mason replied as he gave me an intimate, boyfriend-like smile. He was good at this.

      Sara gave me a wide smile. “Oh, yeah, I love that place. They have a great selection on local history.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard,” I replied in an attempt to join the conversation. Had Mason told her to say that? It seemed too coincidental that she would bring up local history without his coaching.

      While the four of us discussed random topics ranging from abnormal psychology—the class the girls were studying for—to the newest episode of Riverdale, I kept Lucy in my periphery at all times. I needed to make a move, any move, so I could get this ordeal over with.

      But she hadn’t touched her coffee since we sat down, and she didn’t appear to be in a hurry to do anything other than gawk at my boyfriend. Fake boyfriend...that’s totally what I meant.

      When Mason kicked me gently under the table once, then twice, I decided to put my backup plan into place. It wasn’t the most elegant idea ever, but I was beyond elegance.

      Since I couldn’t get away with closing my eyes to meditate, I stared at Mason’s hands to give myself something to focus on. His fingers were wrapped around his mug, and they appeared strong, his nails well-groomed. They were tapping lightly on the ceramic, and I mimicked their easy cadence in my mind.

      When I was as focused as possible, under the circumstances, I reached for my drink, deliberately knocking it over. Though there wasn’t much left, the remaining liquid spilled onto the table and rushed toward Lucy’s textbook.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said as I grabbed for the book to get it out of the way. Lucy, thankfully, did the same thing, and our hands collided. As soon as our skin touched, I zeroed in on the memories I needed to steal.

      The sounds and scents of the coffee house fade as I find myself in a sunny living room. Lucy is sitting on the couch, and I hear Sara’s voice from behind me. The kitchen, maybe?

      “Do you want to order pizza? Or there’s a sub shop I like that’s only a few blocks from here.”

      “Definitely pizza,” Lucy replies. “I’ve been eating salad for dinner all week, and I deserve a treat.”

      “Pizza, it is.”

      A cell phone lights up on the coffee table, and Lucy leans forward to read the text message displayed on the home screen.

      Joseph: There’s a rumor going around that you suppressed Abel’s telepathy.

      Joseph: Is that true?

      Joseph: Tell me it’s true.

      Joseph: He’s gotta be pissed.

      “Um, Sara?” Lucy asks, her confusion seeping into me. “Who is Joseph? And why is he talking about telepathy?”

      Sara darts into the living room and snatches her phone off the coffee table, her face red. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just one of my friends being an idiot. He, uh, thinks it’s funny to come up with code words for boring, everyday things.”

      “What? Like telepathy is actually code for horniness or something?”

      Sara laughs a little too hard at that. “Exactly.”

      Back in the present, I caught and held Mason’s gaze, letting him know the deed was done. Then, I turned back to Lucy and helped her clean up the mess I’d made.

      “I really am sorry about that,” I told her with a forced smile.

      Even though I understood the reasoning for what I’d done—I’d stolen a memory that spelled nothing but trouble for both her and Sara—I still felt dirty, like a thief. Lucy’s memories were her own, and who was I to mess with them?

      “It’s fine.”

      “We need to get going,” Mason said, standing. “You want me to get you another hot chocolate, Addie?” His tone suggested he liked using my fake name, and if I was honest with myself, I didn’t hate it. More because of the way he said it than the nickname itself.

      “No, I’m good.”

      Standing, I dug into my pockets for my gloves. I was more than ready to don that layer of protection between me and the rest of the world.

      Which made me sad, in a strange way. Slowly, I was getting accustomed to going without my gloves while at the mansion. Not all the time, by any means, but some of the time. That alone was an improvement. But more days like today would cause a major setback.

      Sara hopped up out of her chair. “Why don’t I walk you guys out?”

      “Sure,” Mason replied before saying goodbye to Lucy. I didn’t bother doing the same; she was probably busy picturing my untimely death, anyway.

      When we were safely outside the coffee shop, Sara turned to me. “Will you please tell your friend I’m sorry? I was following Mr. Fleming’s orders, but...” Her voice wavered. “I never would have done that if he hadn’t forced me.”

      Wait, what? She’d done something to help Jared? And what friend was she talking about?

      “I don’t know—”

      Mason cleared his throat, and Sara looked from me to him. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought Mr. Gatsby would have told you.”

      She’d said Mr. Gatsby, and I couldn’t even enjoy it. Damn it.

      Sara started to back away, looking at Mason nervously. “Anyway, please tell her I’m sorry. And thanks for cleaning up my mess in there. No more text previews for this girl.” Then, she spun on her heels and hurried back into the coffee shop.

      “What the hell?”

      Mason sighed as he gestured in the opposite direction of the SUV. “Come on. We might as well visit the bookstore. I’ll explain on the way.”

      Once we were on the deserted sidewalk, he said, “Sara is able to suppress psychic powers.”

      Which made sense, considering the text message conversation from Lucy’s memories. But what did that have to do with Jared and me?

      It took me a few seconds, but my mind eventually started stitching the pieces together. There was only one incident involving Jared Fleming and a friend of mine—Jem’s abduction.

      “She helped Jared kidnap Jem?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      He shrugged. “It didn’t come up.”

      “You do realize that you’re not going to be able to keep using that as an excuse, right?”

      Either Mason was with us, or he wasn’t. There was no half-assing it anymore, not with everything going on. In addition to acting as my agent with Intuition, he was the person ultimately responsible for Project Pontiac Bandit. And that meant we had to be on the same page. Like I’d told the Psych Squad—no more secrets.

      He stopped walking and faced me, his expression sober. “I wasn’t intentionally hiding that information. I found out after my meeting with Grace on New Year’s Eve, and I planned to tell you as soon as I arrived.”

      “But we hijacked you for the scavenger hunt before you had a chance.”

      “Exactly. And, then, it slipped my mind until my phone conversation with Sara earlier.”

      I wanted to believe him. Everything in me told me he was being upfront. But it was becoming increasingly difficult for me to trust blindly.

      “When are you going to tell me why you’re doing all of this?”

      It always came back to the secrets. I didn’t know how to put my full faith in Mason when I still didn’t know what he wanted from me.

      “Soon.” He reached for both of my hands. “I want to tell you everything, but I need a little more time. Can you give me that much?”

      I peered up into his mesmerizing dark eyes and knew my answer without even having to think about the question. Whether it was rational or just plain foolish, I would give him whatever he asked for. Time. Patience. Trust.

      And that knowledge frightened me more than Grace ever could.

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Adele

      

      Mason’s gaze shifted to the sidewalk behind me, and he swore under his breath. “This can’t be good.”

      I turned to find a tall blond man and a short but svelte woman walking toward us. Though I’d never met her in person, it only took me a second to recognize Sheila-the-succubus-Clark from Jameson’s visions. Her shiny black hair fell almost to her waist, and her already-pretty face was enhanced by flawless eye makeup and the perfect shade of red lipstick.

      Even though the succubus thing was my way of referring to her ability to influence people, I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was some truth to it. This woman took sexy to a whole new level, and she obviously knew it. It was in the confident way she moved, with an unnecessary swing to her hips, and the way her catlike gaze zeroed in on Mason. Men undoubtedly fell at her feet, with and without the aid of her powers.

      Forcing my attention away from her, I took notice of the man next to her. He looked about my age and was cute, in a boyish way, with his lanky body, spiky hair, and easy smile. Based on the description Andrea had provided, I was almost certain I was looking at Abel Turner, the mind reader.

      Panic filled me at the realization. What if I accidentally gave something away that Intuition could use against me? Shouldn’t I mentally recite something to keep any errant thoughts from crossing my mind? That’s what characters in books and movies usually did.

      Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, on this continent, a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are engaged in a great civil war—

      “Mason,” Sheila purred, interrupting my recitation, “you haven’t called in ages.”

      A swarm of butterflies took flight in my stomach. Mason…and Sheila? Obviously, I knew he’d likely been with a lot of women, but Sheila? The Victoria’s Secret models would have been preferable.

      “I’ve been busy,” he replied without inflection.

      Sheila pouted her lips prettily. “You really should make more time to play. Though I do love it when you have extra pent-up tension.” She lowered her head, peering up at him through her too-long-to-be-natural eyelashes. “If that’s the case now, I’d be more than happy to help you out.”

      Ugh. I was going to throw up. Seriously, where was the closest trash can?

      “What are you doing here? Grace assured me that she wasn’t sending anyone to interfere.”

      “She didn’t. We’re just here to make sure everything went okay.” Finally turning her attention to me, she said, “So, you’re the girl everyone’s been twittering about.” She inspected me from head-to-toe. “I was expecting you to be more…well, everything.”

      I balled my fists as fury shot through me. Who did this bitch think she was? She was nothing more than one of Grace’s mindless minions—

      Abel chuckled, and I snapped my head in his direction. Oh, shit. I’d totally forgotten about him.

      Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, on this continent—

      “You’re funny,” he said genially. “I’m curious, though. Do you have the entire Gettysburg Address memorized?”

      “I was a history major,” I bit out.

      …a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are—

      “We need to go.” Mason yanked on my hand, that I hadn’t realized he was still holding, and started leading me back toward the coffee shop parking lot. No more bookstore, apparently.

      “Call me,” Sheila said seductively. “Oh, and, Adele?”

      I paused and forced myself to look at the infuriating woman. “Yes?”

      “How is Georgie? I heard a rumor that he’s back in town.”

      Every muscle in my body tensed up, and I imagined myself lunging at her like a cheetah in the wild.

      “Come on,” Mason said lowly as he tugged on my hand again.

      With her evil laughter ringing in my head, I allowed him to drag me away. As soon as we were back in the SUV, he sped away.

      “Did you hear what she said about George?”

      “I heard.”

      “I need to send him away again. It isn’t safe for him at the estate. I should have known better than to let him stay even this long. He’s going to be pissed, but—”

      “Adele.” Mason placed a hand on my knee and squeezed. “You need to calm down. Sheila was just messing with you. George will be fine.”

      “She was just messing with me?” I practically screeched. “Do you hear yourself? She’s not harmless. None of them are, not even Sara.”

      “There you go, lumping all Collectors into the same bucket again.”

      “No, just the ones who work for Graceless Morrow.”

      Mason chuckled. “Graceless? That’s a good one.”

      I grabbed my iPhone from my purse. “I’m going to check flights to Dallas for the morning.”

      He squeezed my knee again, harder this time. “Please stop. I know Sheila—”

      “Yeah, in the biblical sense.”

      He released my knee to run his hand over his short hair. “We’ve hooked up a few times, but that’s it.”

      “It sounded like a lot more than a few times.”

      “Yeah, because she was goading you…” He tore his gaze from the road. “Wait. Are you jealous?”

      God, yes. And I wasn’t proud of it.

      “This has nothing to do with jealousy, Mason Montgomery, and you know it.”

      His attention returned to the road, but his entire face lifted into a smile. “I like it when you use my full name. You should do that more often. Or call me Mr. Montgomery. I’m good with that too.”

      “Urgha-frrr-shhphl.”

      “Tongue-tied, little thief?”

      “This is not about jealousy. This is about the fact that you swore to me that you aren’t loyal to anyone at Intuition.”

      “Yes, and I was telling the truth. Noah confirmed it.”

      “And you didn’t think it was worth mentioning that you’re sleeping with Sheila Clark and who knows who else?”

      “First of all, I’m not sleeping with anyone. I’ve slept with Sheila—past tense—and I haven’t even spoken to her in months. And, no, I didn’t think it was worth mentioning. She’s a non-issue.”

      “Maybe to you,” I muttered.

      “You’re cute when you’re jealous.”

      “Oh. My. God.” If we weren’t on the highway, I would have slapped the smugness off his perfect face.

      “Were you really reciting the Gettysburg Address in your head?”

      I inhaled deeply and slowly exhaled. Mason was right about one thing—I really did need to calm down.

      “Yes. I thought it might keep me from thinking about something I shouldn’t.”

      “And, of course, you couldn’t just stick to the ABCs.”

      “Is that what you do?” I asked as I subtly opened the web browser on my phone and started searching for flights.

      “No, I run through the roster of the Redskins.”

      “You have the entire roster of a football team memorized, and you think it’s strange for me to know the Gettysburg Address by heart?”

      “Yes. Football is the nation’s pastime.”

      The first flight out was at six-fifty tomorrow morning. George would complain about having to get up in the middle of the night, but I didn’t care. I’d drive him to the airport myself.

      “Isn’t that baseball?” I asked absently.

      “Maybe a century ago. We should go out sometime.”

      At the dramatic change of subject, I looked up from my phone. What was he even talking about? Had I missed part of the conversation?

      “To a baseball game?”

      “Nooo. On a date.”

      “What?” I’d definitely missed something.

      “You know, dinner. Drinks. A movie, though you seem more like the museum type.”

      “Um…” My mind went completely blank. Sure, we’d been skirting this issue with all of our flirting. But that didn’t mean I’d actually expected him to ask me out.

      “Unless you’re not allowed to,” he said blithely.

      “Allowed?”

      “Yeah, I’m not really sure what the rules are with you and the guard dogs.”

      I shook my head in an attempt to clear it. “Can we back up a second? Where is this coming from?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you trying to distract me from the Sheila thing by asking me out?”

      “I don’t need to distract you. I told you already—we hooked up a few times. End of story.”

      My jaw clenched. Every time he referred to “hooking up,” I wanted to hit him. Which was plain ridiculous. The little show we’d put on for Lucy earlier was just that—a show. Mason wasn’t mine.

      “Then, why are you asking me out?”

      He shot me an incredulous look. “Is that a serious question?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m asking you out because I like you. I have since you walked onto my balcony in your sexy corset dress and called me out for not wearing a mask to a masquerade.”

      “But you’re my boss.”

      He laughed. “Am I? Last time I checked, you haven’t actually performed any tasks for me.”

      “That’s because you haven’t asked me to.”

      “Then, why don’t you start the appraisal or whatever it is that you want to do at the plantation? You can move in tonight. I’ll help you pack a bag.”

      Um, what? Was he insane?

      “I haven’t even said I’ll go out with you, and now you want me to move in?”

      “There’s plenty of bedrooms for you to choose from. It’s not like you’d have to sleep in my bed.” He flashed me an impish grin. “Unless you want to.”

      “Okay, you are insane.”

      “You never clarified whether you’re allowed to go out with me,” he said, ignoring my statement on his sanity. That was probably for the best. What defense could he possibly offer?

      “I’m a grown woman. I’m allowed to do whatever I want.”

      “Sure, but does going out with another man violate the rules of your relationship...s?”

      “There aren’t any rules. I’m just—we’re just—” I was ready to pull out my hair and strangle him with it. “It’s complicated.”

      “You need rules.”

      “Mason—”

      “No, really, you need rules. Otherwise, how does it work? Are they allowed to date other women? Are you allowed to date other men? Is there a schedule for who you spend time with or sleep with?”

      I buried my head in my hands. “Oh my god, I can’t believe we’re talking about this.”

      “Why not? I’m not judging you. In fact, I think I’ve made it pretty clear that I’m totally fine with you dating outside of your little foursome. Assuming you’re dating me, that is.”

      He pulled up to the gate, and I released a relieved breath. After my Intuition assignment, running into Sheila and Abel, and now this preposterous conversation, I was beyond exhausted. I wanted to disappear into my bedroom and curl up with a book. Maybe a novel set in the Civil War era or an Abraham Lincoln biography.

      The gate opened, and my gaze caught on a small white car sitting in the driveway.

      “Expecting company?” Mason asked.

      “No.” Apart from Mason and George, we didn’t have people over.

      “Maybe I should come in.”

      I considered objecting, but I quickly reconsidered. Whatever I was walking into likely had something to do with Intuition. Because, when it came down to it, what else did we have going on?

      “Yeah.”

      He parked, and we made the short walk to the front door in silence. While I dug in my purse for my keys, the unsettled issue of what we were—what we could be—loomed between us. Or maybe it only seemed so to me, since I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      Though I’d suspected Mason’s interest in me might extend to more than business, I hadn’t dared to expect anything to happen with him. And now that he’d done all but declare himself, I had no idea what the hell I was supposed to do.

      Story of my life.

      I lifted the house key to the deadbolt, but Mason placed his hand over the lock, blocking me.

      “I don’t know, okay?” Spinning to face him, I threw my hands up. “I don’t know how to classify my relationships with Noah, Stowe, and Jameson, much less what the rules are. I don’t even know if it’s acceptable for me to be involved with more than one man. And I sure as hell don’t know if adding you into the mix makes sense by any definition of the word.”

      I slumped against the door. “I don’t know.”

      “Hey.” He placed his hands against the door on either side of my head, and the fine hairs on the nape of my neck rose as he leaned toward me. “I’m not pressuring you. But I am letting you know that I want in. Whether that means you dropping those three for me or finding a way to squeeze me into your already full dance card, I want in.”

      My knees grew weak as he trailed his thumb over the curve of my jaw. “And I happen to think you want that too,” he added, his voice flowing over me like the finest of silks.

      I swallowed past the sudden dryness in my throat. “We still barely know each other.”

      “That’s not true. Maybe we’re missing names and dates and favorite this and thats. But I know the important stuff.”

      He nuzzled the side of my neck and inhaled deeply. “I know that you smell like a spring morning and that you radiate passion whenever you talk about history or antiques.”

      His lips lightly grazed my skin, making my breath catch and my heart rate spike. “I know that you miss your parents and long for family, even if that means creating your own.”

      He withdrew just enough for me to see every bit of his face—his sculpted jawline and tantalizing lips and hypnotic eyes. “And I know that I’ve never been this captivated by a woman.”

      His gaze drifted to my mouth, and in spite of myself, I licked my lips. “Even though it might kill me, I’m not going to kiss you.”

      “You’re not?” I heard the disappointment in my voice and tried to keep it from bleeding into my expression as well.

      “No, because when I kiss you, I don’t want you to feel guilty or unsure. I want you to be certain it’s what you want.” He moved back a few steps, and I finally felt like I could breathe again. “Until then, will you do me a favor?”

      “What’s that?”

      His mouth, which I struggled to keep from attacking with my own, inched up into its usual grin. “Figure out the rules.”

      I nodded. That, I could do.

      Turning back to the door, I unlocked it and pushed it open. As we walked into the house, I ran a hand over my hair to smooth it. Mason might not have kissed me, but it felt like he’d ravished me. He’d managed that with just his words and a few light touches. I couldn’t imagine what he could do with all of the weapons in his arsenal.

      The scent of baking lasagna wafted from the kitchen, so I headed that direction.

      “Smells like we made it for dinner,” Mason said.

      “Good timing, I guess.”

      When I rounded the corner, I stopped dead in my tracks. Jameson was standing in the middle of the kitchen with a petite, beautiful blonde in his arms.

      Yeah, Adele. Great timing.
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      Adele

      

      From a purely aesthetic perspective, I had to admit that Jameson and Heidi looked good together. His hair was almost as dark as hers was light. And though he towered over her, she seemed to fit against him perfectly. They both looked comfortable, like they’d done this a million times. And they probably had.

      My chin began to tremble, and I knew I had to get out of there. Losing it was not an option.

      I moved back a step, but Mason stopped my retreat. After sliding an arm around my waist, like he had at the coffee shop, he cleared his throat.

      Jameson and Heidi swung their heads toward us in unison, and I saw the surprise on their faces. They’d clearly been lost in the moment.

      It only took a split second for their surprised expressions to turn to guilty ones. And that almost made this worse. Why would they feel guilty if their embrace had been totally innocent?

      Still, regardless of what Mason or Heidi thought, I didn’t have the right to be upset. Jameson and I hadn’t even come close to reaching an understanding about the status of our relationship. Hell, other than the few kisses we’d shared, a casual observer would struggle to find anything remotely romantic between the two of us.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t make me feel like any less of a fool. When Mason told me I needed to establish rules, he’d had no idea how right he was. I’d been going along like Jameson, Stowe, and Noah had no other options except to pine after me.

      I was officially the biggest idiot alive.

      Heidi stepped away from Jameson and gave us a tremulous smile. She looked like she’d been crying, and I wasn’t sure whether to hate her or pity her. I was leaning toward hating her, because even post-crying, she looked lovely. The tears made her big blue eyes glimmer, and the flush on her cheeks only added to her youthful beauty.

      “Hi, Adele. Great seeing you again.”

      “Hello, Heidi.” I gestured to Mason. “This is Mason Montgomery. Mason, this is Heidi…” I trailed off, having no idea how to finish that sentence. Though Noah mentioned her last name earlier, it was now a complete blank.

      “Marshall,” she answered. “Nice to meet you.”

      Mason nodded, but surprisingly, he didn’t speak. No one did. I stood there, still too stunned to know how to react. It wasn’t merely seeing Heidi in Jameson’s arms like that; her very presence was throwing me for a loop. Had Jameson called her here? Did he tell her about Project Pontiac Bandit? I didn’t even know how to ask without potentially saying something I shouldn’t.

      Finally, Jameson said, “How did it go?”

      It took my reeling brain a few moments to catch up and recall the Intuition assignment. “Fine.” Now didn’t seem like the best time to tell him about Sheila and Abel, but the succubus’s threat returned to the forefront of my mind. “Will you excuse us? I need to see George.”

      “Dinner is in fifteen,” Jameson replied. “Stowe and Jem should be home by then.”

      They’d spent the day at the spa. I didn’t know too many details about how they were running the business now that Andrea was gone, but I knew they’d had a full day of interviews. Apparently, Jameson hadn’t been invited to participate, which was undoubtedly for the best. He didn’t exactly have the personality of an effective human resources manager.

      “Okay.” I scurried down the hall as fast as my feet would carry me without giving in to my desire to run.

      Mason matched his stride to mine and resisted speaking until we’d made it well out of earshot. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      He placed a hand on my arm. “I have no idea what’s going on, but you do realize that probably wasn’t what it looked like, right?”

      “Jameson and I aren’t together.”

      “Adele.” His tone let me know he had no intention of accepting that as a response.

      “Her name is on Andrea’s list. Jameson just found out, and he was clearly so worried about her that he called her right over.”

      And, yes, I recognized the irony of being angry with him for acting like a good guy for once. Not that I was angry with him. I was just...I didn’t even know. Confused? Disappointed?

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “She’s his ex.” I gave him a pointed look. “Their parents wanted them to get married. They make a nice couple, don’t you think?”

      “She doesn’t hold a candle to you.”

      “Oh, please.” I kept walking, heading for the den. That seemed the most likely place to find George. “I’m fine, so you don’t need to bother puffing up my ego.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      In the den, I was relieved to find George sitting in front of the massive flat screen, watching one of those criminal investigation shows where the same thing happens every episode. I couldn’t keep them all straight.

      He lifted his head. “Is it lasagna time?”

      “Almost. I’d rather talk about tacos. You love Tex-Mex, right?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Yes, why?”

      “Because you can have some for lunch tomorrow. I’m booking you on the first flight to Dallas in the morning.”

      He slowly adjusted himself into a fully upright position. “Why would you do something like that?”

      “I have reason to believe you’re not safe here anymore, and I won’t take any chances.”

      “You worry too much.” He looked at Mason. “Tell her she worries too much.”

      I turned pleading eyes on Mason. He had to know how much George meant to me. And even if he didn’t think Sheila was a credible risk, the mere knowledge that George was on her radar should be enough for him to back me up.

      Mason met my gaze for a few seconds before turning to George. “I hate to say it, but Adele has reason for concern.”

      George shook his head at him. “Until this moment, I really liked you.”

      “Please,” I said with my most hopeful smile. “I’ll upgrade you to first class.” And wouldn’t even think about how much a last-minute ticket cost. It didn’t matter. It was worth it.

      “Surely, there’s another option.”

      “Why not come stay at the plantation?” Mason offered. “I have a top-notch security system and a team on the premises at all times.”

      George’s eyes lit up. “Yes, what he said. That’s got to be better than staying at my niece’s house. She doesn’t even have an alarm system.”

      Now they were ganging up on me? I didn’t like it, but they did have a point. If Sheila—or any Collector—really wanted to get to George, they could easily follow him to Dallas. He needed to stay someplace completely off the radar, where it would take more than psychic powers to track him.

      I grinned. “I have an even better idea. Haven’t you always said you wanted to live in the country?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know just the place.”
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      George took one look at the kitchen—where Stowe, Jem, and Noah had joined Jameson and Heidi—and filled a plate before heading straight back to the den. Given how Noah and Stowe were both watching me with concerned expressions, I would have given away my entire collection of gloves to join him.

      Jem was too busy chatting with Heidi to pay attention to me, and I pushed up my rising envy. They’d grown up together. I already knew that much. Of course, they’d been friends.

      Mason leaned down to whisper, “I’ll reverse my position on kissing you, if you want to make him jealous.”

      I laughed, appreciating the attempt at humor. “That’s not necessary. I already told you I’m fine.”

      “You did.”

      If the skepticism in his tone was anything to go by, I’d convinced him about as well as I’d convinced myself.

      “Not that I’m not ecstatic to see you,” Jem said to Heidi, “but what’s going on?”

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” The blonde looked to Jameson.

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I haven’t had a chance to tell her and Stowe.”

      “Tell us what?” Stowe asked.

      Noah reached for the stack of plates sitting on the counter. “Why don’t we discuss this over dinner?”

      While Noah explained about finding Heidi’s name on the list, I picked at my food and tried to pretend it didn’t taste like cardboard. The lack of flavor had nothing to do with Jameson’s cooking skills and everything to do with the day from hell.

      I wasn’t even sure why Heidi’s presence bothered me so much. When Jameson clarified his reasoning for calling her—that she needed to know about Intuition as soon as possible—I agreed. She deserved to know she was on their radar.

      Still, the explanation wasn’t enough to push me out of my funk. I’d just started getting used to my place among the Psych Squad, and Heidi threw a wrench into all of that.

      Screw it. Why even bother pretending? I was jealous as hell, and I had no doubt that every person in the room knew it.

      “So, are you going to work with us?” Stowe asked Heidi.

      “No, she can’t,” Jem answered. “It’s too dangerous. Did Jameson explain everything?”

      He nodded. “The highlights.”

      Heidi leaned over to give Jem a side hug. “I’m so sorry about Andrea.” She glanced at me. “And your father, Adele.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, you understand why you have to stay out of it,” Jem said.

      “It sounds like I might not have a choice.”

      “But it’s really up to Mason.”

      Mason put his fork down. “Yes and no. My job is to recruit the most interesting candidates. But I have no control over what happens to the psychics who don’t make the cut.”

      “You don’t think they’ll leave me alone?” Heidi asked.

      “There’s no way for me to know for sure, though that would make the most sense. Ultimately, they only care about psychics who can offer a significant benefit to them. What is it that you can do?”

      Heidi explained what Jameson had already described to me. Her precognition was tied to auras. When she was near a person she would, sometimes, sense things about his or her future in the form of a symbol. It was never clear-cut.

      “Honestly, I think you’re safe,” Mason said. “They already have precogs on staff with more straightforward abilities.”

      Heidi visibly relaxed. “Okay. That’s good news.”

      “You still need to be cautious, though,” Jameson said. “Regardless of what Mason tells Intuition, they might send one of their minions to check you out.”

      “Yeah, I understand. And I do want to help your cause. Maybe there’s something else I can do?” she asked hopefully.

      “You should look at the list,” Noah said. “In case you know anyone else on it.”

      “Why would she?” Mason asked, sounding curious.

      “Heidi is quite the socialite,” Jem answered. “She’s involved with an entire community of Psychs who live in the area. Our parents forbade us from getting involved with them, but Heidi is practically their princess.”

      A Psych community? Why was this the first time I was hearing about this?

      Heidi laughed. “More like the social director. But, yeah, I can take a look.”

      Jem started talking about some event from when they were kids. I didn’t follow the story; I was too busy watching Jameson. He was smiling—the real kind, that reached his eyes—and he appeared fully at ease.

      My stomach knotted, and not from the few bites of pasta I’d eaten. This was a different Jameson, one who didn’t wear a perpetual frown.

      It was strange, because on the one hand, seeing him so relaxed made me happy. I liked this side of him. His smile was so damn gorgeous, and so was his laugh.

      On the other hand, it hurt that Heidi was the one bringing the smiles and laughter out of him. Maybe I’d been overly worried about juggling four men. Maybe I only really needed to concern myself with three.

      “I didn’t realize how much I’d missed that girl,” Jem said a couple of hours later as she plopped onto my bed.

      More than ready to call it a night, I was tempted to throw her out. But I had questions, and Jem had answers. Not to mention the fact that I missed spending time alone with her; those moments had been far too rare as of late.

      “You two were close?”

      She must have heard something in my tone, because she reached over to give me a conciliatory pat on the knee. “Yeah, but not besties close. It was more that we were thrown together a lot because of our parents.”

      And Jameson, I added silently. “I’m surprised you never mentioned the community of Psychs.”

      She rolled onto her side to look at me. “I didn’t think to, since I’ve never met any of them besides Heidi and her family. Jameson always said we should keep to ourselves, like our parents wanted.”

      That sounded like Jameson. And after what happened between him and Heidi, I wasn’t sure if I could blame him for taking that stance.

      “Do you disagree with him?”

      Her dark brows puckered together in a move reminiscent of her brother’s signature scowl. It wasn’t anywhere as menacing on her, though. “I don’t know anymore. I used to think he was right…”

      “And now?”

      Jem shrugged, her expression easing. “Letting you in was the best thing that’s happened to the four of us since our parents died. Who’s to say we should stop there?”

      She had a point. Not about me being the best thing to happen to the Psych Squad—I had plenty of arguments against that. But the idea that we didn’t have to hold ourselves so apart had merit. Jem, Stowe, Noah, and even Jameson—in his own way—had accepted me into their close-knit group. And Mason was next on the list.

      Maybe we didn’t have to stop there.
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      “Mason offered to let me stay at his plantation, and you chose this…place instead?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the horror in George’s voice. I’d intentionally failed to warn him about the exterior of Ruby’s house, thinking it would be more fun for him to experience it like I had.

      More fun for me, that was.

      And I’d been right.

      I would never forget the look on his face. He was clearly trying to hide his disgust, and he was doing a poor job, to say the least.

      Fortunately for George, Stowe took pity on him. I would have let him stew for a while longer. “It’s a spell. The house is actually quite nice.”

      George sighed in relief. “Thank god. I’m too old to give up running water and centralized heat.”

      “It’s like you don’t trust me at all,” I teased.

      He wagged a finger at me. “You’ve always had a warped sense of humor, young lady.”

      “I learned it from you.”

      Stowe retrieved George’s luggage from the trunk and somehow managed to carry three suitcases and an old, beat-up duffel without releasing a single grunt. The front door opened before we made it to the porch, but there was no one in sight.

      “Why don’t you know how to do that?” George asked, already impressed.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I took online college courses instead of attending Shiz University.”

      “Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?” George asked Stowe.

      “It’s probably a Wicked thing. She’s kind of obsessed,” he added in a whisper that was obviously meant for me to hear.

      “Wicked is only one of the most popular musicals of all time. Why would I be obsessed with that?”

      “Now would be a good time to just nod and pretend like you care,” George said to Stowe.

      I huffed. “I can hear you two.”

      “We know,” they replied in unison.

      Pushing past them, I called Ruby’s name as I entered the house. It appeared to be empty, but the scent of freshly-baked cookies suggested that my great aunt hadn’t forgotten we were coming.

      I’d called her the morning after my run-in with the Collectors to ask if she was up to hosting an indefinite houseguest. Though she’d immediately agreed, I gave her a few days to think about it. George was a delight, but he wasn’t a quiet one. He wouldn’t hide away in his room. Knowing him, he’d follow her around day and night, asking probing questions about the history of the coven and how her magic worked.

      Now that four days had passed since Sheila’s veiled threat, I wasn’t willing to wait any longer. And Ruby hadn’t changed her mind. Not yet, at least. We’d see how things went when the two actually met.

      George stood in the middle of the entryway and whistled. “You weren’t kidding about this place being nice.”

      “Maybe we should check the greenhouse,” I suggested. “I bet she’s out there.”

      Stowe deposited the luggage at the bottom of the stairs. “Good idea. But can we get a cookie first?”

      “You’re just assuming they’re for you?”

      “Your aunt loves me.”

      We walked into the kitchen, where a large tray of cookies sat on the counter. Stowe picked up a piece of stationery sitting next to it and grinned as he handed it to me.

      Stowe, please help yourself.

      I made snickerdoodles, since I know they’re your favorite.

      “Told you she loves me.” He popped an entire cookie in his mouth. “Mmm, still warm.”

      “How did she know snickerdoodles are your favorite?”

      “Magic?”

      I rolled my eyes. “She texted you, didn’t she?”

      “Yep. I gave her my number the last time we were here, in case she ever needed anything.”

      George snagged a cookie while grinning at the two of us. “I’ve decided that you’re the sweetest of Adele’s boyfriends, big man.”

      I glared at him, and Stowe just laughed. “Don’t let Noah hear you say that. He’s always considered himself quite the sweetheart.”

      The door off of the kitchen suddenly opened, saving me from having to comment.

      “There’s my favorite psychic,” Ruby said as she appeared, her long, floral skirt swishing around her fuchsia cowboy boots. She walked straight for Stowe, hugging him, and he treated her to a broad grin.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “What about me?

      “Well, you’re more witch than psychic, my dear.”

      “And yet, I’ve been using my psychic abilities since I was eight and have only completed what—three spells?’

      “But one of those was an extra special spell, wasn’t it?”

      I had to concede that point. My psychic abilities had been more of a nuisance than anything for most of my life. But the power I’d wielded in the warehouse? That was something else entirely. My witchyness seemed to have leveled-up, several times, overnight.

      Ruby’s gaze fell on George, and her expression brightened even more than it had for Stowe. “Well, well, you must be George. I didn’t remember you were such a handsome devil from our brief exchange at the antique shop.”

      Stowe coughed a laugh into his hand, and I shook my head at my aunt. I should have known her flirtatiousness would extend to George. I probably should have been worried about him, but judging by the wide grin on his face, he could handle himself.

      George took her hand and held it up to his lips. “Miss Ruby.” He kissed it lightly but didn’t release it. “It’s a pleasure to formally meet you. And, I have to say that you look prettier than a spring garden.”

      Oh, good grief. These two were worse than a couple of horny teenagers.

      Ruby giggled—yes, giggled—and did something with her eyelashes that was probably supposed to be a flutter. It was frightening.

      I clapped, like that might stop them from continuing to be ridiculous. “Well, now that you two have met, why don’t you show us to George’s room, and I can help him get settled in?”

      Ruby waved a dismissive hand at me. “Oh, no need. I can take care of him.”

      “I bet she will,” Stowe muttered from next to me.

      I shot him a dirty look, but he grinned innocently back at me.

      Ruby headed for the door. “Come on out. The coven has gathered. They’re all so excited to meet you.”

      My feet cemented themselves to the floor. “What?” I swallowed the Golden-Snitch-sized lump in my throat. “You want me to meet the coven…now?”

      I’d known it would happen someday, but it wasn’t supposed to be today. I needed time to…well, I didn’t know what. Prepare. Take a Valium. Something.

      “Yes, now. We have lunch all ready.”

      I uncrossed my arms, then crossed them again. Clearly, I had no idea what to with the limbs attached to my shoulders.

      “Why don’t you two go on out,” Stowe suggested. “We’ll be there in a minute.”

      Ruby watched me but nodded. “Sure. Take your time.” She looped her arm through George’s and led him to the door. “Come on, handsome. How do you feel about fried chicken?”

      “I love it.”

      The door shut behind them, and Stowe stepped directly in front of me. “What are you worried about?”

      “I don’t know. That they’ll despise me for accidentally making them a target for Collectors after decades of careful hiding?”

      “They were already a target.”

      “Yeah, but the threat is more immediate now.”

      Stowe took my hand. “I’ll be right beside you.”

      “Thank you.” I leaned into him, more grateful than ever for his Jolly Green Giant body. If things got too awkward, I could always disappear behind him.

      He kissed me lightly on the lips. “Let’s do this.”

      When we stepped into the backyard, it looked just as I remembered it. Ruby’s glamour to make the landscape appear more like the grounds of a castle when looking out the windows didn’t extend to outside. The grass was brown, like it should be in winter, and some of the trees were bare of their leaves. Still, it was lovely, with the evergreens, pond, and gazebo. And the houses spread throughout the property were designed to look like quaint cottages.

      A group of women were gathered near the gazebo, where a long table was set up with chairs around it. When Stowe and I approached, everyone stopped chatting to stare. It wasn’t the casual type of staring, either. They were hardcore checking us—both of us—out.

      “Ignore their ogling,” Ruby said. “They don’t get out much. Everyone, this is Adele Rose. And this is Stowe Thatcher.”

      “Mama, is he an ogre?” a girl who looked to be about five asked the woman next to her, who had matching long brown hair.

      I bit back a smile at her question. She was the only child in the group, and if she really didn’t get out much, I could understand why she might think that. Stowe seemed big to me; to a little girl, he had to look like a monster.

      The girl’s mother, who was probably only a couple of years older than me, shot us an apologetic smile. “No, sweetie. He’s a regular man.”

      “Did that little girl just call me ugly?” Stowe asked in a whisper.

      I laughed. “I think her comment was more a testament to your size than your looks.”

      Ruby went around the table, introducing each of the women. Most of their names went in one ear and out the other. I couldn’t really concentrate with everyone staring. What they must think of me. I’d gone twenty-four years without even realizing witches existed. And now I was putting them in danger by my mere presence.

      Stowe and I sat in the empty seats across the table from the little girl and her mom, whose names I’d learned were Maddie and Megan, respectively. Little Maddie was still staring up at Stowe with huge eyes, like he might decide to eat her for lunch.

      “I’ve been excited to meet you ever since Ruby told us about seeing you in November,” Megan said. “As you can see, there’s a serious lack of coven members in my age range.”

      I glanced around the table, taking note of the lines and creases on every other face. Other than Megan and her daughter, all of the women were probably in their fifties and sixties.

      “Is this everyone?” I wasn’t sure how to politely ask why she was the only woman under fifty in the group.

      “Yes and no. There are other, younger, members of the coven who show up for special events or to visit. But the women at the table are the only ones who live on the property.”

      That made sense. Most younger women probably weren’t wild about the idea of living on a secret property in the middle of nowhere. That would seriously cramp a single woman’s style.

      Maddie giggled, and I glanced over to see Stowe making silly faces at her. It hadn’t taken long for him to win her over, but I wasn’t surprised. Out of all of my guy…friends, he was the one I could most easily see as a father. He had a natural way with people, old and young alike, it seemed.

      Megan smiled at me. “He’s good with kids.”

      “Once they get past his ogreness.”

      She laughed. “Hopefully, he didn’t take that personally. Maddie recently discovered Shrek, and she thinks she’s going to grow up and marry him.”

      I looked at Stowe again, and he was grinning in that massive way of his that I loved. Except, for once, it wasn’t at me. It was at the adorable little girl who couldn’t stop giggling. My mind produced a vision of Stowe with a redheaded toddler, throwing her up in the air and carrying her around on his shoulders. She’d adore him…just like I did.

      My gut twisted in a way it never had before. More than just visualizing it...I was pretty certain I wanted it.

      Holy shit. I’d never had that kind of reaction to a man. And I had no idea what to do with it.

      Right now, each day was about survival. I couldn’t imagine bringing a child into our current situation. But I had to believe that “someday” existed. That mythical point in the future when our greatest struggles would be deciding what movie to watch on Saturday night and whether to go to the beach or mountains for vacation.

      And in that mythical someday? I could totally see myself with Stowe and our redheaded little girl.

      The only problem? The perfect picture of my future didn’t only include Stowe. Noah was there, playing video games with that same girl. Jameson was there, staring down a teenage boy when he showed up at the mansion to take our now-sixteen-year-old daughter on a date. And, if I allowed myself to go there, Mason was in that picture as well, showing her mermaids or unicorns or whatever illusions would make her happy.

      The world would be at her feet with those men in her life.

      “Adele?” I snapped my head back to Megan, who was watching me curiously. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry.” Now wasn’t the time to dwell on that. I still didn’t even know if I had a future with any of the men in my life; daydreaming about all four of them was dangerous.

      While I dug into the feast the coven had prepared, Megan told me a little bit about life on the commune—my word, not hers. Though they weren’t completely self-sufficient, they did grow much of their own food on site. The idea was that they kept enough food and supplies on hand that no one would be required to leave the property for six months.

      She said that most of the women rarely left these days. They were accustomed to the solitude, and the coven was their entire world—friends and family all wrapped up in one. It was harder for her, because she didn’t want Maddie to grow up completely isolated from the outside world. Maddie was ready to start kindergarten in the fall, and though homeschooling was an option, Megan knew her daughter needed regular interaction with children her age.

      “You’re welcome to come to our place anytime you need a break,” Stowe offered when Megan mentioned that it could sometimes be suffocating to be stuck out on the property. “George’s room is available.”

      “I doubt she really wants to stay with us right now.” I wasn’t sure how much Ruby had shared about my situation with the Collectors. “It’s not exactly the safest place for anyone.” That was the reason we were dropping George off with my aunt, after all.

      Megan gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m so sorry about your father. I can’t even imagine what you’ve been going through.”

      A pang of sorrow hit my chest. Though talking about my dad didn’t take my breath away like it had in those first few weeks, I had trouble imagining a day when remembering wouldn’t cause pain or regret.

      “Thank you.”

      Stowe placed his hand on my thigh and lightly squeezed it. I flashed him a small smile. As cheesy as it may be, seeing his round, happy face made it better. He gave me hope, when so often I was ready to sink into hopelessness.

      “Do you want to take a walk with me?” Megan asked, once we’d finished eating.

      “I’d like that.”

      “Can I stay with Mr. Ogre?” Maddie asked her mom.

      “His name is Stowe,” she replied with a sigh as she looked to Stowe.

      He nodded, then turned to the little girl. “Sure, munchkin. I think it’s time for cookies.”

      “Cookies! Cookies!” Maddie chanted.

      Megan pointed out the house she shared with Maddie and her mother—a woman who had been introduced as Marilyn—before leading me toward the pond. We walked to the middle of the bridge and stopped. I tried to imagine what it would have been like to grow up here. It was peaceful and pretty, and there was a sense of community among the women that I had never personally experienced.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Megan looked around, smiling. “It’s home. Do you think you would ever want to come here to live?”

      If she’d asked that question right after my dad’s death, I probably would have been ready to move in. Living here would have placed me outside of Grace’s reach. But I had a feeling that the result would have been the same. Geppetto wasn’t giving up on me, and if Jared hadn’t gone after Trevor and the Psych Squad, Grace would have.

      They may have had trouble locating me, but they would have found a way to reel me in.

      And, now, everything had changed.

      “Honestly, at a different time in my life, I could see myself saying yes. But Stowe and his family...well, they’ve become family to me as well.”

      I hadn’t admitted that to myself before, but now that I’d spoken the words aloud, I knew they were true. Regardless of my romantic entanglements, Stowe, Jameson, and Noah were now my people. And Jem had been since almost the moment I met her.

      “I get that. I feel the same way about the coven.” She leaned against the railing and looked down at her feet. “Listen, I know we just met, but I’d like to help you. If you want.”

      “Help me how?”

      Megan seemed to have to force her gaze back to me. “I’ve been helping Ruby search for answers about what happened with your powers, and she mentioned that you’re wanting to learn to do more with your magic. Although I’m relatively young, I actually know more than most of the other women. I’ve always been a fast learner, and I love to read and experiment. I think I would be in the best position to help.

      “And I’m more than happy to come to you,” she added quickly, “since I know it’s not practical for you to regularly travel here.”

      I glanced at her daughter, who was back at the table, stuffing a snickerdoodle in her mouth while Stowe did the same.

      “I appreciate your offer, but I don’t want to put you in unnecessary danger.”

      Even though I’d just met Megan, I felt an instant kinship with her. I didn’t know her story, but I had a feeling she’d lost someone. And I’d never be able to forgive myself if something happened to her, leaving Maddie without her mom.

      “The coven has gotten too comfortable here. They think that just because no Collectors have shown up in over a decade, that means it won’t ever happen.” She looked down at the water and sighed. “But I don’t believe that. We need to start thinking offensively, and working with you seems like the best way to do that.”

      She made a point that I could relate to on an almost-spiritual level. I’d been avoiding so much for so long that the idea of finally embracing it all—my psychic abilities, my magic, and the power and responsibility that came with that—was overwhelming.

      And it was probably time for me to start practicing what I’d preached. The Psych Squad had already decided that we needed to commit to taking down Intuition once and for all. If that meant working with other Psychs, witches, and even a werewolf or two, we’d do it.

      “Okay, then. If you’re sure, I would like that.”

      She smiled, and I got the feeling that maybe she needed this as much as I did. “Great. How’s Tuesday?”

      “Tuesday’s perfect.”
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      Adele

      

      “Hello, ladies,” Ruby said, intercepting us before we made it back to the picnic. “Do you mind if I steal my niece for a few minutes?”

      “Not at all.” Megan gestured back to where Maddie was now riding Stowe’s shoulders, much like I’d daydreamed earlier. “I should go save your boyfriend from my little monster.”

      “One of her boyfriends, you mean?” Ruby asked with a wide smile, and my cheeks immediately heated.

      Megan’s eyes widened. “That sounds like a story I need to hear.”

      “And then you can tell me everything,” Ruby replied in a loud whisper.

      I shook my head but didn’t bother responding as I followed her into the house.

      “In case I forget to say it, thank you for the gift.”

      I narrowed my eyes at my great aunt. Though it would have been a good idea, I hadn’t brought her anything. “What gift?”

      “George, of course.” She grinned. “It’s been ages since I’ve had an eligible man around the house.”

      Her lively expression made me laugh. “I’m supposed to be thanking you for taking him in.”

      “Oh, it’s my pleasure. Trust me on that.”

      She led me into a room in the back of the house with several walls of bookshelves and a large desk covered in books and what appeared to be leather-bound journals.

      “Please tell me you have good news for me,” I said as soon as we took a seat on wing-back chairs in front of the bookshelves.

      Her good humor drained from her face. “I don’t know if you’ll think it’s good, but I do have news.”

      “Whatever it is, I want to hear it.” Well, I needed to, at least.

      “Shortly after the Whitehurst witch trials, there was a member of the Rose coven named Alice who left the coven and moved her family to the western part of the state. She had two young girls and was worried about their safety. In an attempt to make the family seem as average as possible, she utilized a number of spells. The last of them was a magic suppression spell, specifically intended to hide herself and her daughters from anyone with the ability to sense magic.”

      That sounded familiar. “What happened?” Something must have gone wrong, or else Ruby wouldn’t have bothered telling this story.

      “For years, absolutely nothing. Her daughters grew up and got married. Then, when the eldest daughter was giving birth to her first child, there were complications. Alice panicked and intentionally broke the suppression spell so she could use magic to save her daughter.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Yes.”

      Her tone was hesitant, so I asked, “What’s the problem, then?”

      “After that, Alice started using her magic again. There hadn’t been any more witch trials in Virginia, and she assumed she would be fine as long as she was careful. But she quickly discovered that her spells didn’t work the same as they had before. They were more powerful but also more volatile.

      “It all went to hell in a handbasket when she attempted to summon rain to help neighboring farms that were losing their crops. The rain came, but not until after a lightning storm struck, setting fire to half of the town.”

      “Hoy shit. She summoned a storm? I didn’t even know that was possible.” Which wasn’t the most intelligent thing to say, I realized, since I knew so little about what was possible when it came to magic. Still...weather manipulation seemed too far out of the realm of reality to even bother conceptualizing.

      “It’s extremely difficult, which is exactly the point. Even the most powerful witch I’ve ever known had very limited abilities when it comes to controlling the elements.

      “After that, Alice left her family—her husband had already passed, and her daughters had their own families—and returned to the coven. According to her journals, she never told any of the other Rose witches about what happened. From then on, she only practiced basic magic and tried to forget what she’d done. She wrote the story down as a way to cleanse her conscience.”

      Ruby watched me expectantly, so I replayed the story in my head, trying to figure out how Alice’s experiences were tied to my own issues. When I didn’t immediately see a connection, I asked, “How does this relate to me?”

      “Her theory was that the suppression spell caused the changes in her magic. The years of supernaturally suppressing her abilities built up and built up, and when she finally released her magic...”

      “It went haywire,” I finished for her.

      “Yes.” Ruby looked at the stack of journals, then out the window for a few seconds before finally returning her gaze to me. Her expression was full of regret and, if I wasn’t mistaken, guilt. “The spell that Alice used...it’s the same one I put on you when you were eight years old.”

      Okay, now I really was confused. “I don’t understand. You described the spell you placed on me as a cloaking spell, not a suppression one.”

      “True, but you’re thinking about this logically, and magic isn’t always logical. It’s intent and cause and effect and forces beyond our understanding all working together. Much like Alice, my intent was to hide your abilities—psychic and magical—from the world. In my mind, I was cloaking your abilities. In Alice’s, she was suppressing them. But I believe that the effect was ultimately the same.”

      My mind spun as I tried to process what Ruby was telling me. “Wait. Your spell was intended to hide the fact that I was a witch as well as a psychic?”

      “Yes, of course.” Her lips puckered together. “Did I forget to mention that?”

      “Um, yeah.” I heard the snarkiness in my tone but didn’t bother apologizing.

      “It was a necessity. Your mother wanted you to be safe from Collectors, and they could have picked up on your magic as easily as your psychic abilities.”

      All it would have taken was running into an aura reader...like Andrea Parsons. My mind wandered back to the memory she gave me. If it wasn’t for Ruby’s spell, she would have known I was a Psych and a witch as soon as she walked into the antique shop at Grace’s behest all those years ago.

      If Intuition had discovered my heritage and attempted to recruit me back then, the following thirteen years of my life could have gone very differently. I might have lost my dad much sooner. I most definitely would have lost what little of my innocence remained.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “No matter what happened with the spell or what you did or didn’t mention, you helped me. There’s no doubt about that. So, don’t feel bad.”

      Ruby smiled, and her shoulders appeared to droop in relief. She’d been really worried.

      “So, what is the takeaway from all of this?” I asked.

      “I believe that, over the sixteen years that your magical abilities were cloaked, they were inherently suppressed as well. You weren’t naturally releasing any of those abilities, so they built up, strengthening. And sixteen years is a long time for them to build.”

      “How long was Alice under the spell before breaking it?”

      She gave me a tremulous smile. “Twelve years.”

      Even less than me. “Well, okay.”

      “That’s not all.” She leaned forward, like she was excited about this next part but didn’t know whether or not to show it. “I also believe that the suppressed magic somehow mingled with your existing psychic abilities, ultimately enhancing them. That’s why you can do things you probably shouldn’t be able to.”

      “Like steal memories?”

      “Exactly.”

      In other words, I truly was a freaky psychic-witch hybrid, and not only in the ways I’d originally assumed. I still didn’t know the full extent of what I could do, and maybe I never would.

      “What do you think this means for me?”

      “All that’s left to do is to learn how to control it. The memories and the magic.”

      “But I still don’t understand why the talisman and tiger’s eye allowed me to...do what I did.” I preferred not to say it aloud if I didn’t have to. After removing my left glove, I lifted my hand to display the scar. “Or why the tiger’s eye left that on my palm.”

      Ruby reached for it but paused before touching my skin. “May I?”

      “Yes.”

      She held my hand in hers and ran a finger over the scar. It wasn’t puckered at all, and if the skin wasn’t slightly discolored, it wouldn’t have been visible.

      “And it didn’t hurt at the time?”

      “No.”

      Releasing my hand, she sat back in her chair. “Anything I tell you would only be conjecture.”

      “I’d still rather hear your theory than nothing.”

      “In addition to our official texts, there have been plenty of stories passed down among members of the coven. I remember hearing a few in my teens and early twenties about a witch who used the talisman to augment her spells. But I honestly don’t remember any details, and I haven’t found anything written down about it.”

      “You think that’s what happened with me? When the talisman touched my skin, it augmented the power of the spelled tiger’s eye?”

      “Yes and no. The spell you placed on the tiger’s eye was intended to provide good fortune. But another use of the stone is to enhance strength of will.”

      Now, I was confused. “So, I didn’t spell it to provide good fortune?”

      “Originally, yes. But, if I’m right, you performed a new spell on the spot. One that enhanced your strength of will...”

      Enhanced it so much that I willed Jared to hold his own gun to his head? Holy shit. It sounded crazy, but it also made sense. In that moment, I’d felt the air around me crackle to life, much like it had when I performed the lighter spells. With the talisman working together with the stone and my intent—which had probably never been more intense than in that particular moment—I’d managed to practice magic without even intending to.

      Ruby smiled at me. “I know you’re overwhelmed, but just think of what this could mean. If you learn to control your magic, you’ll be able to create spells I’ve never even dreamed of.”

      Control being the operative word. I probably wouldn’t be able to re-create that spell from the warehouse even if I spent a month trying.

      “Have you ever doubted yourself to the point that you felt stuck?” More than stuck—paralyzed.

      “Oh, honey,” she said, her tone soft. “One doesn’t become responsible for the safety and well-being of a dozen displaced witches without experiencing doubt. But I don’t think of it as a weakness. A little doubt is healthy, as long as you don’t let it rule you.”

      “That’s easier said than done.”

      “Don’t I know it.” She reached forward to pat my still-bare hand. “But I have faith in you, dear girl.”

      If only I knew how to produce that same faith in myself.
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        * * *

      

      I stared at my laptop, trying to make sense of the numbers popping up on the screen. Usually, watching online antique auctions calmed me. But, tonight, it wasn’t working. Even the spectacular Tiffany mirror displayed on my screen wasn’t holding my interest, a sure sign that nothing would.

      At the sound of a light knock on my door, I placed my laptop on the nightstand and called, “Come in.”

      The door swung open to reveal a tentative Noah. “Hey. You disappeared after dinner.”

      I’d spent the meal telling the Squad—minus Mason, who was attending to business—about everything I’d learned from Ruby. As I was describing the correlation between Alice’s situation and my own, I’d had to stop eating. Her actions had burned down half of the town. What the hell would I do next if I continued practicing magic?

      Every time I started feeling ready to accept my abilities—psychic and magic—a new twist popped up to make me question them all over again. I wanted to wallow and return to pretending like I was a normal girl with a quirky fashion sense.

      But that wasn’t an option...not anymore. I’d moved on from the era of pretense.

      “Are you upset about leaving George behind?” he asked as he shut the door behind him.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the question. Out of everything, George was the least of my worries. He and Ruby had very obviously hit it off, and he’d been grinning as Stowe and I drove away.

      “Not at all. I wouldn’t be surprised if he and Ruby are a couple by the next time I see them.”

      Noah’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Only because you haven’t met my aunt yet. She’s quite the flirt.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting her. When you’re ready.”

      It occurred to me that I hadn’t asked Noah if he wanted to come along today. I hadn’t intended to leave him out; I’d just assumed he had work to do.

      I patted the bed, indicating he should sit next to me. “I can’t wait for you to meet her. She’ll love you.”

      He sank onto the bed and leaned against the headboard. “From what I’ve heard, Stowe has already stolen her heart. I’m not sure I have a chance.”

      Though a few inches separated us, I could feel warmth radiating from his body. I wanted to snuggle into his side and steal some of it for myself.

      More than that, I wanted to be closer to him. It seemed that our moments alone together were always fleeting, and I was starting to wonder why. We lived on the same property, if not technically in the same house. It would be simple enough for us to slip away and be together.

      If I was the reason...if Noah was hesitating because of me, then maybe it was time for me to show him that hesitation wasn’t necessary.

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit.” Turning onto my side, I moved slightly toward him. I glanced down at my flannel pajama set, wishing I’d chosen something at least marginally more enticing to sleep in.

      He looked down at the mere inch between us then back at my face. “Hmmm? Were we talking about something?”

      I grinned with obvious mischief. “We don’t have to talk at all, if you don’t want.”

      His expressive blue eyes revealed how much he wanted to take me up on it, but his words contradicted that want as he murmured my name. “You know what happened last time we kissed...”

      “I saw a memory.” I trailed a gloveless hand down his chest and rested it on his tight stomach. “So what?”

      His gaze followed the path of my hand, and I could feel the change in his breathing. “I, uh, didn’t come in here for this. I wanted to make sure you’re okay—”

      “I’m good.” Lifting to my knees, I straddled his lap. “And I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      Noah gripped my hips, and his lips parted. When he started to speak again, I stopped him by crushing my mouth to his. He groaned and dragged me forward, until my center was positioned directly over his hardening length.

      Heat licked through me, and it took all of my concentration to stop from grinding against him. I didn’t want to push him too far too fast. But, god, his mouth...his hands...his cock all felt so good. I dug my fingers into his hair and sucked on his bottom lip, wondering if other parts of his body would feel as amazing as his mouth.

      “Adele.” He said my name like it was both a prayer and a curse. “You know I can’t—”

      Pulling away slightly, I grazed his cock with my hand. “Let me make you feel good.” He started shaking his head, but I ignored him, lifting his shirt up and over his head. “You’re always thinking about me, about everyone but yourself. This one time, I’m asking you to be selfish.”

      His eyes met mine, and they were wild with desire, turning me on even more than before.

      “Please, Noah.”

      “How could I refuse you?” he panted as he released my hips to grip the sheets.

      Grinning in satisfaction, I slowly moved down his body until I could easily release his erection from his boxer briefs. At the first touch of my skin on his, he groaned, louder this time, and closed his eyes.

      “I want to watch, but I also want this to last more than a few seconds.”

      I smiled to myself. Maybe it was cruel, but I loved how affected he was. I knew a huge part of that was due to my own arousal, and that somehow made me even more obsessed with pleasing him.

      Starting with light touches, I smoothed my hand over his shaft a few times before licking at the vein beneath him. I didn’t know how long he would last, and I wanted to make every second good. Drawing his length into my mouth, I stroked him with my tongue.

      Noah let out a sigh, and I smiled. He was hot and hard, and he jumped when I sucked him as far back as I could manage. I held him there until my eyes watered, then I eased back and lapped at the crown of his cock.

      Peering up at him, I was rewarded with an image of Noah I knew would stay with me. He’d thrown his head back, eyes shut, face flushed as he fisted his hands in the sheets.

      I’d propped myself between his legs with my hands on his knees, but now I grasped his hands. Slowly, eyes on him, I brought them to my head. He wove his fingers through my hair, playing with the strands.

      “It looks like the sunset,” he whispered, smiling down at me. He radiated pure joy, and better yet, peace.

      Closing my eyes, I teased the head of his cock. A tiny drop of moisture beaded up at the slit, and I licked it away before he did exactly what I’d hoped he would. He pushed me down his length, showing me the speed he liked.

      I stroked him with my hand and my mouth while running my free hand along the ripples of his abdomen. His breaths came faster, and he urged me up and down his length with abandon. Warmth pooled between my thighs and I squeezed my legs together to ease the ache.

      “Adele,” he warned me.

      I should have known he’d feel that.

      Noah slid from the bed, unsnapped my pants, and plunged his fingers beneath the waistband of my underwear. His long fingers played with my folds, palm hot over my mound. Still able to reach him, I gripped him hard and sucked him into my mouth.

      He cried out, rubbing my clit as he came. My mouth filled with warmth, and I swallowed the second before I started to come. Noah’s touch gentled, and I gave him one last lingering swirl that made him twitch.

      Moving back on my heels, I drew a shuddering breath and studied him. His face was red, but not from embarrassment. I leaned forward to rest my head against his chest and kissed his chest. “Thank you.”

      He chuckled, the sound raspier than usual. “You stole my line.”

      Smiling against his warm skin, I let the steady cadence of his breathing lull me to sleep.
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      Adele

      

      I woke wrapped in a cocoon of warmth. Sighing with contentment, I snuggled deeper under the covers. Slowly, my senses registered sounds, scents, and touches that weren’t typically present. Steady breaths whispered over my neck, and the faint scent of Noah’s eucalyptus-vanilla body wash drifted to me. Strong arms encircled my waist, and a solid chest pressed into my back.

      As memories of the night before trickled into my consciousness, my mouth lifted into a satisfied smile. It felt like forever since I’d slept with someone else, and the experience had never felt so natural. So right.

      “Good morning.” Noah’s soft voice had a touch of gravel in it, and I shivered at the delicious sound. Though we hadn’t taken our physical relationship all the way last night, waking in his arms cemented something that had seemed unsettled before.

      Noah Greene was mine, and I was his.

      He loosened his hold so I could roll over to face him. His eyes were sleepy, and his espresso-colored hair stood on end. But his smile was what really struck me. It was wide and utterly carefree.

      For this one moment, it was like the heaviness Noah always carried around had disappeared. I didn’t fully understand what had caused that, but I hoped it was me. More so, I hoped it was something I’d be able to repeat. Daily, if I had my choice.

      “Good morning,” I finally replied. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Better than I thought was possible.” He took my hand, linking our fingers. “I always imagined when I got to share a bed with you, I’d stay awake all night, reveling in my good fortune.”

      “You’ve imagined sleeping with me?”

      “Only every night since I met you.” His smile did that crooked thing I’d only seen a couple of times. “Of course, I usually picture you in my bed...your hair splayed over my pillow and your scent clinging to my sheets.”

      My breath hitched. For being the least aggressive of the men in my life, he really knew how to get my engine revving. Oh, the power of words.

      Noah chuckled, obviously feeling my spike in libido. Heat flooded my cheeks, and I hid my face in his chest. I didn’t know if I’d ever get used to him detecting exactly how much I wanted him.

      He pulled me tight against him, and I could feel every inch of his lean, hard body, including the part that revealed he wanted me just as much. “It’s times like these I wish I could share my abilities with you. If you could feel my emotions right now, you’d know there’s absolutely no reason to be embarrassed.”

      I looked up at him, and he swept a lock of hair off my cheek. “I love that you slept in my arms. If it was up to me, we’d spend every night just like that.”

      I heard the honesty in his voice, but it was mixed with something else. Resignation, perhaps?

      “But we can’t spend every night like that.” Though it was a statement, I wanted him to hear the question behind it.

      “You know we can’t.” His earlier wide smile softened, but it wasn’t sad. It was accepting.

      “And are you still okay with that?”

      Noah had been the first one to suggest that I didn’t have to choose between him, Stowe, and Jameson. But a lot had happened since then. Stowe had declared his love. Mason had entered the picture. Jameson and I had kissed. And Noah and I had said those three little words that tended to change things. Before I moved forward with any of the guys, I needed to know he was still okay with sharing me.

      “As a society, we have this vision of love that it’s inherently jealous. That if I love you, I shouldn’t be able to stand the thought of you with someone else.” He squeezed my hand. “But it’s because of how much I love you that I can handle it. I want you to experience as much happiness as possible.”

      “You don’t feel like I’m betraying you by being with someone else?” Or several someones?

      He lowered his head so that all I could see was his beautiful blue eyes and warm smile. “Do you love me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want me?”

      I laughed softly. “Obviously.”

      “Would walking away from me make you unhappy?”

      Swallowing, I nodded. I didn’t even want to think about being without Noah. He’d become essential to my sanity. To my serenity. He’d worked his way into my soul, and I had no intention of letting him go.

      “Then, that’s all I need. It could never be a betrayal when it’s what I want for you.”

      My thoughts strayed to my conversation with Mason. He was right. I needed to establish guidelines, and now was as good a time as any to start.

      “Mason wants to date me,” I forced out before I had time to lose my nerve.

      Noah’s expression didn’t change. “Am I supposed to be surprised?”

      “No, it’s just...” I inhaled and slowly exhaled. “He wanted to know the rules, and I had no idea what to tell him.”

      “I see. What do you want the rules to be?”

      In a perfect world? That I could be with Noah, Stowe, Jameson, and Mason, and that they wouldn’t date anyone else. And, yes, I knew that sounded absurd. How could I even suggest such a thing?

      Maybe there was something seriously wrong with me. Noah had just gotten done telling me that he was willing to put my happiness above all else. But when I considered offering the same deal to him—or the others—my stomach immediately soured.

      “Stop beating yourself up.” He leaned down and kissed my lips. “You’re allowed to feel however you feel. I won’t judge you for it.”

      “How can I ask you all to be exclusive when I’m unwilling to do the same?”

      “You are being exclusive...just to multiple men.”

      I snorted. “I think that might be stretching the definition a bit.”

      “Who cares? You’re allowed to ask for what you want. Whether the four interested parties agree to your request is up to us. Ask, and see what happens.”

      He made it sound so simple. Just like Stowe had when we’d lightly covered these topics. Was I the only one making this complicated?

      “Okay, then, I’m asking. Do you approve of me dating Mason, Stowe, and Jameson?” I could barely get the last name out. I had no idea what was going on between the two of us...or between him and Heidi. But I didn’t want to get into that now. I wouldn’t put Noah in the middle.

      And there was more to the question, but even though he already knew, I didn’t want to say it. Asking it made me feel selfish, and I despised that particular emotion.

      “And?” he urged.

      Why was he so damn perceptive? Oh, yeah. Because he was an empath.

      “And are you okay with dating only me?”

      He feathered kisses along my jaw and down my neck. “I’m more than okay with it.” Closing my eyes, I allowed his touches and words to seep into my skin and my soul. “You’re all I want, and that’s not going to change.”

      “You’re sure?” I croaked.

      His lips traveled up the other side of my neck and settled over my ear. “I’m sure.”

      Even though I believed Noah would never lie to me, a tiny sliver of doubt remained. If only I could do what he’d suggested earlier. If I could borrow his abilities and tap into his emotions, I’d know for certain.

      Just for a few moments, I wanted to feel what he felt.

      As Noah continued nibbling on my neck, need slammed into me fast and hard, disorienting me. Though my body was reacting to his caresses, this was something different. Desire surged to my center as happiness, peace, and acceptance settled into my chest. The intense emotions were all a part of me, yet somehow external—separate—at the same time.

      My pulse thrummed and my breathing became erratic as I attempted to accommodate the flood of sensations. They were wonderful and scary. Exhilarating and overwhelming. Powerful and destructive.

      Noah pulled away. “What? What is it?”

      Before the words were completely out of his mouth, the flutters of happiness and peace transformed into ones of confusion. I didn’t understand how or why I knew the difference. I just...knew.

      Realization dawning, I placed both hands over my mouth, forcibly suppressing my thoughts and my rising nausea. Because it couldn’t be possible. I didn’t want to even conceive it, much less say it.

      Noah sat up, his body rigid. “You’re scaring me. What’s going on?”

      I shook my head, still unable to vocalize what was happening. Hoping to slow down my racing heartbeat, I inhaled, slowly counted, and exhaled. By the time my breath had fully released, my panic eased, and all that remained was my own turmoil.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Back to normal—other than my almost-paralyzing bewilderment—I dropped my hands from my mouth and pushed myself up until I was sitting in a cross-legged position. “I’m okay.”

      “Are you sick? Do you need something?”

      Shaking my head again, I contemplated what to say. I wouldn’t lie to him, but I also felt rather silly. Now that the incident had passed, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d imagined the entire thing. Or maybe I was losing my mind. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d thought so.

      I forced my gaze to Noah’s concerned one. Despite his patience, it was obvious my silence was causing him anxiety. And I didn’t want that. Self-conscious or not, I was going to have to spit it out.

      “I think I experienced...well...” Damn, this was hard to say. “Empathic abilities.”

      He tilted his head to the side, like he no longer trusted his own instincts on whether I spoke the truth. “How do you mean?”

      “I was thinking about how I wished I could borrow your abilities just long enough to sense your feelings about me and you and the other guys. Then, suddenly, all of these emotions rushed into me. And though I could feel them, they seemed…apart somehow. I don’t even know how to describe it.” Wow, that was ridiculously inarticulate. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

      “Never,” he replied without hesitation. “What about now? Are you still feeling the foreign emotions?”

      Foreign. That was one way to put it.

      “No.”

      “Okay, so it was a temporary thing. That’s good.”

      “You believe me?”

      He gently squeezed my calf. “Of course. I sensed the change in you…the confusion. I just had no way of knowing what was causing it. I thought I’d accidentally given you a memory, but you’ve never reacted like that to a memory.”

      I slumped in relief at his easy acceptance. Still, I didn’t want to believe it was true. There had to be another, more reasonable, explanation. “Maybe I imagined it. Maybe I was feeling overwhelmed with everything we were discussing, and I momentarily lost it.”

      “Do you really believe that? After what Ruby told you.”

      I swallowed. After everything Ruby shared, I should have been prepared. But I sincerely doubted anything could have prepared me for this.

      “What does this mean?” I couldn’t resist asking the question, even though Noah had no way of knowing the answer.

      “That you’re even more special than we knew.”

      He was smiling lightly, and I appreciated his attempt to turn this into something positive. But I had my limits. There was only so much “specialness” I could deal with. Borrowing his abilities—even for mere moments—seemed too farfetched for even this formerly-spelled-and-suppressed-psychic-witch-hybrid.

      My mind drifted back to the “incident,” and I shivered. If nothing else, I had a new appreciation for what Noah endured on a daily basis. No wonder he was anti-social. I’d barely been able to handle a few seconds of his emotions mingling with mine. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to stand in a room full of people, especially ones who were pissed off and arguing.

      It was unthinkable. I wouldn’t last more than a minute in that environment.

      “I’ve always known you were incredible. But now...” Staring at this exceptional man, so humble and deserving of bliss, my heart swelled. “I have no idea how you live like that. Your strength is awe-inspiring. You’re the special one, Noah Greene.”

      He swiped at a tear rolling down my cheek with his thumb. “Only because you love me.”
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        * * *

      

      After one of my signature long, searing-hot showers, I headed downstairs. Now that I’d gotten past the startling “incident” with Noah, I was starving. And I was going to need my energy to get through explaining it to the rest of the Squad.

      As I walked toward the kitchen, I was hit with an annoying case of déjà vu. Jameson and Heidi were sitting at the island, their heads bent over a tablet. They weren’t touching, but they were so deep in conversation, they failed to notice my approach.

      Jealousy gripped my chest and squeezed as I, once again, noticed how natural they looked together. Though their discussion was clearly serious, neither appeared tense. Their bodies were turned toward each other, their expressions serene.

      As I stared at Jameson, I could practically feel the hypocrisy dripping off of me. I wanted him to be perfectly okay watching me with three other men; meanwhile, I couldn’t stomach the sight of him with his ex-girlfriend. And that was without confirmation of their renewed interest in each other.

      Even if Noah was willing to accept my insane proposal, how could I believe Mr. Hot and Passionate would ever do the same?

      Maybe it was time to let him go.

      He never had to know what I’d intended to ask of him. What I’d wanted from him.

      It was better this way. He would be free to pursue an uncomplicated relationship with Heidi or any girl he pleased. Noah, Stowe, and Mason were more than enough for me to handle. And it wasn’t like Jameson and I would have ever worked out long-term. We were too different, too volatile together.

      Now, I only had to repeat those arguments to myself fifty times a day for the next year or so. Maybe then, I’d be able to accept them as fact.

      Heidi started laughing, and Jameson’s face broke into a grin. That was enough to push me over the edge. I knew I was making the right choice, especially for him. He should be that easygoing all the time.

      Straightening my shoulders, I pasted a smile on my face before walking the last few steps toward the kitchen. “Hey, guys,” I said breezily as I strode past them and to the refrigerator. “Sorry to interrupt. I just need to grab a yogurt.”

      “I can make you something for breakfast.”

      With my back to the couple, I closed my eyes and reminded myself to stick to my guns. Jameson offering to make me breakfast meant nothing; he would do the same for any of his housemates. That’s all I was to him—a housemate that he’d shared a few kisses with. Nothing more.

      “No need.” I grabbed a yogurt without checking the flavor and spun back toward the hall. I needed to get out of there, and quick.

      “Adele, wait.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Forcing myself to remain calm, I turned toward Jameson, who was watching me too closely for comfort. “Yes?”

      “Can you ask Mason to come over, or at least get him on the phone? We need to talk to him about the list.”

      So, that’s what they’d been discussing. I should have known. When Heidi was last at the estate, Mason had convinced her to take a few days to consider whether she really wanted to get involved with Project Pontiac Bandit. Once she looked at the list, there was no going back.

      Clearly, she’d decided.

      “Sure. I’ll go call him right now.”

      “Thanks.”

      I ran up the stairs and locked myself in my bedroom, ignoring the pain coursing through me. It didn’t make any sense. Jameson and I weren’t anything. At the most, we were adversaries turned allies. We’d had a few moments that revealed the potential for more, but those had been fleeting.

      Making the choice to shove him into the friendship box and turn the key shouldn’t hurt. I shouldn’t be feeling anything, except maybe relief.

      Unfortunately, my heart disagreed.

      But I refused to dwell. Pain and disappointment were becoming old friends; I’d learned how to deal with them. And moving on to the next thing was the best way.

      Picking up my cell, I selected Mason’s name.

      “Hey, little thief,” he said, answering on the first ring. “I was just getting ready to call you.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s time for your next assignment.”

      Shockingly, some of the tension in my neck and shoulders eased. As hesitant as I’d been to do any work for Intuition mere days ago, I was grateful for the distraction. It was exactly what I needed right now, especially after the “incident.”

      Jameson, Heidi, and the list could wait. So could revealing my potential new ability to the Squad. I had work to do.
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      Adele

      

      As Stowe drove down the treelined drive, I was as in awe of the plantation as the first time I’d seen it. In the light of day, I could make out more of the historic mansion’s details, and it was no less magnificent. I couldn’t wait to see it in the spring, when everything was blooming.

      It was still difficult for me to believe Mason lived here. That this was his home. It seemed like it should belong to a historical society or at least a high-ranking politician.

      When he’d asked if I could come here for my assignment instead of meeting him in Virginia Beach, I’d jumped at the chance. And I meant that literally. I’d hopped in excitement at the prospect of visiting the property again. I didn’t even care what I had to do when I got here.

      Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. I did care. I just didn’t want to think about it. Whatever task Grace had come up with for me this time, I could handle it. Otherwise, Mason would have warned me.

      Stowe whistled. “Wow, this place looks even bigger in the daylight.”

      Even though I’d told him I would be fine on my own, he’d insisted on accompanying me. And I wasn’t complaining. When it came to Intuition, I was always grateful for the extra backup. Not to mention his uncanny ability to make me feel better with nothing more than standing by my side.

      He parked in front of the house, next to two other cars. “Are you ready for this?”

      Would I ever truly be ready to do Intuition’s bidding? Likely not.

      “Only to get it over with.” Afterwards, I could hopefully convince Mason to give me a proper tour.

      When Mason opened the massive front door, he didn’t even blink at Stowe’s presence. “Hey, man. Good to see you.”

      Stowe shook his hand. “You too. Nice digs you have here. I didn’t get a chance to say that last time.”

      “Thanks.” Mason turned to me, his gaze slowly perusing my 1940s-style tartan dress with a belted waist. Though it wasn’t in the least bit revealing, I knew it enhanced my slight curves. The fact that he’d obviously noticed made my throat go dry. “Little thief. How are you doing?”

      “Depends. What’s the job?”

      “So, you want to get down to business?” he replied with a smirk. “I can get on board with that.” He closed the door and started leading us toward the back of the house. “The job should be easy. You just have to read a memory.”

      “Read it, not steal it?”

      “Yes, though I doubt Grace cares if you steal it or not. You can ask her, if you’d like clarification.”

      I stopped so suddenly, my shoes squeaked on the polished floors. “She’s here?”

      “Yes, I asked her to come so you can read her memories about your mother.”

      It was part of my deal with Intuition, but Mason and I hadn’t discussed the timing. I’d assumed we would set something up with Grace one of these days…but, today? I wasn’t ready for this.

      I narrowed my eyes at Mason. “You didn’t think to mention that while we were on the phone?”

      “I chose not to get you worked up about it before you arrived.”

      Stowe’s hand clasped mine. “You don’t have to go through with it, you know.”

      Except, I did. The question of whether Intuition was involved in my mother’s death had been hanging over my head for weeks. And pretending like it wasn’t a big deal wouldn’t actually make it go away. I’d learned that lesson, several times over.

      “No, it’s fine. Let’s go.”

      I felt Mason’s gaze as Stowe pulled me to him and kissed my forehead. Normally, I might have studied his expression and tried to figure out how he felt about the show of affection. But now wasn’t the time. Not with Grace Morrow on my horizon.

      “Abel is here with her, so I’m going to stay inside.” Mason paused in front of a door leading to the veranda. “If that’s okay with you?”

      He didn’t want Abel to read his mind, something I couldn’t blame him for. He’d made it a priority to keep his abilities hidden from Intuition, and I didn’t want to risk Abel—and, as a result, Geppetto—discovering his secret.

      “That’s fine. Is Sheila here too?” Sheila. Just thinking about her made me more than a little ragey. Her not-so-veiled threat about George was real, or she’d been messing with me. Either way, she was on my shit list. And knowing she’d “hooked up” with Mason in the past didn’t exactly help.

      “No.” His response was curt, and I wondered if he was thinking about our last conversation regarding the pseudo-succubus. He’d insisted that she meant nothing to him, and I was choosing to trust him. A choice that didn’t come easy to me.

      I turned to Stowe. “Maybe you should stay inside as well. I’m sure you don’t want Abel to read your mind, and there’s no reason you need to be there.”

      He harrumphed. “Nice try, sweetheart.” I wasn’t surprised by his answer. When it came to my safety, his stubborn streak took over his typically affable personality.

      Knowing there was no point in arguing, I asked, “Do you know the Gettysburg Address?”

      He chuckled. “What do you think?”

      “The state capitals?”

      “Um...”

      “There’s always the lyrics to 99 Bottles of Beer,” Mason offered. “I have a feeling Abel gets tired of hearing that one.”

      Stowe pointed at Mason. “That’s more like it.”

      Outside, we found Grace, Abel, and a young man I’d never seen sitting around a table, drinking tea. With an actual tea set. It was an odd sight, and I had to assume that someone on Mason’s staff had prepared it. Though he played nice with the Collectors, I couldn’t imagine he’d go to any extra trouble for them.

      I spotted two additional men in black cargo pants, black fleece jackets, and sunglasses watching us from a distance. Given their matching uniforms and military-like stances, I guessed they were part of Mason’s security team. I nodded at them, grateful for the extra protection. Not for myself but for the people around me. Stowe and Mason were more likely to need it than I did.

      Hoping I would forget about his disconcerting presence, I avoided looking at Abel and focused my attention on Grace. As usual, her expression was pinched, her eyes cold. I wouldn’t be surprised if her face froze in that position. A sudden image of a grandfatherly type telling her she “oughta smile more” popped into my head, and I had to bite back a laugh. He’d probably end up with a sensible black pump in an unmentionable location.

      As Stowe and I approached, the young man stood and gave me a tremulous smile. He looked like he wanted to be here about as much as I did.

      “Adele,” Grace said, gesturing to him, “This is Joseph. You’ll be searching his memories today.”

      His expression faltered, but he politely said, “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too.” I removed a glove, ready to get this started as soon as possible. “What is it that I’m looking for?”

      “Joseph seems to have a little bit of a memory problem, so I need you to remember for him.” Grace took a drink of her tea, which somehow made her look even more villainous, though I couldn’t explain why. “He was…indisposed for a few hours recently, and he can’t seem to recall where he was or what he did.”

      Indisposed? What the hell did that mean?

      “I’m not sure I understand. If he doesn’t have any memories, how am I supposed to see them?”

      “I need to confirm that his memory is truly as blank as he claims.”

      So, in this case, I was the lie detector. Awesome.

      I directed all of my attention on Joseph, who was looking a little sickly. Poor guy.

      “I understand you can’t remember specifics, but I need you to focus on the missing time in whatever way you can. Maybe the last moment you remember or how you felt when you realized you’d been indisposed. Otherwise, I might accidentally steal whatever memories are there. I’m not sure I can help it.”

      I was pretty much making this up as I went. I’d never tried digging for lost memories, if they even existed. All I knew was that searching for memories, instead of being handed them, tended to result in me stealing them. And I would prefer not to do that.

      He swallowed. “Okay. I’ll try.”

      I glanced at Stowe, who stood stiffly beside me like a sentinel. Though he probably should have stayed inside, his steadiness calmed me.

      “Don’t worry,” I said softly to Joseph. “This won’t hurt.”

      Grace released an impatient huff, so I stepped closer to Joseph and clasped his forearm.

      Closing my eyes, I steadied my breathing and attempted to clear my mind.

      I’m—well, Joseph is—sitting at a computer in a bright room, typing furiously, when everything goes black. I wait, and my surroundings change as my mouth fills with the bitter taste of fear.

      Joseph walks into a bunker-like room with dim lighting and bare concrete walls. Numerous monitors line a long table, and he’s pushed into a chair in front of them. Before I have a chance to process that, the scene goes black again.

      Almost like the memory is controlling me, I’m propelled forward through time, seeing only tiny flashes of what’s happening in the midst of the darkness. The flashes mostly consist of typing and computer code that means nothing to me. I can feel Joseph’s fear in the way my body shakes and chest aches. But I can’t determine the source of the fear. I can’t make out another person in the room; I only see concrete and electronics.

      I blinked my eyes open, finding the sun much too bright after the long bouts of blackness. Releasing Joseph’s arm, I turned to Abel. “Did you get all of that?”

      If I was Joseph’s lie detector test, then Abel was mine. And I was strangely relieved when he nodded. I didn’t want to be responsible for making a choice about whether to tell Grace what I’d seen in Joseph’s memory. I had no idea what any of it meant; I just hoped he wasn’t in trouble.

      Mason must have rubbed off on me. Because Joseph was undoubtedly an Intuition minion, but I couldn’t seem to muster any anger or resentment toward him. He was too scared for that. His decision to become a Collector probably hadn’t been any more of a choice than mine had.

      “You two may go,” Grace said to Abel and Joseph. “I need to speak to Adele alone.”

      I gave Joseph what I hoped was an encouraging smile as he passed. I honestly wasn’t sure whether I’d stolen any of his memories, but I decided it didn’t matter too much. Whatever happened to him, it was probably best that he didn’t remember. His fear told me it wasn’t good.

      Grace gestured to the chair Abel had vacated. “You might as well sit down.”

      You might as well walk into oncoming traffic.

      Yeah, I was always at my best around this woman.

      Once Stowe and I were seated, she held out a manila envelope with a key taped to the outside. “Here’s the contract transferring full control and ownership of Whitehurst Antiques back over to you. It’s all yours.”

      I stared at the envelope for a second before accepting it. It might not be the right shape for a bomb, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if coming into contact with Grace’s skin had somehow made it toxic.

      “Have you decided when you’re reopening?”

      “No.”

      To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about it. What did that say about my mental state? The shop used to be my main—only—priority, and now I was having trouble imagining myself back there.

      “Right, well, you should know that I have very little information about your mother.”

      Apparently, she was all about getting her obligations that had come with the deal I offered over quickly. “Is that supposed to make me back down?”

      “No. But I’m warning you that you’re not going to find what you’re looking for. I don’t know anything about her death. My position at Intuition was very different back then.”

      There was no hint of deception in her voice, but I knew better than to easily accept anything she said. “I know that you were already Andrea’s handler. She showed me the memory of when the two of you came to see me at the antique shop after my mom’s death.”

      “Yes, but Andrea was my first charge, if you will, and I’d only been working with her for a few months. I was told that your mother was a psychic and that you needed to be tested for psychic potential. I wasn’t privy to any additional details on the matter.”

      “And I’m just supposed to believe you?”

      “Call your empath, then. He can confirm that I’m telling the truth.”

      For the second time today, I wished I could temporarily borrow Noah’s empathic abilities. I half-expected the wishing of it to make it so, but nothing happened. The “incident”—assuming it hadn’t been my imagination, after all—must have been dependent on me touching Noah. That would make sense, considering my other psychic abilities.

      Forcing my thoughts back to the issue at hand, I asked, “Does this mean you’re reneging on the deal you made to let me see your memories?”

      “No, but I thought it would be more helpful to have a discussion about this.”

      “And now you suddenly want to be helpful?”

      She laughed, and for once, it wasn’t menacing. “You think you have me all figured out, don’t you, Adele?”

      What was there to figure out? She was evil. End of story.

      She leaned forward, and her face looked softer somehow. I didn’t like it. I preferred to keep her properly filed away in a villain folder.

      “I understand why you want to dig into my memories, but in this case, it won’t help you. So, I’m willing to offer you something that might help.”

      “Like what?”

      “Information.”

      I narrowed my eyes, not bothering to hide my skepticism. “Why? Why would you help me?”

      “I don’t want you digging around in my memories. What’s to stop you from looking for other information, or even stealing it?”

      She had a point. It would be awfully tempting to conduct a little exploration in her brain once I had access. But she’d probably just bring Abel back to find out exactly what I’d seen.

      I didn’t trust Grace farther than I could throw Stowe. Still, I couldn’t think of a time that she’d lied to me. She’d always been upfront about her intentions.

      “How about this? If your information pans out, I’ll let you off the hook on the whole memory thing. If not, I’ll get those memories, even if Stowe has to hold you down to get it done.”

      Stowe grinned, obviously pleased by the prospect.

      Grace shook her head. “You know, I’m not sure you need Mason negotiating for you. Seems like you’re more than capable of doing it yourself.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes.” She leaned back in her chair. “Did you know that your mother’s accident occurred only six weeks after the fire that killed your little harem’s parents?”

      Ignoring the harem comment, I tried to think back. Whenever those events came up with the Psych Squad, we tended to keep the conversation vague. They didn’t seem any more interested in dwelling on that time in their lives than I did.

      Keeping my gaze on her, I said, “No. I didn’t know that.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t you find that information odd?

      “Are you telling me the two events are connected?”

      “I’m telling you that I don’t know. But I find it highly suspicious. If you really want to know what happened to your mother, you’re barking up the wrong tree by asking me. If I were you, I’d start with your friends.”

      God, I felt like such an idiot. As soon as I met the Psych Squad, my life had been filled with one mystery after another. In the midst of all that, I’d let the original mystery go by the wayside.

      Why did Mom have Patricia Drake’s locket? How did she know who it belonged to? And why did she bother hiding it in the secret drawer in her secretary desk?

      Those questions were the reason I sought out the Drakes in the first place. But when the answers weren’t easily apparent, I’d let them drift out of my mind. They hadn’t seemed important against the immediate threat of Collectors.

      But I should have known better. Somehow, everything was connected. It was the only thing that made sense.

      Grace rose from the table, her face back in Ice Queen mode. “Good luck.”

      I didn’t speak, didn’t respond in any way. If that bitch wanted a thank you, she was going to be sorely disappointed.

      With one last haughty look in my direction, she spun and disappeared around the side of the house.

      And for what had to be the hundredth time in the last few months, I was left with more questions than answers.
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      Stowe

      

      I stared at Adele’s pale face, hating that she was dealing with yet another bombshell. Even though I understood her need to discover the truth about her mother’s death, I wished she would have left well enough alone...and immediately felt guilty for even thinking it.

      Adele Rose was not the type of woman to let something like this go, and it was just one of the many reasons I loved her. She was soft yet resilient, the personification of quiet determination.

      And I was coming to realize that it wasn’t my job to protect her from everything the world threw at her. It was my job to support her, and if she let me, hold her when things got tough.

      But, damn, that was a difficult pill to swallow. I would much rather shield her from harm. Hide her from our enemies. Absorb her pain.

      If only she would let me. If only she would drop her defenses long enough to let me in.

      There’d been moments when I could have sworn she was ready to surrender. Like the night of the masquerade. She’d melted in my arms on the dance floor. And, later in the limo, she’d graced me with the best first kiss of my life. Every woman prior to her ceased to exist. She was the only woman I wanted in my present and my future.

      But, despite my certainty, Adele continued to hold me at arms-length. Though I believed she cared for me, she couldn’t seem to say the words. At least not the words I most wanted to hear. Ever since declaring my love, I’d tried to be patient. I understood why she was hesitant. Even if she hadn’t been struggling with her feelings about several men, she’d had too much going on. The Collectors. Her father. Trevor, though I didn’t like to think about him.

      I would continue to be patient, if that’s what she needed. But the selfish part of me hoped it wasn’t. Every night, I wrestled with my desire to go to her. Knowing she was sleeping down the hall was slowly killing me. Several times, I’d almost given in, lurking outside her bedroom like a creeper.

      I was ready to claim her, body and soul. I needed to hear her speak words of love and moan my name as she came apart in my arms.

      But not until she was ready.

      I just hoped to god it would be soon.

      When Adele appeared to sink farther into her chair, I stood abruptly. Enough of that. “Let’s do something fun.”

      She looked up at me like I’d suggested going snow skiing in the middle of summer. “What?”

      “Come on. Get up.”

      “But what about—”

      “Nope,” I replied, cutting her off. “There’s no point in obsessing over any of that right now. Leave it.”

      I knew asking her to walk away from this issue with our parents was a hard sell, but I sensed she needed this. Time to process would be the best thing for her. In the meantime, I’d force her to let loose a little.

      Her pretty face scrunched up in indecision before she eventually stood. “Okay. What did you have in mind?”

      I glanced around the property, and spying a modern barn-like structure, I grinned. “How much you want to bet pretty boy has a few toys tucked away?”

      “What kind of toys?” she asked with more curiosity than hesitance.

      “You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Adele’s decision to drive her own four-wheeler instead of riding on the back of mine had been damn disappointing. But after watching her laugh and play for the last thirty minutes, my opinion on the matter had changed. I’d assumed that nothing could be better than having her tight little body nestled against mine.

      I’d been wrong. Seeing her so happy and carefree was the best thing in the world.

      She didn’t smile near enough. Not because she was a naturally unhappy person. But because life kept dumping shit on her head, malevolent-seagull style.

      Though I tried to make her smile every day, observing her like this made me realize I hadn’t been doing enough. She needed to regularly decompress, even if it was forced.

      I hated to admit it, but Mason was good for her. Before agreeing to this little four-wheeling adventure, she’d insisted on a tour of the first level of the plantation house. Mason and Adele might as well have been in a world of their own as they walked from room to room, discussing endless details of the house’s history and furnishings.

      I’d trailed behind, waiting for the jealousy I’d expected to hit me hard. But it never happened. I was perfectly content watching the two of them discuss subjects that I barely followed. It was enough to see the excited flush in Adele’s cheeks and the gleam in her eyes.

      If Mason was the one who could help bring that out in her, I could be okay with that. Because it sure as hell wasn’t going to be me. I’d happily listen to her talk about any topic under the sun, but I’d never know enough about history or antiques to intelligently discuss them with her. All I thought when looking at most antique furniture was that it must have been designed for much smaller men. It all looked ridiculously uncomfortable.

      When we reached a small clearing next to the creek, Mason motioned for us to stop. He hopped off his vehicle and let Sasha out of her oversized carrier before walking up to Adele. “So, what did you think?”

      She grinned at him, looking cute in borrowed clothes that were slightly too big for her. She hadn’t asked who they belonged to, but knowing Adele, she’d wanted to. “I loved it. And I’m even more in love with this property. It’s gorgeous.”

      Even I could agree on that point. Access to money had never been a problem for me, but Mason’s wealth was on a whole other level. I’d probably only be able to afford a small section of his total acreage, and I’d still have to build a house. I couldn’t quite comprehend how someone probably only a couple of years older than me had accumulated so much.

      “I’m glad Stowe suggested the four-wheelers,” Mason said as he helped Adele down. I noticed the way his hands lingered on her hips but pretended not to. “I haven’t been out here in ages.”

      “I’m full of great ideas.” I unhooked the large container with our lunch from the back of my borrowed vehicle and deposited it on the grass.

      While Mason and Adele spread out several blankets and unloaded the food, I found a stick and played fetch with Sasha. Every time she was around, I wondered why I’d never gotten a dog. Maybe because I didn’t really think of the Drake mansion as my home. Not because of Jem and Jameson—they’d always described it as “ours.” It had more to do with Mr. and Mrs. Drake. Although they’d been gone for more than thirteen years, the house always felt like theirs. I didn’t know that it would ever feel like mine.

      When lunch was ready, Mason poured a bowl of food for Sasha, and I took a seat on the blanket next to Adele. I had to make a conscious choice not to crowd her. Even though I was surprisingly cool with sharing her attention with Mason, it was a matter of instinct. I wanted to metaphorically pee on her. Thankfully, I was just evolved enough to refrain. Barely.

      “So, why the plantation?” I couldn’t resist asking our host once I’d finished off my first sandwich.

      “You mean, why would a young, wealthy black man choose to live out in the middle of nowhere in a house that slaveholders once called home?”

      I shrugged. “More or less.” It was more that I’d figure him for the downtown loft type.

      “It makes me eccentric, and people respect eccentricity. They can't predict what I'll do, which means they have no power over me. Besides, I like living away from people. It's peaceful.”

      Adele stared at him. “You rarely say what I think you will.”

      “See? Unpredictable.” He pointed his fork at her. “And I can see those wheels turning. You're wishing you'd taken an upper-level psychology course or two so you could figure me out. Am I right?”

      She smiled in response. “Not far off the mark.”

      I didn’t need a psychology degree to see that he was overcompensating for something. The question was—what?

      “You don’t find the upkeep of this place too much of a burden?” I asked instead.

      Mason laughed. “You can come right out and say it. You want to know how I can afford this place. More specifically, whether I earned my wealth by legal means.”

      Now that he mentioned it...yeah. I would like to hear the answer. “How do I know you didn't just make a banker see millions of dollars in your account that weren't really there?”

      “Stowe!” Adele cried, looking embarrassed.

      If Mason was offended, though, he didn’t show it. “It's a fair question, and in my youth, I wasn't above taking advantage in that way. But you might be surprised to know that most of my wealth is inherited. Good management and my own business endeavors have grown what was already there.”

      Huh. That wasn’t what I was expecting him to say, but it made sense. Noah, Jem, Jameson, and I had all inherited substantial sums from our psychic parents. Why would Mason be any different?

      “You don’t get lonely living out here all by yourself?” Adele asked, changing the subject.

      I snorted. “He’s hardly by himself. Have you seen all the people that work for him?” In addition to whatever staff kept up the house and grounds, there had to be at least three or four security guards on the premises at all times.

      She smacked me on the bicep, grimacing when her soft hand came into contact with my muscles. It was then that I noticed she’d removed her gloves. She was doing that more and more often these days, a fact that pleased me. It had to mean she felt more comfortable than she used to. I liked that.

      “What about family?” she asked cautiously.

      “My parents are...gone. And I wouldn’t be lonely if you accepted my offer,” Mason said suggestively, making Adele duck her head.

      I stiffened. “What offer is that?”

      “I’ve asked Adele to move in and take over the management of the plantation.”

      The deviled eggs I’d downed churned in my stomach. What the hell was he talking about? Why wouldn’t Adele have said something?

      She looked up at me, her eyes pleading. “I didn’t say yes. I didn’t even say I would think about it.”

      “Only because she doesn’t know the rules.”

      Now, she turned annoyed eyes on Mason.

      “What rules?” I asked.

      Adele shook her head at Mason, but he didn’t spare her a second glance, keeping his gaze zeroed in on me. “The rules about whether she’s allowed to add me to her harem.”
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      Adele

      

      Mason Montgomery was a dead man.

      No, seriously, I was going to murder him.

      He knew how sensitive this topic was for me. Yet, he’d decided it was acceptable to come right out with it in the middle of what was previously a very pleasant lunch?

      He must want to die. That was the only explanation.

      And what was with everyone using the “h” word today? Were the Collectors talking about me and my “harem” behind my back or something?

      Ugh. I didn’t even want to think about it. I couldn’t, not when I had Stowe to worry about. He was scowling at Mason like he was wearing a dead raccoon on his head. Or maybe he was picturing Mason as the soon-to-be dead raccoon.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      “I don’t have a harem,” I finally gritted out.

      Mason deftly ignored the glares Stowe and I were shooting his direction. “Oh, is there something else you’d rather call your group of suitors?”

      I thought hard, but I couldn’t actually come up with a term for it, damn it. “That’s beside the point. This isn’t an appropriate time to discuss that particular issue.”

      “Why not?” he replied with an easy grin. “Wouldn’t you like to hear Stowe’s thoughts on the subject?”

      In all honesty? Yes, I very much wanted to hear his thoughts. But I would have waited until we were alone and attempted to casually drop it into conversation. I definitely wouldn’t have chosen for Mason to throw me under the bus by bringing it up now.

      Stowe still wasn’t saying anything, and I had no idea what he was thinking. Was he pissed? In shock? Ready to throw me to the wolves that likely lived in the woods surrounding us?

      “Maybe you should give me and Stowe a few minutes alone.”

      “No.” Stowe seemed to snap out of his daze and gave me what appeared to be a genuine smile. “I’m fine. Let’s talk about this.”

      Well, great. This shouldn’t be awkward at all.

      He glanced between me and Mason. “So, you two are a thing now?”

      “No.” I stroked Sasha’s coat, grateful she’d chosen to flop down next to me on the blanket. She was a welcome distraction right now. “Thus, the necessity for a discussion about rules.”

      “Okay—discuss.”

      I looked at Mason helplessly. This conversation had been much simpler with Noah. Probably because we’d been alone. And it hadn’t hurt that I’d spent the night sleeping in his arms. There hadn’t been many walls between us this morning, even before I’d borrowed his empathic ability.

      “How do you feel about Adele dating me too?” Mason asked, saving me from having to.

      “And by too, you mean…?”

      “In addition to you, Jameson, and Noah.”

      I cleared my throat. “Not Jameson.”

      Stowe’s eyes widened slightly. “Does he know that?”

      “Um, no, but…I mean, I don’t think he…it’s just that he…” I shut my mouth to put a stop to my unintelligible stammering.

      Could this be any more humiliating? An image of Jameson and Noah sitting in on this conversation clouded my vision, and I decided that yes, it definitely could be more humiliating.

      Mason chuckled under his breath. “Regardless of Jameson’s involvement, the question is this—are you willing to share Adele?”

      Stowe’s body was completely still, and I wondered if he’d checked out until he eventually turned his head to gaze at me. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and I hated it. Stowe was my open book; I needed him to react. Or say something, anything.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly, hoping he understood my meaning.

      I didn’t want to put him through this, but I was helpless to my emotions. If it had just been a matter of fighting attraction for more than one of the men in my life, I’d find a way to battle it to the death. But the attraction was a drop in the bucket. I needed Stowe and Noah, and if the same wasn’t already true about Mason, it would be soon.

      This was our turning point. If Stowe wasn’t okay including Mason in this relationship—or whatever I was supposed to call it—I’d have to push Mason away. Because I couldn’t risk falling even deeper for him.

      And Jameson…nope. I wasn’t going there. Thoughts of him were getting shoved to the dark side of my brain, where they were only allowed to surface in the middle of the night. When I was alone and tears could fall unseen.

      Stowe placed a giant hand over mine. “Don’t be sorry. I’m okay with this. It’s not like I didn’t know it was coming.”

      “Just because you anticipated it doesn’t mean you have to accept it.”

      I didn’t know if there was any way to make this situation fair to him, but I wanted him to at least feel like he had a choice. There was no strong-arming him into this decision.

      Mason shifted, as though to stand up. “I think that’s my cue.”

      “No,” Stowe replied, demanding that Mason stay with that one, authoritative word. “If we’re going to do this, we need to be able to talk about it openly.” He grinned at me, and I saw the mischief lurking there. “You can’t keep acting like a skittish rabbit. You’re dating three men—own it.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. “I’m not acting like a skittish rabbit.” Much.

      He lifted his eyebrows, and I saw more than disbelief. He was challenging me.

      And damn if I wasn’t up for this particular dare. I would show him. More importantly, I would prove to myself that I was woman enough to handle a relationship with more than one man.

      “Would a skittish rabbit do this?”

      I crawled the few feet across the blanket until I was on my knees directly in front of Mason. His dark eyes glittered with humor and something decidedly more dangerous. He’d challenged me first by ambushing me, and now I was meeting him head on.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pressed my mouth to his. He wasted no time in responding, pulling my body flush against him and tangling his fingers in my hair. I devoured his supple lips, but he withdrew slightly, holding back.

      “Mason,” I moaned in frustration.

      He smiled against my mouth. “Patience, little thief.”

      When he took my lips again, he deliberately played with me, sampling and nibbling like he had all the time in the world. I craved more, and I could tell that he knew it. Bit by bit, he was driving me wild. All I wanted was to drink him in like the finest of red wines.

      He licked at my mouth with his wicked tongue, and I responded by nipping at it with my teeth. With a deep chuckle, he released my mouth and trailed his lips down the column of my throat. “You’re so soft,” he murmured, his breath hot against my chilled skin.

      I gripped his shoulders, ready to let him lay me down in the grass and have his way with me. Only the quiet but constant alarm in the back of my mind, reminding me we weren’t alone, kept me from begging him to do just that.

      Mason made his way back up to my lips and gave me one last, seductive kiss before loosening his hold. His expression was sultry as he asked in a low voice, “Was that for me, or was it for show?”

      Honestly? “Both.”

      His grin told me that he approved even before he spoke. “Consider me your willing co-star. Anytime, anyplace.”

      Backing away, I forced myself to look at Stowe, disappointed to find a grimace on his face. Why did I think he would be okay with this? I shouldn’t have pushed so far. It was one thing to talk about being with other men; it was a totally different thing to rub his face in it.

      “Come here,” he practically growled.

      I slowly moved toward him, anxiety filling my stomach. “I’m sorry. You said you were okay, and I—”

      He stretched his long arms out and hooked me around the waist, yanking me toward him. Before I could even think about responding, his mouth was on mine, hot and hard and demanding. It was nothing like our previous sweet kisses. He bit and sucked, plundering my mouth like a sailor just returned from months at sea.

      My already quaking limbs went numb, and heat coursed through my body as I surrendered to Stowe’s unexpected aggression. I was putty in his large hands, willing to be molded in any way he saw fit.

      His beard scraped against my skin, and I relished the light stinging sensation. I clawed at his back, not even sure what I wanted. All I knew was that I loved what he was doing to me, and I didn’t want it to stop.

      “Fuck,” he said on a sigh as he released me. His lids were shuttered, and his eyes gave nothing away.

      “I—I don’t understand,” I said shakily. Was he angry? Or determined to claim me? I had no clue.

      “You’re so fucking sexy.”

      Wait, what?

      He trailed a hand down my back and rested it on the curve of my ass. “Watching you was the single hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      The gravel in his voice had an instantaneous effect on my lady bits, but confusion still lingered, distracting me. What, exactly, was he saying?

      “You’re not mad?”

      “No, Daphne. Not even close.”

      Trying to remind myself that I was owning this, I willed the uncertainty out of my voice. “Because you…liked watching me and Mason.”

      A small grin graced his lips. “I did.”

      I turned my head to glance back at Mason, completely unable to anticipate his reaction.

      He was leaning back on his hands, watching us, his smile blinding. “This is going to be fun.”
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      Did I enter some kind of alternate universe?

      Stowe and Mason were laughing around the pool table like they’d been best friends for years. Meanwhile, Noah was over in the corner, attacking the Pac-Man machine like his life depended on a high score. And I was sitting on a barstool, watching the three of them and wondering how we’d gotten here.

      When we’d returned the four-wheelers to the “barn” earlier, Mason had given me and Stowe a full tour of the large structure. Half of it was filled with a number of vehicles, ranging from top-of-the-line SUVs to exotic sports cars. I’d thought Stowe was going to swallow his tongue, but nothing had prepared me for his reaction when Mason revealed what had to be the most epic man cave in existence.

      It took up the other half of the barn and undoubtedly had something for everyone, regardless of gender. A fully-stocked bar lined one wall, and a massive projector screen covered another with an elevated couch and theater seats facing it. Then, there was the pool table, air hockey machine, and enough vintage arcade games to entertain an entire class of middle school boys.

      Stowe had earned his overgrown little boy status when he immediately texted Noah to come meet us before moving around the room, checking out every feature with the enthusiasm of a kid on Christmas morning.

      I laughed as Noah let out a whoop before breaking into a happy dance. Though I’d known he was into video games, I never would have guessed that something as simple as playing Pac-Man would cause that kind of joy. I had no idea how much those machines cost, but I would happily hand every dime over for a chance to see him like that on a regular basis.

      He grabbed a bottle of water and sat on the barstool next to me. His cheeks were flushed, and his blue eyes were extra bright.

      “Congrats,” I said, assuming he’d reached his goal or set a new record or something along those lines.

      “Thanks. Are you having a good time?”

      “Yeah, though I’m shocked those two are getting along so well,” I said, gesturing to Stowe and Mason.

      “Did something happen?”

      Oh, did it.

      There was no hiding my reaction from Noah, even if I wanted to, so I said, “We talked about the rules.” I felt silly using the term “rules,” like we were in kindergarten and learning how to follow instructions for the first time. But it was simpler than having to spell out my meaning every time.

      “And?”

      And I made out with both of them in front of the other. The memory alone made me flush from the inside out, and I knew Noah could sense it...and probably see the evidence on my cheeks. But there was no way I was giving him every little detail. This once, he could just let his imagination loose.

      “Stowe said he was okay with everything.”

      “That’s good. So, now you just need to talk to Jameson?”

      Well, that fixed my overactive memory problem. Hearing his name was like having cold water dumped on my head.

      “I’m not going to.”

      Noah’s forehead puckered. “What do you mean? Why not?”

      I tried to keep my breathing even and heart rate normal, hoping that would somehow keep my emotions in check. “I realized that Jameson and I were never meant to be.”

      “We just talked about him as being included this morning. What could have possibly happened in the last twelve hours to change your mind? You’ve been away from him all day.”

      But not before seeing him with Heidi again. Looking back, I’d always known that harboring any feelings for Jameson was a pointless endeavor. The romantic part of me had wanted to belief that our erratic relationship could transform into something explosive...in the good way.

      The logical part of me understood that explosions were dangerous. Destructive.

      “Can we talk about this later?” I pleaded with my eyes, and thankfully, he capitulated.

      “Sure. How are you feeling about what happened earlier?”

      Despite the vague question, my mind immediately caught on to the reference. There’d been so much going on since the “incident,” I’d almost been able to forget about it.

      “What happened earlier?” Stowe asked as he slipped behind the bar to pour a drink.

      Noah stayed quiet, obviously leaving the choice up to me. It wasn’t that I was intentionally keeping the information from Stowe. I just hadn’t felt like talking about it on the way to the plantation, and there hadn’t been a good time to bring it up since.

      But now was probably as good a time as any to get it over with.

      Once Mason joined us, I quickly filled them in, leaving out the part about spending the night with Noah. Although there was technically an agreement between the four of us now, I didn’t want to push it.

      “You should try it again,” Mason immediately suggested once I was done explaining.

      “I don’t know...”

      “Why not? If you can borrow any ability at any time...” He shook his head in obvious wonderment. “Can you imagine the implications?”

      No, and I didn’t particularly want to.

      “What if I have some kind of adverse reaction?”

      He laughed. “We’re talking about psychic abilities, not the measles.”

      I couldn’t resist a smile in response. “Okay, fine. Let’s try it.”

      If today was the day of “owning it,” I might as well fully embrace the concept. Besides, this would weigh on me until I knew for certain.

      “You should try me first.”

      At Stowe’s soft words, I swiveled my head to look at him.

      He gave me a sheepish smile. “I know my crappy ability isn’t as interesting as Mason’s, but it would be fun if we could communicate with each other telepathically.”

      “That would be pretty amazing.”

      “Yeah?”

      I hated how uncertain he sounded. I’d thought we’d made progress with how he felt about his ability, but it clearly hadn’t been enough. “Definitely.”

      Thinking back to this morning, not much had led up to the “incident.” I’d wished for Noah’s ability while touching him. If there was anything more to it, I didn’t know what.

      Reaching for my gloves, I was surprised to find bare skin. In fact, now that I thought about, my gloves had been off since the picnic earlier. How had I not noticed that?

      “Do you need anything from me?” Stowe asked.

      “Just sit there looking pretty.”

      I reached for his hand, and he linked our fingers. Then, I closed my eyes and wished.

      I want to be able to do what Stowe can do—to send and receive telepathic messages.
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      Adele

      

      I opened my eyes to find three pairs of expectant eyes on me.

      “Did it work?” Mason asked.

      “I don’t know.” I didn’t feel any different, but why would I? This wasn’t like with Noah’s empathic abilities. “I guess I should try sending a message.”

      Stowe tightened his hold on my hand. “If anyone can do this, it’s you.”

      “Any tips?”

      He smiled wryly. “You’ve seen how effective my method is.”

      He’d told me before that concentration was key, so I was going with that. I closed my eyes again and counted my breaths. When my mind was clear, I focused on the message I wanted to send.

      I like big muscles, and I cannot lie.

      Stowe’s chest rumbled in laughter, just as I’d hoped. But at the sound of Mason’s laughter, I popped my eyes open. Had I accidentally said that out loud?

      I glanced at Noah, who was trying to hide a grin…and failing.

      “What happened?”

      “We all heard that, little thief.” Mason was still chuckling.

      “Because I spoke aloud?”

      He shook his head.

      Noah let his grin free. “I heard it in my head. I’m assuming you intended that message for Stowe?”

      I hid my face behind my hands. Oh my god. I’d been so focused on the message itself, I’d forgotten to direct it to Stowe. Why hadn’t I gone with something innocuous, like, “testing one, two, three”?

      Stowe tugged on my hand and pulled me into a hug. “Don’t be embarrassed. This is incredible. You just sent a telepathic message to three people at once.”

      Well, when he put it like that…

      “Try it again,” Mason cheerfully demanded. “Except, maybe add some distance this time. It could be a proximity thing.”

      Stowe raised his hand. “I volunteer to drive one of Mason’s cars to add distance.”

      Mason immediately started walking toward the garage part of the barn. “Let’s go. Give us five minutes, Adele.”

      Once they were gone, I looked at Noah. “I guess this morning wasn’t a fluke.”

      “I never thought it was. Are you disappointed?”

      “Don’t you know?”

      He smiled gently. “Yes, but I want to hear it from you.”

      “I never wanted to be different.”

      “I know. But…?”

      But my skin was tingling with a strange mixture of amazement and dread. My head knew that this was dangerous. No Psych should be able to borrow abilities like this. There was too much potential for power. Yet, my heart couldn’t deny that the prospect of communicating with people telepathically was exhilarating.

      Without putting too much thought into it, I focused on Noah and spoke silently to him. Can you hear me?

      His face brightened. “Yes.”

      Is this weird for you?

      “Not at all.”

      What is it like?

      “The voice sounds like you, but it has more of a whispery quality. Like it doesn’t want to startle me.”

      I smiled. That’s good. I’d hate for you to injure yourself in the middle of your daily downward facing dog.

      Noah laughed, his features warm and encouraging. “I wish I could respond.”

      Me too. Guess we can’t throw out our cell phones quite yet.

      Noah’s cell dinged, and he glanced at the screen. “Stowe says to try it now.”

      Unsure how much concentration was really needed, I closed my eyes yet again and focused my attention on Stowe alone.

      You’re the Jake to my Amy.

      I knew he’d appreciate the Brooklyn Nine-Nine reference, and it wasn’t quite as embarrassing as my first attempt.

      Opening my eyes, I asked, “Did you hear that?”

      “No.”

      Noah’s phone dinged a minute later, and he read, “Tell Adele that she can shoot me in the leg anytime...whatever that means. And Mason wants his own message.”

      I thought for a few seconds. Remembering the somewhat ridiculous conversation when Jem asked him to “turn into” a merman, I smiled and closed my eyes.

      I still want to see you as a merman.

      The next text arrived even quicker, and after Noah skimmed the message, he handed the phone over to me with a shake of his head.

      Stowe: Mason’s exact words—only if you’ll dress up as Ariel.

      Stowe: And I second that. Yes, please.

      Stowe: For Halloween.

      Stowe: Or how about Valentine’s Day? That’s sooner.

      Stowe: Or to celebrate Friday. Everyone loves Friday.

      Laughing, I dialed Stowe’s number, and he immediately picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Are we done with this whole testing thing?”

      “Depends. Where are we on this whole Ariel thing?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re relentless.”

      “Only when I want to see you in a seashell bra.”

      “Goodbye, Stowe.”

      He laughed. “We’re heading back now.”

      I hung up and returned the phone to Noah. He was watching me with a strange look on his face, and I couldn’t help feeling self-conscious. “What?”

      “I know this has been a rough day, but despite all of it, you’re happy.”

      Was I? I took stock of my body and realized I felt completely relaxed. And my chest was full of warmth rather than panic or worry or dread.

      Well, how about that? I was happy.
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      “Are you avoiding my brother?”

      I glanced at Jem in the passenger seat of my CR-V and inwardly groaned. Of course, she would bring up Jameson.

      “Nope.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, her tone laced with skepticism. “He seems to think you are.”

      “He’s wrong.”

      Technically, I hadn’t been avoiding him since our run-in two mornings ago. Had I been relieved that we’d coincidentally failed to bump into each other? Maybe.

      “Then what was up with you inviting Noah over to Mason’s and not him?”

      “Stowe practically demanded that Noah come over for the video games. I had nothing to do with it.”

      “You knew he and Heidi wanted to talk to everyone.”

      Like I could forget.

      Keeping my eyes peeled on the road like a frightened deer might suddenly leap onto the highway, I said, “Yeah. It ended up being a busy day. And then Mason and Jameson both had other plans yesterday.”

      Mason was dealing with some mysterious work issue, and as much as I wanted to question him about it, I’d refrained. I needed to be able to trust him. And demonstrate to him that I did.

      Despite our newly-agreed-to dating status, there was a tiny voice in the back of my mind warning me not to lose my heart to the gorgeous pseudo-Collector. That same voice pricked at me, making me question if this was all some kind of elaborate game to him. If he was merely using me.

      But then I thought about the way he looked at me and the feel of his mouth on mine. It had felt real.

      “If you say so,” Jem replied.

      Deciding this was as good a time as any to share my recent discovery, and maybe distract her from the topic of Jameson, I kept my eyes open but concentrated on my friend.

      I do say so.

      Jem yelped, and even from my peripheral vision, I could see her shocked face.

      “What the fuck just happened?”

      I shrugged, like it was an everyday occurrence. “I spoke to you telepathically.”

      “What—when—how?”

      “Do you also want to know who and where?”

      “Stop being a smartass and tell me what the fuck is happening. Is this some kind of crazy spell?”

      “Not exactly.”

      As quickly and succinctly as possible, I explained what happened. It was easier this time, but I would probably end up asking her or Noah to share the news with Jameson. I’d already told Aunt Ruby all about it on the phone yesterday. I didn’t want to go through the whole thing yet again.

      “So, it’s not a temporary thing? You’re a telepath now?”

      “I don’t really know. We think that since I originally ‘asked’ for Noah’s abilities for just a few moments, that’s what I got.” Thankfully. I really, really didn’t want to become an empath permanently. “But I didn’t put any such restriction on my wish for Stowe’s. And here I am...still able to send telepathic messages days later.”

      “That’s fucking awesome.”

      “It’s something.”

      “No, it’s not something,” she replied with an annoyed huff. “It’s the best thing ever. You’re officially the most powerful Psych I know or have ever heard of.”

      “Yeah, and you don’t see a problem with that? Think about what will happen when Intuition finds out. If they wanted me before…” I trailed off, not wanting to finish the thought.

      More than ever, I had to find a way to put a stop to Grace and Sheila and Geppetto and everyone else ready and waiting to use me. I didn’t know the full extent of this new ability yet, but I already knew I had too much power. Too much potential.

      “You need my precognition ability. It’ll warn you of danger—you’ll see it coming.”

      “No. Not until I find a way to ensure that you won’t be impacted. What if I accidentally steal your ability? I won’t take the chance.”

      I’d already had this discussion with Mason, Stowe, and Noah. After our little telepathy experiment the other night, Mason had been more than ready to share his illusionary powers. But I wasn’t going to just start taking abilities left and right. We needed to wait and think it through. This might not be like measles, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be unintended side effects.

      Thankfully, we’d been able to verify that Stowe’s telepathy still worked as it had before. While I was touching him, he was able to send messages to Noah and Mason without any problem. So, that was something.

      “But you need it more than me. You always have.”

      “No,” I replied harshly, making it clear that I wasn’t willing to consider it. At least, not yet. “Now, what exit do I need?”

      She sighed but let it go to give me directions. A few minutes later, I parked in front of a two-story white house with deep turquoise shutters.

      I stared at the house before twisting my head to gape at Jem. “This can’t be Andrea’s house.”

      “Why not? What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s a beachfront property. It has to be worth, what...” I didn’t even know. It had never crossed my mind to visit a beach house, much less explore how much one might cost.

      “About two million, I think,” she replied breezily before hopping out of the SUV.

      Two million dollars? Holy shit.

      In a daze, I followed her up the drive and into the house. The interior had clearly been updated in the last few years. Clean lines met simple elegance, much like the previous owner.

      “It’s lovely.”

      “It is.” I detected a hint of sorrow in her voice, which wasn’t surprising. Jem had been handling Andrea’s death better than I expected. But standing in her substitute mother’s home had to make the loss more poignant.

      “How are you doing with everything? You haven’t said much lately.”

      She turned a sad smile on me. “You haven’t asked.”

      Yeah, I was a self-involved, crappy friend. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not really. To be honest, when it comes to Andrea, I’m all talked out.”

      “Don’t tell me your brother has been your sounding board.” As much as he loved Jem, I couldn’t see Jameson trading stories, much less feelings, about their former guardian.

      A little bit of her usual grin came through. “No.”

      “Noah, then?”

      “No. And not Stowe either.” She dropped her head almost bashfully, which was unusual for Jem. “I’ve kind of been talking to someone.”

      “Someone of the male persuasion?”

      “Maaaybe.”

      “Who is he? Someone who works at the spa?” Since she only went straight to work and back home these days, that seemed the most likely scenario.

      “I’m not ready to say more.” She tugged on my sleeve. “Come on. You haven’t seen the best part yet.”

      She led me to the back of the house, where large windows overlooked sand dunes and the beach in the distance. Walking out onto the massive deck, the salty breeze whipped my hair.

      Jem plopped onto a lounge chair. “This is heaven, don’t you think?”

      I sat next to her, still stunned that this house belonged to me. But I wasn’t too out of it to notice the look on Jem’s face. She loved it here…like, really loved it.

      “Will you answer something honestly?”

      She shot me one of her signature grins. “Of course.”

      “Are you upset that Andrea left this house to me?”

      “Absolutely not. Don’t even think that. This was obviously her way of trying to make up for what she did to you, and I think it’s perfect. If she’d asked for my opinion, I would have told her exactly that.”

      “But you want to live here, don’t you?”

      She bit down on her lip. “Have you decided what you’re going to do with it? Are you going to move in?”

      I hadn’t given it much thought until yesterday. Then, it had hit me that dating Noah and Stowe while still living in the same house with Jameson could get awkward. Even if he hadn’t been affected by our tumultuous relationship, for lack of a better word, I couldn’t say the same.

      Apparently seeing some interest in my expression, Jem perked up. “Because if you are, I thought maybe we could be roommates. I’d pay you rent, of course, but it could be fun. This would make a great gal pal house.”

      It would. But that meant leaving Stowe and Noah. Not that we’d be more than twenty minutes away from each other. And the distance would put Mason on more even ground with my current housemates.

      Maybe this was the answer. It made sense, and I didn’t hate the idea of waking up to this view every morning.

      “I’ll think about it. But no rent.” If she and the guys wouldn’t allow me to pay rent at the mansion, I sure wasn’t going to turn around and charge her to live at Andrea’s.

      She grinned. “Fuck, yeah. I’ll convince you to give in—just watch me.”

      I laughed. “If anyone can wear me down, it’s you.”

      “It’s one of my many special talents. Speaking of talents, you haven’t told me about your Intuition assignment yet.”

      Oh, yeah. That.

      “The job itself wasn’t that interesting, but what happened afterward was.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Let me ask you this—when did your parents die? I mean, what was the month?” My mind was still spinning from what Grace told me, and I didn’t want to just spring it on her.

      “January. The anniversary was a couple of weeks ago.”

      “January, thirteen years ago?”

      “Yes.”

      So, Grace had been right. My mom had died mere weeks after the Psych Squad’s parents.

      “That was about six weeks before my mother died.”

      “Really? I didn’t realize.”

      “Neither did I.” I inhaled deeply and released it. “What if the two incidents are connected?”

      Her eyebrows rose, and I could see the wheels turning, so I continued. “Think about it. My mom must have had the locket for a reason. She’d written down your address and tucked it and the locket away in a drawer that it took me over twelve years to discover. If there’s not a connection, it’s a pretty crazy coincidence.”

      She nodded. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. How do we find out?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. There’s nothing left of my mom’s to glean memories from…but what about your mother’s stuff? I don’t want to pry into her past, but it’s the only thing I can think of.”

      Jem reached for the locket hanging around her neck and moved it back and forth along its chain. “There’s quite a bit of her stuff in the attic. We could go through it…”

      I nodded, not totally convinced. I wasn’t wild about the idea of pawing through Patricia Drake’s personal items, especially when I didn’t even know what I was looking for.

      “Wait,” Jem said, holding up the locket. “What about this? You saw a memory from it months ago, but think about how much your abilities have changed and grown since then. How do we know you can’t see more from the locket? Maybe you can search through the memories associated with objects like you do with people.”

      Huh. I hadn’t considered that. It had been a while since I’d attempted to see the past through touching an object, and I’d never attempted to see more than what naturally came to me.

      “It’s worth a try.”

      She slipped the chain over her head and handed it over. I studied the angel wings that came together, creating a heart. The piece was so simple, innocent-looking. Yet, it had been the catalyst for all of this. If I hadn’t made the concerted effort to see into its past, I probably wouldn’t have broken Ruby’s spell. And I never would have met the Drakes...or Noah, Stowe, or Mason.

      The thought of touching it again was somehow reassuring. If there was an object in existence that could help solve the mystery of my mom’s death, it was this one. Making the effort was the least I could do.

      With the soothing sound of the sea lulling me into a state of meditation, I removed my gloves and held the locket in both of my hands. Instead of waiting for a memory to come to me, I closed my eyes and actively concentrated on my mother’s name and face, willing the necklace to show me the connection I sought.

      I’m in the den at the estate. Though the décor is different, the room appears much the same. A woman I immediately recognize as Patricia Drake is seated at a desk, writing on the exterior of a small box.

      After setting the pen down, she removes the locket from around her neck and holds it in her hand, peering at it sadly.

      “What are you doing?” James Drake says as he enters the room, wearing the same clothes as the first memory I saw of him.

      “I’m shipping my locket to Laura Rose. In case something happens...well, I just want someone to know the truth.”

      “Laura?” His eyebrows draw together, just as I’d seen his son’s do countless times. “I thought she didn’t want to be contacted after getting married and leaving the group.”

      “We see each other a few times a year in secret,” Patricia says with a small smile. “I couldn’t let my best friend completely disappear from my life, now could I?”

      James runs his fingers lightly through her hair. “I should have known.”

      Though I tried to hang on, to see more, the memory seemed to shove me back into the present. Opening my eyes, I stared first at the locket and then at Jem in wonder.

      “I can’t believe it.”

      Jem sat up straighter. “What? What is it?”

      “Our moms were best friends.”
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      My arms full of supplies, I led Megan down the stone path toward the guesthouse. Noah had offered to let us use it so we would have complete privacy for my “magic practice” session. I’d agreed, though now that I thought about it, it might be safer to hide in the woods. Given the choice, I’d rather burn down a tree or two than Noah’s house.

      Not that I planned to burn anything down. Hopefully, I’d be fine as long as I didn’t attempt to mess with the weather...or get too distracted.

      Jem and I had spent the rest of the day yesterday going through Patricia’s things, looking for evidence of her friendship with my mom. Or, at least, we’d tried. The attic was full of so many boxes, it had been nearly impossible to narrow down the ones containing personal items.

      The task had been more of a last-ditch effort than an earnest attempt to discover new information, anyway. Every attempt to extract more memories from the locket had proved fruitless. Clearly, my psychometry was more limited when it came to objects instead of people.

      “How cute,” Megan said as we approached the guesthouse. “Is this where you stay?”

      “No, it’s Noah’s house.”

      “Noah?” She wiggled her eyebrows mischievously. “One of the boyfriends?”

      “Yes, actually.”

      For the first time, I knew how to answer that question. I’d survived the “define the relationship” stage of our relationship, and now I could officially claim him as my boyfriend.

      I knocked on the door, and it swung open a few seconds later to reveal a shirtless, sweaty Noah. He mopped at his face with a towel and gave me a sheepish smile.

      “I’m so sorry. I completely lost track of time.”

      “Yoga can do that to a person…or so I hear.”

      I was still working on reaching that level of Zen. I probably would have been closer, but I struggled with motivation. Without hard evidence that yoga was helping me control my powers, I tended to be content with skipping days here and there.

      He smiled. “Because I’ve told you?”

      “Exactly.” I glanced at Megan, whose eyes were huge as she stared at Noah.

      I didn’t blame her. His lean frame could be deceiving. Under his usual baggy clothing, he was all smooth skin and sleek muscles, and she was getting a front-row view.

      “Megan, this is Noah. Noah, Megan.”

      “Sorry about this,” he said, gesturing to his torso. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “It’s not a problem,” she said quickly. Too quickly. “And it’s nice to meet you as well.”

      He directed his attention back to me. “I’m going to take a quick shower and then get out of your hair. Make yourselves comfortable.”

      After depositing my supplies on the small dining table, I glanced at Megan, who still appeared shell-shocked.

      “You must teach me your ways.”

      “What?” I asked with a laugh. “Aren’t you supposed to be the teacher?”

      “Not when it comes to the ways of the heart.” She shook her head in obvious disbelief. “First Stowe and then...him? How? I mean, good for you. But how?”

      “Honestly? I don’t have a clue.” Even going back to the beginning, I struggled to pinpoint how I’d ended up dating multiple men. “It just sort of happened. And it’s only been official for two days.”

      “Why can’t something like that happen to me?”

      “Maybe because you live on a commune with a bunch of women?”

      “Commune? Is that what you call it?”

      Oops. “Sorry. I don’t mean any offense…it’s just what I first thought when I saw all the houses on the property together.”

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s kind of catchy, actually.”

      I spent the next few minutes showing her the box of magical supplies from my grandmother’s trunk. Though there wasn’t much to work with, she seemed convinced that we’d have enough to start with.

      “From what Ruby said, you’ll find this more interesting.” I withdrew the large, very old book from my tote and carefully placed it on the table.

      She gasped as she placed a careful hand on the cover. “Is that the Rose book of spells?”

      “You know about it?”

      “Of course. We thought it had been lost…but, I guess Ruby knew the truth.”

      “Only for the last month and a half.” I studied her sober expression. “Are you angry that she kept it from you?”

      “No, though some of the others might be upset. We have plenty of books, but this is the spell book…the one intended for the coven.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. Ruby had told me to keep it, but now I felt guilty. My resistance to joining, or even meeting, the coven had kept the book from them.

      “Don’t be. You didn’t know and, if I’m completely honest, I doubt many of the women would be that interested. Few of them want to practice new magic these days. They’re content using the spells they’ve known for forever.”

      “You’re the exception, then?” I asked, knowing the answer before I posed the question.

      She shrugged. “Yeah. I told you—I like to experiment. It’s part of my nature, I guess. I’m curious.”

      “Well, that’s good for me.”

      Noah came out of the bedroom then, his hair wet and a laptop bag slung over his shoulder. Pausing in front of me, he leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “You know where to find me, if you need anything.”

      His eucalyptus-vanilla scent was stronger than usual, making me want to sink into his arms as it enveloped me.

      He shot me a knowing grin before saying goodbye to Megan and heading toward the door. “Oh. I stocked the fridge with some normal food, and there’s hot chocolate in the pantry.”

      “You’re the best.”

      He smiled. “I’ll be sure to tell Stowe you said so.”

      Once he was gone, Megan scowled playfully at me. “I officially hate you.”

      “I don’t suppose it’ll help to mention that he and Stowe aren’t the only ones?”

      Her jaw went slack. “There’s another one?”

      I nodded, not bothering to hide my grin. This was kind of fun. Though Jem had teased me about the guys plenty over the last couple of months, there was a certain “ick” factor for her when it came to Noah and Stowe. Megan had no such hang-ups.

      “Is he as hot as the other two?”

      “He falls a little more under the beautiful category.”

      She sighed. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to spare one of them, would you? I’ll even let you choose.”

      I shrugged helplessly. “I may be the witch, but they’ve all put me under their spell.”

      Laughing at my bad joke, she said, “Oh, well. It was worth a try. Now, on to the first lesson.”

      She retrieved a notebook from her bag and opened to the first page. “I wrote down a few simple spells you should memorize. They aren’t exactly what I would consider earth-shattering magic, but they’re a place to start.”

      Reading the first one, I couldn’t help but snicker. “‘Daughter of the earth, son of the sea, feel my worth, hear my plea’?”

      She gave me an indulgent smile. “Yeah, I know. It sounds kind of silly. But, as I’m sure Ruby already explained to you, magic is all about intent. The words are there for guidance, but you have to mean what you’re saying. That’s where the real magic comes from.”

      “So, what does this handy little spell do?”

      “I call it the ‘helping spell,’ because it’s aimed at assisting others. You finish the spell by adding your goal to the rhyme.”

      “Now I have to be a poet too?”

      “It doesn’t actually have to rhyme,” she replied with mild exasperation. “Just say what you want to happen. Your intent has to be completely unselfish for it to work.”

      Megan plucked a white rose petal from the stash of fresh flowers she’d brought with her. “Here, I’ll show you.”

      She closed her fist around the petal. “Personally, I’ve found that crushing the petal is more effective than merely holding it. May I touch you?” I nodded, and she placed her other hand on my forearm. “When it comes to spells that affect other people, touching them while performing the spell is best.”

      Staring at me, her focus intense, she said, “Daughter of the earth, son of the sea, feel my worth, hear my plea. Open Adele’s mind to all she can do, all she can be.”

      Like every time I’d performed a spell, I was aware of the moment it took effect. The change was short and sweet, but I felt it. A brief shift in the air around me.

      “That rhymed,” I said with mock accusation.

      Her eyes widened, and she quickly repeated what she’d said. “Oops. The point is, it doesn’t need to rhyme. It’s just a matter of saying or thinking—it doesn’t have to be spoken aloud—what you want.”

      “Okay, got it. Is using a rose always necessary?”

      “For me? Yes. But I’ve read about a few past witches in the coven who didn’t need them. You may not. From what little I know on the subject, it depends on your natural affinity to magic.”

      Megan spent the next several hours giving me the crash course on magic I’d wanted. We didn’t get into the meat of very many spells. It was more about learning the mechanics behind practicing magic.

      Though she was a good teacher, I couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed. There was so much to learn. Even if I had years to ease into more challenging spells, I didn’t know if I’d truly be prepared.

      At some point, I was going to have to take a leap and be okay with the lack of a net to soften my fall.

      “There is something else I want your help with,” I told Megan as we packed up all of the supplies.

      “Anything.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, trying to figure out a delicate way to explain. “Noah is an empath.”

      “Like, he can sense people’s emotions?”

      “Yes, but he doesn’t just sense them. He feels what the people around him feel.”

      Her expression softened. “That sounds awful.”

      “It is. It’s overwhelming, and when the emotions are particularly strong, he reacts physically. That’s why he lives out here. So he isn’t constantly bombarded by other people’s emotions. And it’s why he’s a strict vegan. His system is too sensitive for most foods.”

      “Thus, the crack about ‘normal’ food,” she guessed.

      “Precisely.”

      “Wow. I can’t even imagine.”

      I used to be able to say the same, but I’d technically experienced it. And those few seconds had been more than enough.

      “Anyway, I was wondering if you had any ideas about a spell that could help him. I spelled Black Tourmaline to block negative emotions, but that spell is only good for one use. I’m wondering about something more permanent.”

      “You want to snuff out his powers altogether?”

      “No. He wouldn’t want that.” At least, I didn’t think he would. “His abilities help him decipher people’s intentions and when they’re lying. That comes in handy more often than you would think.”

      She chuckled. “Yeah, I bet.”

      “There has to be something that can help, though.”

      The sight of his face when he’d told me that he didn’t need sex to be happy with me sprang to mind. He’d been so miserable, and though I’d—hopefully—changed his mind on the subject, I needed to find a way to help him. Not just because of the sex. I wanted him to have the freedom to do the things he’d always avoided due to crowds.

      It was about his well-being, mental and physical.

      Megan tapped a finger against her upper lip. “Good instincts with the Black Tourmaline. Are you thinking a spell that would make the stone work continuously? Because I can definitely help you with that.”

      “I considered that, but I’m not sure it would accomplish everything I’m looking for.”

      “In what way?”

      I hesitated, unsure whether I should share more. I barely knew Megan, and I doubted Noah would want me to reveal his struggles with her. On the other hand, better Megan than my great aunt, right?

      “The thing is...” I put my hands over my quickly-reddening face. “You already know I’m dating three men. I should be able to say this with no problem.”

      She watched me in confusion. “Say what?”

      “When we’re...intimate...he feels what I feel, and—”

      “Oh!” Her eyes seemed to double in size. “Oooh. It’s too hard—” She slammed her mouth shut, and I let out a laugh. No one said witches were more mature than your typical twenty-somethings. “Sorry, poor choice of words. He struggles with endurance.”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Hmmm. Off the top of my head, I don’t know. Let me research it?”

      “Of course.” I pushed the Rose book of spells toward her. “You should take this.”

      She shook her head. “No, no, I can’t.”

      “Seriously, Megan. Although my magic is stronger than it should be, you’re lightyears ahead of me in the magic department. I’m not ready to dig into too many spells…my magic is too much of an unknown quantity to take chances. You should take the book. Study it. Experiment.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I do. Consider it a loan, if that helps.”

      Her mouth lifted into a smile. “Okay, fine. You’ve twisted my arm.”

      “Good. And you’ll tell me if you come up with something to help Noah?”

      “Absolutely.”
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      After waving goodbye to Megan as she drove away, I turned to find Mr. Hot and Whatever standing right behind me, his arms crossed over his wide chest.

      “Shit, Jameson. Warn a girl next time.”

      “And give you time to make up an excuse to run away?”

      I closed the front door before pushing past him. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Me? You’re the one with the overly-full social calendar all of a sudden. I’ve needed to talk to you for three days now.”

      “So, talk.”

      He grabbed my hand and dragged me into the living room. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve been busy. Now, what did you want to say?”

      The alert for the front gate sounded, and he sighed, checking his phone. “It’s Heidi. Stay here, please.”

      I watched him as he walked back to the front door and tried really hard not to notice the perfect fit to his dark-wash jeans. I was officially off the market now; admiring other men’s butts wasn’t allowed. Or, at least, it wasn’t allowed when Jameson was the man in question.

      The idea of moving into the beach house with Jem was looking more and more enticing by the minute.

      Heavy steps fell on the stairs, and I knew Stowe would show his face any second. He was the only one of us who sounded like a cross between an elephant and an overexcited tween descending the stairs.

      Noah entered the living room first, Stowe’s much larger figure looming behind him. “Hey. Jameson texted. Is everything all right?”

      “Heidi’s here. I’m guessing she wants to talk to us.”

      “Okay. Jem is at the spa until later tonight, and Mason is in Richmond for an appointment, so it’ll just be the five of us.”

      “You know Mason’s schedule now?”

      Noah shrugged, but I detected slight discomfort on his part. “We’ve been texting. Are you okay with that?”

      “Of course. I’m glad you’ve become friends.” I’d tried not to put too much thought into how having a relationship with all three of them would work, but I had to believe that their friendship was an integral element.

      Stowe plopped into his favorite chair. “Well, I’m not okay with it.”

      I twisted my head in surprise. After the…um, events during the picnic, I’d assumed he was cool with Mason. He’d practically kissed the guy after getting a chance to drive his Ferrari.

      “Why haven’t I been getting in on this action?” Stowe continued. “Let’s make it a three-way.”

      I choked out a surprised cough. “A what?”

      “A three-way text group, Daphne,” he replied with a broad grin. “Geez, get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “Right,” I said calmly, pretending like my brain wasn’t taking me in unexpected-but-not-at-all-unpleasant directions.

      Noah smirked at me. “Should we make it a four-way instead?”

      My hands, which were once again bare, grew clammy and my heart rate accelerated to a dangerous level. I knew they were messing with me, but my libido wasn’t getting the message. “Very funny.

      Stowe burst out laughing, and I directed a glare at him. It wasn’t nice to play with my emotions that way. And, now, I was thinking about other ways they could play with me...

      Son of a bitch. I tugged at my suddenly-stifling sweater, wondering if it was possible to suffocate while merely standing in the middle of the living room.

      “What’s so funny?” Jameson asked as he entered the room with Heidi on his heels.

      Stowe instantly sobered. “You had to be there. Hey, Heidi.”

      “Hi, Stowe.” She nodded at Noah before asking me, “Mason couldn’t make it?”

      “Apparently, he’s in Richmond. But I can pass on any information he needs to know.”

      “Okay.”

      She and Jameson sat on the couch, and I settled on the floor in front of Noah’s chair. He leaned down to quietly say, “You can sit here.”

      “Thanks, but I’m good.”

      He squeezed my shoulder before sitting back. Jameson was watching us a little too intently, so I asked, “What’s up?”

      Heidi attempted a smile, but it appeared forced. “I took a look at the list, like we talked about. And I do know several of the people on it.”

      She twisted her hands in her lap. “The thing is, I’m pretty sure I’m the reason they ended up on it. About a year ago, I convinced some of my friends to go to the spa with me. I was, um, hoping to run into Jamie, but I didn’t want him to know that.”

      “Andrea met with you?” Noah asked.

      “Not with me. Since I’d already been there plenty of times back when Jamie and I were together, I was already in the system. But she met with Katie, Nathan, and Crystal.”

      “Was that the only time?”

      “Yes. Andrea called me that night and, I don’t know, she sounded strange. I figured she felt awkward about me and Jamie, and I told her it had been a mistake. That I’d chickened out of seeing him, and I probably wouldn’t be back. When she sounded relieved, I assumed it was because he was dating someone else, and she didn’t want to be the one to tell me.”

      “So, what’s the theory?” Stowe asked. “Andrea kept the information on you and your friends but was able to avoid handing it over to Intuition? Why even keep it to begin with?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that for the past few days,” Jameson replied. “My guess is that she kept it as some kind of contingency plan. If Intuition ever threatened any of us, she had something to deal with.”

      “I feel so terrible,” Heidi said. “If I hadn’t been acting like a stupid girl, my friends never would have ended up on that list.”

      Jameson covered her twisting hands with his own. “It’s not your fault. There’s no way you could have known.”

      I knew that I should look away, but I couldn’t stop staring at their hands. My gut twisted even more when she smiled up at him, and he returned it with a soft smile of his own.

      Damn it. Noah, Mason, Stowe. Noah, Mason, Stowe. Maybe if I chanted their names over and over, I’d eventually stop feeling this...this insane disappointment.

      Noah’s fingers subtly threaded through my hair, and the action calmed me. I hated that he was experiencing my turmoil over Jameson firsthand, but there was no way to help that. I only had so much control over my emotions, and Noah was always going to sense every one of my weaknesses.

      “Have you told your friends yet?” I asked, hoping to move this conversation along.

      She shook her head, her silky blonde hair flowing over her shoulders like a waterfall. “I wanted to speak with you all first. I’m not sure what to tell them.”

      Jameson released Heidi’s hands and turned his gaze on me. “What’s Mason’s status on Project Pontiac Bandit?”

      “He said that Grace is distracted with the client he’s currently brokering a deal for. But she’s likely going to want an update within the next week.”

      “We need a sacrificial lamb,” he replied. “Someone for Intuition to explore while we figure out what to do with the rest of the list.”

      “It should be me,” Heidi offered, her chin trembling.

      “No.” Jameson’s tone left no room for argument. “There’s no point in putting you on their radar. Your ability isn’t useful to them.”

      The way Noah had described it, she picked up on pieces of the future through a person’s aura. They weren’t clear-cut, though; symbolic rather than event-based.

      “My name is on the list, which means I’m already on their radar.”

      “Okay, but it still wouldn’t make sense for Mason to start brokering a deal with you. If anything, Grace would become more suspicious, because Mason knows better than to focus on someone with your abilities.”

      “My worthless abilities, you mean?” she said somewhat snippily.

      Stowe laughed, his humor restrained. “Welcome to my world.”

      “How about your friends?” I asked Heidi, wanting to get the conversation back on track. “Do any of them have an ability that Intuition would find particularly interesting?”

      “Nathan. He has the ability to manipulate a person’s speech. He doesn’t have to be touching the person, but he does have to be within a few feet.”

      Stowe whistled. “That’s handy.”

      Noah nodded. “And I have a feeling Intuition will agree.”

      “Is there any chance he’ll be willing to help us?” I asked. “He could always go into hiding before Mason turns his name over to Grace. That way, we can string this process out as long as possible.”

      “I think so. He’s always been the rebellious type, so he’ll probably jump at the chance.”

      “Do you want me to ask Mason to approach him? That way, you don’t have to be involved.”

      She sighed. “No, I put him in this position. I should be the one to talk to him.”

      “Okay.”

      We talked for a while longer about the best way to deal with Intuition and the rest of the potentials on the list. But without Mason here to lead us, the discussion was purely hypothetical, and my mind started to stray. I thought about the lush grounds surrounding Mason’s plantation and our picnic next to the creek. I thought about the relatively cozy beach house and the peaceful sound of the ocean lapping against the shore. Really anything other than this moment in a mansion that was beginning to feel too small.

      When Jameson left to walk Heidi out, Noah leaned forward to speak quietly into my ear. “We should talk about Jameson.”

      “We really shouldn’t. I don’t want you to get in the middle of this. It’ll be easier if you just let me get over it in my own time.”

      “But it’s not—”

      “Stop, please. Just…let it go. Can you do that?”

      His forehead wrinkled. “I don’t know.”

      “Try?”

      He nodded. “I’ll try.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Stowe asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Daphne—”

      “Seriously, Stowe. Nothing. Now, what does everyone want for dinner?”

      We spent the next half-hour making and eating dinner. It was a rather subdued affair, probably because even Stowe could sense something was going on with me and Jameson but didn’t want to broach the subject.

      The Frowny One had appeared just long enough to say he had a meeting at the spa with the new director of the yoga studio before disappearing. Noah had undoubtedly felt my relief, but I wasn’t even embarrassed about it this time. I needed a break from Jameson.

      Another one.

      “Did you and Jem find anything interesting in the attic?” Stowe asked, once he’d scarfed down two grilled cheeses and a bowl of tomato soup.

      “Other than spiders and endless boxes? No.”

      “Do you want our help? I don’t have anything to do tonight, and the three of us could probably make some progress.”

      “Thanks, but I’m not even sure what I’m looking for. Most likely, any objects that would have helped me discover what happened to my mom were in the shop thirteen years ago. Or my house…and there’s nothing left of that.”

      “But it wasn’t just about finding clues, was it?” Noah asked.

      “Well, no. I’m curious about my mom’s friendship with Patricia. I wish she’d told me she had friends who were psychics.”

      Stowe patted his full stomach. “You know, if your mom was best friends with Patricia, she must have known our parents as well. They were all a part of the same group from the time they were teenagers.”

      That was a new twist that hadn’t occurred to me. “Just think…if things had been different, I might have grown up with all of you.”

      He grinned. “I would have pulled on your pigtails daily.”

      Considering how often he tugged on my hair now, I had no doubt. “How do you know I wore pigtails?”

      “Don’t all girls?”

      At some point or another, probably. I certainly had.

      Noah placed an apple slice on my plate, something that had become a habit. He knew I liked to eat just one at the end of my meal. The light sweetness was the perfect finish and kept me from searching for a piece of chocolate. Most of the time.

      “It would have made things easier,” I said wistfully. “Having friends who were Psychs.”

      “And we could have started dating in high school,” Stowe added.

      “Except, I’d probably be another Jem to you.” In other words, they’d think of me as a sister.

      Noah chuckled as Stowe scrunched up his face and said, “Impossible.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Anyway, what I was going to say is that if your mom was friends with all of our parents, then I’m the person who will have evidence of it. My mom was the queen of putting together photo albums and scrapbooks and all that shit.”

      “Really? You have them?”

      “In my closet. You want to go check them out?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I’ll clean up the kitchen,” Noah said. “You two go on ahead.”

      “Thanks.”

      Stowe’s large walk-in closet was surprisingly neat. All of his dirty clothes were in the hamper, his large shoes were lined up on a shelf, and his clothes were neatly hung on matching hangers. You would have thought I lived with former soldiers rather than bachelors considering how well all three of them picked up after themselves.

      At the back of the closet, a number of storage tubs lined the wall. Stowe retrieved one of them, setting it on the floor by his bed. “Let’s start with this one.”

      I sat next to him on the bed and watched as he lifted a stack of photo albums from the bin. The moment I spied a light blue album, I snagged it. “Please tell me this is a baby album.”

      Stowe groaned. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, after all.”

      “Not good—great.”

      I flipped the book open to find a picture of a chubby baby with light hair. Twisting my head this way and that, I tried to find a resemblance to Stowe. But besides his size, I couldn’t make out any identifying features.

      Of course, I’d never been one to think newborns looked like much beyond squishy faces and large foreheads. They needed a few months to grow into their bodies and personalities.

      Turning to the next page, I couldn’t resist letting out an “awww.” There were a series of photos that catalogued each month. At the six-month mark, I could see a little bit of the adult he would become. His cheeks were as huge as his grin, and there was definitely mischief in those eyes.

      “Look how adorable you were.”

      “Are,” he said with a huff. “I’m still adorable.”

      I kissed his bearded cheek. “Yes, you are.”

      On the next page, my attention was caught by a photo of his mother. Her identity was obvious by the way she stared down at the baby in her arms like he was her entire world.

      I ran a finger over her long hair, the same light brown as Stowe’s. “She was lovely.”

      “Yeah,” he said softly. “My dad always said she was way too pretty for a big, clumsy oaf like him.”

      My chest squeezed in a combination of poignance and regret. Stowe had made similar comments to me, and now I knew where he got it. And seeing a photo of his father on the next page, it was easy to see that Stowe was very much his father’s son. They looked so much alike, I might have thought they were brothers if I didn’t know better.

      I just wished I could have met him...both of his parents. If life was a little fairer, I would have. “What were their names?”

      “Christina and Phillip, but they went by Tina and Phil.”

      Tina, Phil, and Stowe. They’d been a picture-perfect little family, and as Stowe told me stories that went along with some of the photos, it was obvious he’d thought so too.

      A few photo albums later, we stumbled upon a series of photos with his parents, the Greenes, and the Drakes as teenagers. When I spotted familiar deep red hair, my breath caught in my throat. “It’s her.”

      My mom, Tina, and Patricia were sitting in the sand, squinting into the sun and making goofy faces. They looked happy and carefree, like teenagers should.

      Relief settled into my chest. I’d half-wondered if the vision I’d seen was wrong. Or if I’d imagined Patricia Drake saying that she’d been best friends with my mom.

      Now, I had proof. Before she’d made the decision to marry a non-Psych and live as normal a life as possible, my mom had a group of Psych friends. And not just any group. The Psych Squad’s parents.

      If the circumstances and timing surrounding her death weren’t suspicious before, this information sealed the deal. There had to be a connection. And if I had to wager a guess, someone at Intuition was behind my mother’s “accident.”

      Stowe squeezed my knee. “You look like her.”

      “It’s the hair.”

      “No, it’s more than that. It’s your spirit.”

      I stared at my mom’s smiling face, searching for the resemblance and wondering if I’d ever been that carefree. I didn’t remember feeling that way. Maybe it was something I needed to strive for instead of trying to remember.

      Flipping through the rest of the album, I hunted for another glimpse of my mom. There weren’t any more photos of her, but I did notice a number of empty slots scattered throughout. Had Tina intended to remove all the evidence of her and missed just that one?

      Stowe extracted the photo with my mom from its protective plastic sleeve and placed it in my lap. “You should have this.”

      Tears pricked at my eyes. Because of the fire, I’d lost every single photograph of my mother. I’d never imagined that I’d get a second chance at peering into her past. Especially not like this.

      It was the gift I’d never known I wanted more than anything.

      I carefully placed the photo on the nightstand before turning to Stowe. His smile was soft and his eyes worshipful. And my stupid heart was so full, my chest ached from containing it.

      Grasping his jaw with my hands, I touched my lips to his.

      “I love you, Stowe.”
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      Adele

      

      “Good lord, woman. Took you long enough.”

      Stowe gripped my hips, and without any noticeable effort, lifted my body so I was straddling his thighs. Looping my arms around his neck, I stared at his brown eyes. The color was more vibrant than usual, and if it was possible for eyes to smile, his were doing just that. In fact, everything about him seemed happy; he practically vibrated with it.

      “Now that I’ve got you in my arms, and my bed, what shall I do with you?”

      “Anything you want,” I replied honestly.

      It was as though all the walls I’d constructed to keep him at a distance had been demolished in one fell swoop. This was Stowe. He’d been my friend, my champion, my protector since almost the moment we met. I loved how he saw me—funnier, more confident, prettier than I’d ever seen myself. On some level, he made me all of those things.

      “I’m yours, Stowe.”

      Resting his wrists on my shoulders, he grazed my neck and jaw with his fingers. “I’ve always been yours, Adele. Always will be.”

      He bridged the small gap between us, settling his mouth on mine. I tightened my arms around his neck and pushed against him. His erection pressed into me, and the ache that had been building blossomed into carnal need.

      Warmth started in my chest, spreading outward until my skin burned with the intensity of it. I began to unwind my arms to remove my shirt, but Stowe beat me to it, deftly lifting it up and over my head.

      My mind wandered to my lingerie for a moment as I tried to remember if I’d worn something sexy, or at least cute. But as Stowe kissed his way down to my shoulder and then over the tops of my breasts, I stopped caring. I closed my eyes and threw my head back, feeling freer than I remembered feeling…ever.

      He nudged one cup of my bra down, and my breast sprang free. “Damn, baby. You’re so beautiful.” He took a nipple into his mouth, sucking gently before releasing it and moving on to the other one.

      I moved against him, grinding into him, needing to be closer. To feel him skin-to-skin. Clawing at his shirt, I rasped his name.

      In no more than a blink, he rolled me onto my back so that I was trapped under him. Leaning back, he watched me while he tore off his hoodie and tossed it on the ground.

      Spotting his mountain range tattoo etched on his side in black ink, I reached out to touch it. “I love this. It’s perfect for you.”

      “You’re perfect for me.”

      I grinned, but it slowly faded as he unbuttoned his jeans and slid them down his legs. Standing there in nothing but crimson boxer briefs, I had to remind myself to breathe.

      Stowe was a masterpiece, an Adonis statue come to life. But he was more than bulging biceps and six-pack abs. While his body exuded power and strength, his expression was a study in tenderness and vulnerability.

      “You’re the beautiful one,” I breathed.

      He shook his head but didn’t argue as he tugged my leggings over my hips and down my legs. Standing back, he peered at me, his gaze just as full of love as heat. “Perfect.”

      He brushed his fingers along my calves, knees, and thighs on their way up to my lacy black boyshorts. Pausing at my hips, he looked at me. “You sure?” His voice was rough, making me want to hear it saying my name.

      “Abso-fucking-lutely.”

      Not wasting another second, he yanked off my underwear and flung them on the floor before dropping to his knees and burying his face between my thighs. I cried out as he drew my clit between his lips. He sucked gently, then flicked it with his tongue. He was in no hurry, totally focused on learning what I liked.

      Without realizing it, I’d pushed my hands into his hair, scraping my nails along his scalp. He rumbled in pleasure, and the sound vibrated against me, causing me to moan.

      His responding laughter sent delicious shivers through my center. Strong hands held my legs before pushing them up and out of the way so he could fit his wide shoulders between them.

      “Is this okay?” he asked, draping my legs over him.

      He’d posed a question that needed a response, but I was lost in a riot of sensations and way past being able to speak. Taking my silence as acquiescence, he plunged his tongue inside me, swirling it around before withdrawing and doing it again. And again.

      If he kept this up, I was going to come before he got inside me.

      I pushed at his shoulders, and he glanced up in surprise. “In me,” I said, and he smiled again. God, he was adorable. Dimples in cheeks. Eyes that seemed to twinkle. My Stowe.

      He rolled on a condom and crawled toward me, his shoulders flexing and biceps contracting. He was art in motion, and he was mine.

      He settled over me, elbows propped next to my head so we were nose to nose. For a moment, we just studied each other. It could have been weird, or awkward at the very least, but not with Stowe. I wanted to see every change of expression. I wanted to see if the gold flecks in his brown eyes glittered. I could look at him forever, this beautiful, sweet, protective man.

      His weight pressed down on me, and I lifted my knees to squeeze his hips. The movement opened me to him, placing his hard length right between my folds.

      Rolling my hips, I sought him out. His eyes closed as I surrounded him in my wet heat. “Adele.” He leaned down to find my lips, softly plucking and sipping at them as he eased inside me.

      His thrusts were like waves on the ocean, crashing, withdrawing and then crashing again. I kissed him, pushing past his lips to find his tongue.

      We were hands and lips, touching and tasting. A riot of colors flashed behind my closed eyelids as I allowed myself to truly be skin-to-skin, person-to-person.

      Stowe shifted, moving a hand from next to my head to under my hips. It changed the angle of his thrusts, dragging his cock against something inside my body that had me crying out.

      I pushed against him, searching for release, and his movements lost the graceful tide-like motion they’d had. His breath tickled my ear as he buried his face against the pillow and groaned.

      Everything inside me seemed to gather in one spot like a star being born. There was heat and light and a blinding white explosion that had me crying out Stowe’s name before I dissolved into sparks and fell to Earth.

      Inside me, Stowe swelled. He held himself deep as warmth flooded me.

      “Adele.” My name was just a whisper on his lips, but it resounded with adoration and something more. Something like love.
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      The door flew open, and startled out of my relaxed dozing, I yanked the sheet to my chin. “Stowe, have you seen—” Jameson froze, staring at the two of us, unblinking. “Adele.”

      “Jesus, Jameson,” Stowe said, sitting up in an attempt to hide me from view. “Ever heard of knocking?”

      “Ever heard of putting a sock on the door?” he replied snidely. “Or, hell, locking it?”

      “Just get out.”

      Jameson started to turn but stopped. “No, we’re having this out. Now.”

      “It’s none of your damn business what Adele and I do.”

      “Maybe not, but that’s not why I’m here.” He glared at me, the epitome of Mr. Hot and Frowny. “How could you not tell me that you’re borrowing abilities now?” he spit out. Make that Mr. Hot and Outraged. “Why would you keep something like that from me? If Jem hadn’t let it slip, not knowing it was apparently a secret from only me, how long would it have taken you to tell me?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. I hadn’t meant to keep it from him for so long. Jem had been right. I’d been avoiding him. That’s the only reason this was coming out now. Not because I was actually trying to keep him in the dark about the important stuff.

      Stowe sighed, standing—fully naked—and pulling on his boxer briefs and jeans before tossing me the hoodie he’d been wearing. Jameson didn’t glance away from me for even a second, and I wished the tangled sheets were a pool I could sink into and disappear.

      Not because I was ashamed of what happened with Stowe—that had been perfect, and I refused to be sorry. But because I’d owed Jameson a conversation about our relationship, or lack of one, and we all knew it. Not to mention, he should have been told about my newly-discovered ability days ago.

      I doubted he’d ever admit it, but I detected hurt swirling in his chocolate eyes as much as anger.

      Shit. I’d screwed this up so badly. And I had no one but myself to blame.

      Stowe cleared his throat and, finally earning Jameson’s attention, indicated that the other man should turn around.

      When Jameson’s back was to me, I sat up and slipped the massive sweatshirt over my head and ran my fingers through my hair. It probably didn’t make one bit of difference, but I felt slightly better afterward.

      Stowe leaned down. “Hey. You okay? You don’t have to do this right now. I can kick him out.”

      I shook my head. “He’s right. I shouldn’t have kept…any of it from him.”

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      “No, I need to do this alone.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Love you.” The words weren’t spoken softly, but they lacked warning or possession. All I heard, all I felt, was sincerity and comfort.

      “Love you too.”

      He smiled at me before grabbing Jameson’s arm and dragging him into the hall. They spoke in voices too low for me to hear for a few moments before Jameson was shoved back into the bedroom, the door shutting behind him.

      I stuck my hands in the pockets of the sweatshirt to keep from fiddling with them. His eyes strayed to my bare legs. Even though the shirt came down to mid-thigh, there was plenty of pale skin remaining. I should have taken the time to actually get dressed.

      Swallowing past the melon-sized lump in my throat, I forced myself to lock gazes with him. “I’m sorry.”

      Jameson walked over to the windows and looked out into the darkness, his posture rigid. “I want to say that I don’t know where I went wrong, but that would be a lie. The truth is, I’m not sure I’ve done anything right since the moment I met you.”

      “I should have told you about my new ability.”

      He spun around. “You think that’s what I care about?”

      Feeling increasingly self-conscious, I tugged at the hem of the sweatshirt, willing it to stretch down to my knees. It didn’t.

      “I don’t understand. That’s why you were looking for me, right?”

      He slumped against the glass and closed his eyes. “Just tell me—did I lose my chance?”

      “What? Chance to do what?”

      His eyes fluttered open, his long, dark eyelashes hooding what I knew to be the most intense orbs on the planet. “Be with you.”

      Adrenaline shot through my body, and I had to hold myself back from jumping up. “But Heidi…”

      “What about her?”

      “I’ve seen the way you are with her. You’re relaxed. You smile. And laugh. You’re…I don’t know…warm.”

      “Fuck.” He lightly banged the back of his head against the window. “Is that what’s going on? You thought I was getting back together with Heidi?”

      “Aren’t you?” She’d gone so far as to admit that she’d wanted Jameson back for over a year. And why wouldn’t he want that as well? “She’s perfect for you.”

      “No, she’s my Trevor.”

      I started at the sound of my ex-boyfriend’s name. What did he have to do with this? “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, Heidi is about as right for me as Trevor was for you. She’s simple. Comfortable. But she doesn’t make me feel...well, much of anything. She doesn’t make me angry or scared or frustrated.”

      Jameson stalked slowly toward me, his movements deceptively languid. I’d only seen him like that on one other occasion, and that time, I’d ended up against my closet door while he devoured me whole.

      As he paused in front of me, my pulse quickened, and my mouth suddenly felt as dry as the desert.

      But he didn’t pull me to him or even try to touch me. Instead, he knelt next to the bed, so that he was peering up at me for once.

      “She doesn’t make me feel alive. Not like you do.”

      I swallowed, my chest suddenly too heavy and too light. “Oh.” I had nothing else. No words to reply to a statement that was so unexpected but somehow still right.

      He chuckled, but his expression remained sober. “Months ago, I thought I was having a dream about my literal dream girl. She was standing next to me at the water's edge, the moonlight illuminating her pale skin and vibrant hair. And I was telling her that I couldn't stop thinking about her and that she was everything I didn’t know to want.

      “And then I had another dream and another and finally had to accept that they were visions.” He reached out, cupping my cheek with one hand. “That first vision came true on New Year’s Eve.”

      I thought back, trying to make sense of it. We’d had a moment, to be sure, but he hadn’t declared anything close to what he just described. “I don’t get it. You didn't say any of that to me.”

      “I know.” His eyebrows drew together slightly. “I wanted to. The words were on the tip of my tongue, and...I just couldn’t. Maybe I wasn't ready to say them, or maybe I didn't think you were ready to hear them. Either way, I knew before I even met you that you were the girl of my dreams. And it scared the shit out of me, and I fought like hell against it, but I lost. You win, Adele.

      “Heidi represents the road not taken. She would have made my life easy, sure, but I'd also be bored. You've seen me at my worst and still managed to bring out my best, even if you didn’t realize it. This me—kneeling in front of you—this is as good as it gets.” He lightly caressed my jaw with his thumb. “I'm putting it all out there. I'll still be a grumpy ass now and then, but I'll be your grumpy ass. If you want me.”

      The need to throw myself into his arms hit me fast and hard, especially after that “your grumpy ass” line. But it was quickly overshadowed by the other emotions inundating me. Guilt. Uncertainty. Hope. They fought for dominance, but none of them would, could, win. I was choosing determination instead. I would cling to it even when I longed to accept his offer.

      “It’s not only about what I want.”

      “What is it about? Stowe?”

      Ya think? my sarcastic subconscious sounded in my head. It wasn’t like I was sitting in Stowe’s bed, naked but for Stowe’s shirt, evidence of our earlier activities marring my skin.

      “And Noah and Mason. We made a commitment to each other.” It sounded strange to vocalize it that way, but that didn’t make it any less true.

      His hand fell away, and his head dropped. “So, you made it official? Without talking to me?”

      Tears sprang to my eyes at the hurt in his voice. I moved onto the floor beside him, so we were on more even ground. Though my next words would be difficult, I needed to say them. I had to be as honest with him as he’d been with me.

      “I never stopped wanting you. Not even when I convinced myself I was better off without you.”

      His lips lifted into an almost-smile, and my heart leapt at the sight. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.”

      He leaned in, and seeing the intention in his dark eyes, I scrambled back, careful not to flash him. “Wait.”

      “What is it?” he said, his voice smoky.

      “I—I can’t,” I sputtered halfheartedly. “I won’t cheat on them.” That came out more forceful, thankfully.

      “You really think they’d consider it cheating?”

      “I’d rather not find out.”

      “Fuck. You’re going to make me work for it.” He shook his head while considering me with too much hunger in his gaze for my comfort. “I can respect that. But it won’t stop me from telling you how much I want to suck on that plump bottom lip of yours and maybe stroke your clit while I’m at it.”

      I gasped as heat flooded to my core. “Jameson! What the hell?”

      He grinned at me. “Just giving you a little incentive to work this out with the other guys...sooner rather than later.”

      With that, he pushed up from the floor and walked out of the room without a backward glance. Freaking Jameson Drake. I was going to strangle him. Or screw him.

      And as much as I hated to admit it, the latter was the more likely scenario. Because, damn, that man would never stop getting under my skin. And I kind of loved that about him.
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      Adele

      

      The next week passed in a blur of magic practice, stolen kisses with my three boyfriends, and Mr. Hot and Irritating pushing all of my buttons.

      Jameson had made a game out of torturing me. The heated looks, the “accidental” touches, the double entendres. They were all driving me crazy.

      But the spiteful part of me wasn’t willing to let him win. So, even though I’d already discussed adding him to my “harem”—as Mason insisted on calling it—with my current boyfriends, I wasn’t going to tell Jameson that. I intended to make him sweat a little first.

      That’s why I’d flipped through every piece of clothing in my closet before selecting today’s outfit. The pleated skirt wasn’t that outside of my usual style, but I’d pulled it up and folded the waistband over several times so that the hem barely covered my ass. Paired with a snug V-neck sweater that made my boobs look especially round and perky, the overall effect was a little too good. Especially when I put my hair into a high ponytail with soft tendrils falling around my face.

      I looked ridiculous, like jailbait mixed with a naughty librarian.

      Jameson would lose it...or, at least, I hoped so.

      When I walked into the kitchen, Noah glanced up from his spot at the bar and started choking on his food. “Holy hell. Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      I did a spin, knowing my skirt would flare up to show off my skimpy panties. “Why? Is it working?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      “Where’s Jameson? I thought he’d be down here making breakfast.”

      “Is that what all this—” He gestured to my outfit. “Is about? Payback?”

      “Yep.” Not wanting to bother with cooking, I grabbed a granola bar from the pantry and sat down next to him to wait for my victim to appear.

      “You have a mean streak, you know that?”

      I grinned. “Obviously.”

      “I have a meeting with Heidi later. Do you mind?”

      Since my confrontation with Jameson, he’d turned Project Pontiac Bandit back over to Noah. Although I believed what he told me about his relationship with Heidi, I was grateful Jameson was making an effort to put me at ease. Until we settled things between us, I did feel better knowing he wasn’t spending time with her. And he’d admitted that he was afraid she might have been getting the wrong impression.

      I’d rolled my eyes at that, and yes, he’d deserved it.

      “No, it’s fine.” Even if the pretty blonde developed a crush on Noah next, I had no doubt it wouldn’t be reciprocated. “From what Ruby said, Nathan is settling in just fine with the coven. There might even be a bit of a spark between him and Megan.”

      I’d felt bad about asking Ruby to take on yet another guest, but it made the most sense. Since Mason had officially handed Nathan’s name over to Grace as a prospect for recruitment, he would be better off disappearing from sight.

      Stowe had driven him to the commune, so I hadn’t actually met the Psych yet, but Megan’s voice had changed when talking about him. I didn’t push for more details, but I hadn’t been surprised when Ruby mentioned that the two were hitting it off.

      I was happy for Megan. The woman deserved some action after spending so many years in hiding.

      “What do you have going on today?” Noah asked.

      “Mason called. He needs a favor and is going to pick me up soon.”

      He cleared his throat. “And you’re going out in that?”

      “I’ll adjust my skirt once Jameson—” Hearing feet on the stairs, I darted to the refrigerator and opened the door. Pretending to search for something on the bottom shelf, I leaned over, intentionally wiggling my ass more than necessary. Not that any wiggling was necessary.

      “What the fuck are you wearing?”

      At the sound of Jameson’s strangled words, I popped up and turned to him with a broad smile. “Good morning. You want some orange juice?”

      He glared at me, his chest heaving. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Okay, no OJ. Got it.”

      “Adele,” he growled.

      “Something wrong?” I asked with exaggerated innocence.

      “No,” he said through gritted teeth. “Everything is great.”

      “Great,” I mimicked.

      The front gate alert rang out, and I returned to the bar, where I’d left my purse. “That’ll be Mason.”

      Finding Noah watching me with amusement, I leaned over and planted a lengthy kiss on his lips. “See you later.” Walking out of the kitchen with a little extra bounce in my steps, I called over my shoulder, “Bye, Mr. Grumpypants.”

      Jameson grunted in response, and I trotted out the front door with a satisfied grin on my face. Ten points to the psychic-witch hybrid, and I hadn’t even had to use powers of any type to win this round. Good old sex appeal had done the trick.

      When I settled into the front seat of Mason’s Mercedes, he lifted his eyebrows. “I think you might be confused about what kind of favor I needed, little thief.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make myself presentable,” I said, adjusting my skirt to its intended length. “This was for Jameson’s benefit.”

      He chuckled lowly as he sped out of the driveway. “You still haven’t told him that he’s in?”

      “Nope. After all the hell he’s put me through over the last few months, I think he deserves a little taste of his own medicine.”

      “Vicious. I like it.”

      And I liked the silky way he’d said that, but now probably wasn’t the time to bring that up. “So, what is it that we’re doing?”

      “You remember Joseph? Skinny, scared kid who can’t seem to recall his abduction from several weeks ago?”

      I immediately sobered. This definitely wasn’t the fun kind of favor. “Yes.”

      “Well, he has it in his head that you can help him remember the missing pieces.”

      “He wants me to give him details about the memories I picked up on?” To be fair, I hadn’t actually said anything about what I’d seen in front of him. Since Abel had been there reading my mind, there hadn’t been a reason to.

      “No. Apparently, there’s a rumor going around that you can manipulate memories. He’s hoping you’ll be able to restore all of it, not just what you saw last time.”

      My stomach twisted. He wanted me to return the memories he’d lost? I didn’t want to let him down, but I had no idea if that was even possible. Then again, I didn’t necessarily need to limit myself to what I knew. That had been proven time and time again.

      “I’ll do what I can, but I doubt I can pull that off.”

      “That’s what I told Sara. The favor is more for her. She’s friends with Joseph and is worried about him.”

      I sighed. One more person to worry about letting down—great. “Okay.”

      Mason glanced over at me, his expression thoughtful. “So, have you given any more thought to moving to the plantation?”

      Had I given it any thought at all would have been the better question. Although he’d technically offered, that was before we’d become a couple. It had a different meaning now, one I didn’t know how to interpret.

      “Is that what you want?”

      He rested his hand on my bare knee, caressing it. “I want to see you more.”

      “I’ve actually been thinking about moving into the beach house with Jem.” Although, now that Jameson and I had worked out our issues, or at least the most pressing ones, I wasn’t so anxious to leave the estate.

      “Beach house?”

      I quickly filled him in on the house that Andrea had left me and Jem’s request to move in together. The idea had its merits, but I was still hesitant to leave Noah, Stowe, and Jameson.

      “Not to discourage you, but have you considered the security issues? The system at the estate is decent, though still nowhere near the level of my place. There’s probably not much that can be done to beef up the security at the beach house, other than the alarm system.”

      “Good point.” I had a feeling Jameson, and probably even Stowe, would have strong objections to the idea.

      “Until we come up with a more permanent solution, maybe you can stay with me one or two nights a week?”

      Not realizing until that moment how much I’d been wanting to spend time with him, I bit back my yelp of excitement. “I’d like that.”

      “I’m sure it doesn’t hurt that you can ogle my antiques while you’re at it.”

      I shot him a sultry smile. “That’s not all I’ll be ogling.”

      He laughed and gripped my knee with the promise of something more. “Keep that up, you little minx, and I might just kidnap you. The rest of your harem can have you back next week.”

      I knew he was teasing, but heat still spread outward from where his skin touched mine. Though we weren’t quite ready to spend that kind of night together, my mind was more than willing to play out his little fantasy. I wasn’t a jump into bed on the first date kind of girl, and Mason and I hadn’t even gone out together. Unless our four-wheeling expedition counted.

      At this point, I was ready to declare that it counted and move onto the second date.

      It probably should have bothered me that I was contemplating having sex with more than one man. It was inevitable with the way my relationships were building. But I was choosing not to dwell on it. The men in question had all given their consent to the situation.

      If they weren’t objecting, who was I to complain?

      About twenty minutes into the drive, Mason pulled into a small parking lot that led to what I would describe as more of a picnic area than a park. There was a large map posted indicating the routes for several trails.

      Only one other vehicle was in the parking lot. Considering it was a random Tuesday in January, I wasn’t surprised. Hiking wasn’t a particularly popular activity during the winter.

      Spotting Sara and Joseph sitting at a picnic table in the midst of a grove of trees, we headed that direction. I pulled my coat tight against me, lamenting the steep drop in temperature since yesterday...and my decision to wear a skirt.

      “I’ve never been here. It’s pretty.”

      Mason grinned. “It’s good for clandestine meetings.”

      “Nice word.”

      “Thanks.”

      Sara looked up at our approach, her light blonde hair and sweet face giving her a bit of an angelic look. I could understand why Mason was protective of her. One bite, and Intuition might end up swallowing her whole. I’d hate to see that happen to her.

      “Hi, Mr. Gatsby. Miss Rose.”

      “Sara,” Mason sighed.

      I bit back a laugh, enjoying Mason’s reaction to her. “Please call me Adele.”

      She nodded, but I had feeling my words would have about as much of an effect as Mason’s insistence that she call him…well, anything other than Mr. Gatsby.

      Turning to Joseph, I said, “I honestly don’t know if I’ll be able to do what you want. I’ve never restored memories before.”

      His knees were bouncing, and he couldn’t seem to maintain eye contact. I was starting to wonder if he was just a nervous person. Poor guy.

      “I understand. It seemed worth a try.”

      “Okay.”

      I sat down across from Joseph, and Mason took the empty seat next to him.

      I considered my strategy but didn’t have much of one. If I’d learned anything, it was that even breathing and a clear mind went a long way.

      “Like last time, concentrate on what you last remember about that day, and I’ll go from there.”

      After removing my gloves, I placed my hands next to his on the table and closed my eyes. I spent several minutes listening to the rustling of leaves while I counted my breaths. When I felt as prepared as possible, I grasped Joseph’s wrist and focused on his memories. But instead of desiring to see or take them, I imagined giving them back. I pictured the memories like old photographs being placed in an album.

      At first, nothing seemed to happen. My vision remained dark…empty. But I didn’t give up. I continued thinking about the photographs and what I had seen in Joseph’s memory.

      Eventually, pieces fell into place, but it was like watching a VHS tape on rewind. Everything was backward and strangely staticky.

      It wasn’t until I’d returned to that moment I first saw when digging into his memories—of Joseph sitting in front of a monitor in a bright room—that the pieces started making sense.

      I pushed play on the memories, and everything that had been missing before was now in place.

      My eyes popped open, and I looked at Joseph hopefully. “What do you remember?”

      His face paled, and he stuttered out, “Y-you...did it. I remember everything.”

      Then, why did he seem so upset by that news? Maybe he was having trouble processing what had happened. It had been relatively tame. He’d been taken and forced to work on a computer system by a man wearing all black and clearly packing heat. The specifics of what he’d been coding were far beyond my knowledge on the subject.

      But he hadn’t been hurt. He’d done what was asked of him, and then he was returned to his apartment. That was it.

      “That’s good, right?” Mason asked.

      “Yeah, I mean, thank you.”

      I forced a smile. “You’re wel—”

      A wave of dizziness hit me so fast and hard, I couldn’t finish my thought. The sunlight streaming through the trees flashed too vivid to be natural. I tried to turn to Mason, to ask what was happening, but I couldn’t move my head. I couldn’t move at all. The entire world spun, and nothing made sense.

      In the back of my mind, I recognized this feeling, and as I made the connection, bile rose in my throat.

      Impossible. Jared Fleming was dead.
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      Adele

      

      The world was a riot of colors, shifting like a kaleidoscope without the distinguishable shapes. Though I detected movement, I couldn’t tell if I was the one moving, or if the world around me had shifted on its axis.

      My senses were useless to me. Any sights, sounds, textures, and smells lacked meaning. Time was a stray piece of driftwood, bobbing past me in a sea of nothingness.

      Clarity returned to me in a whoosh, shocking me back to life like I’d taken a hit from a supercharged defibrillator.

      Instantly alert, yet confused, I took in my surroundings with mounting dread and despair. I was sitting in a concrete room with no windows and one closed door, strapped to a metal chair. A single, exposed lightbulb hung from the ceiling, and several additional chairs were scattered around the room. And that was it.

      My sense of déjà vu was so vivid, I almost laughed. I’d been in practically this exact position a little over a month ago. My mind wandered back to how I’d gotten here, and the blood in my veins seemed to turn to ice.

      The confusion and heaviness I’d felt had been reminiscent of when Jared used his abilities on me in the warehouse. Too reminiscent. But how could that be? Had Grace lied to us? Was Jared still alive?

      I glanced around the concrete room, almost identical to the one he’d kept me in that night at the warehouse. Son of a bitch. Was this the same warehouse?

      I squeezed my eyes shut before opening them again, praying I’d find something different. Or discover I’d been dreaming.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. I was still surrounded by bare walls and a whole lot of nothingness. Black spots crossed my eyes, and my head swam. Oh god. Oh god. Oh god. I wasn’t going to make it out of this alive. Not a second time. Jared would either succeed in making me reveal the coven’s location or torture me to death. I was certain of it.

      Memories of our last encounter, when I’d forced him to hold his own gun to his forehead, flooded my mind, and I glanced down at my chest. No talisman this time.

      I was such a fucking idiot. I’d been so frightened by what I’d done with the talisman, what I could potentially do, that I’d never gotten into the habit of wearing it again. It was my greatest source of protection, and it was tucked away in my vanity at the estate.

      Knowing it was pointless, I struggled against my restraints and sighed when they didn’t budge. I needed to think. There had to be a way out of this.

      Closing my eyes, I turned to the one thing I’d come to rely on for help—my breathing exercises. Inhale. Two, three, four. Exhale. Two, three, four. Inhale. Two, three, four. Exhale. Two, three, four. I continued the pattern until my panic ebbed and I could think clearly again.

      First, I needed to focus on what happened. Search for clues. Mason had picked me up at the house. We drove to the park, where we met Sara and Joseph. I’d restored Joseph’s memories, and—

      Wait. That was it.

      I studied the room again. This concrete…the look and shade of it. It matched the room in Joseph’s memories, minus the computer equipment.

      I wasn’t in the warehouse—this was somewhere new.

      But, why? How?

      Were Joseph and Sara somehow responsible? I gripped the arms of the chair so hard my hands started burning. Worse yet, was Mason responsible?

      I shook my head, not wanting to believe it. He couldn’t be involved. It wasn’t possible.

      But he took you to the picnic area, my inner devil whispered. He told you he needed a favor. And he still hasn’t revealed any of his secrets. How can you trust him?

      No, I mentally yelled back. I couldn’t dwell on any of that. And even if it was true—if Mason had betrayed me—it didn’t matter right now. I had to find a way out of here. That was all that mattered.

      Think, Adele. Think.

      I didn’t have the talisman, but I still had other powers.

      Powers...

      I seriously needed to get my shit together. I’d already wasted minutes sitting here obsessing while I could have been sending a telepathic message.

      Closing my eyes again, I focused on my big teddy bear of a boyfriend.

      Stowe, I need you. I’m in trouble. Mason and I met Sara and Joseph at this hiking area off of US-13 in Chesapeake. There’s a small parking lot and picnic tables but not much else. I was…I paused, struggling to tell him what I needed to. Well, I was taken. I think Jared might still be alive, because everything got really fuzzy, and then I woke up in a concrete room with no windows and only a door.

      Tears sprang into my eyes, but I blinked to keep them at bay. I wish there was something else I could tell you, but I don’t know. I haven’t seen or heard anyone yet. I have no idea where I am or how long I was out of it.

      I’m sorry, Stowe.

      I love you.

      Minutes ticked by as I waited for a response, but none came. Not that I’d expected a message; Stowe had stated time and time again that, without my touch, he rarely succeeded in sending them. But I’d hoped. Hearing his voice—even in my head—would have acted as much-desired comfort.

      The unmistakable sound of a deadbolt turning made me straighten, my stomach twisting. As the door swung open, I readied myself to see the tall, thin form of Jared Fleming back from the dead.

      Though the outline in the doorway was definitely male, there wasn’t enough light to distinguish his features. Please don’t be Jared. Please don’t be Jared.

      The man started walking forward, his progress slow as he leaned on a cane. Once he was on this side of the door, I released the breath I’d been holding. It wasn’t him.

      But any relief I might have felt was quickly replaced by uncertainty. If not Jared, who?

      “We meet at last,” the stranger said, his voice decidedly too chipper for the occasion. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for ages.”

      He had shoulder-length brown hair streaked with gray and a full beard. He was wearing black-framed glasses and navy pants with a cream cable-knit sweater. And though he was probably in his mid-fifties, he was undeniably handsome.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t say the same,” I replied, not bothering to hide my sarcasm. “Who are you?”

      He smiled. “Don’t you know?”

      “How could I? We haven’t been introduced.”

      He took a wobbly step toward me, and then another. “You’re correct. Pardon my poor manners. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Adele Rose. I am Geppetto.” He swept his arm not holding the cane to encompass the frustratingly empty room. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      Dizziness equal to what I’d felt earlier swept over me. Thank god I was strapped to this stupid chair. Otherwise, I would have fallen over.

      This was bad. No, bad wasn’t even close to the word I was searching for. This was a disaster of epic proportions.

      Facing Jared’s ghost would have been a fucking tea party in comparison.

      “Now, now. No need to panic,” he said calmly as he dragged one of the empty chairs across the floor, the sound of the metal scraping on the bare concrete comparable to nails on a chalkboard. Sitting opposite of me, he sighed. “I have no desire to hurt you. That should be obvious by now.”

      I noticed that he said he didn’t desire to, not that he wouldn’t.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Keeping my eyes open this time, I focused on the image of Stowe’s face in my mind. It’s Geppetto. He’s the one who took me.

      I wanted to say more, but what else was there? I had no idea what the man wanted from me or our current location. How could I help Stowe find me? I had nothing.

      Fighting against my restraints, I said coolly, “If you don’t want to hurt me, why tie me up?”

      He stretched out in his chair, like it was a comfy recliner and he was getting ready to settle in for an afternoon of football. Fabulous.

      “Convenience. As you can tell, I’m not exactly in tip-top physical condition. And, for all I know, you’re some kind of kickboxing prodigy. Can’t have you taking out your aggression on me.”

      I considered asking him what was wrong—he didn’t appear near old enough to need a cane—but I refrained. That was the least of my current questions.

      “Why are you doing this? I gave in. I’m working for Intuition now. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “Getting you to agree to work for me was only the first step, my dear.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I growled.

      He just smiled and leaned forward, his arm outstretched. At first, I thought he was going to pat my hand, but he laid his on top of mine instead.

      As soon as his eyes slid closed, I tried to jerk away from him. I had no idea what his psychic ability was. Could he control minds? Or read them? What if he made me do something terrible?

      He opened his eyes a few seconds later and smiled serenely at me. “You can take abilities now—I’m impressed. Too bad your messages are lacking in useful information...like our location. Oh, and Jared Fleming is very much dead, I’m afraid.”

      I jerked my hand again, and this time, he released it. “You’re like me,” I whispered, feeling sick.

      “Yes and no. I can read and take memories, but I’m not nearly as good at it as you are. More importantly, I can’t restore memories.” He smiled even more broadly. “And you just proved today that you can.”

      Oh, god. The “favor” had been a setup all along. Did Joseph and Sara know? Did Mason? I immediately felt guilty again for even thinking it. Stupid, stupid doubt.

      “If Jared wasn’t the one causing confusion, who was it?” Not that it really mattered, but I was curious. And it seemed that Geppetto was more than willing to chat.

      “I take it you haven’t had a chance to meet his son, Michael?” He crossed his arms over his chest, looking pleased with himself. “That’s too bad. He’s become quite fond of your friend, Jemimah. So fond, in fact, that it didn’t take much convincing on my part to persuade him to help me. Some people are so susceptible to threats.”

      If I hadn’t already been feeling ill, that statement would have done it. Geppetto had threatened Jem through Michael, and I couldn’t even be angry with him for giving in to the madman. I would have done the same for my friend.

      But why hadn’t she told me the guy she’d been “talking to” was Jared’s son?

      Probably because you’ve been so self-absorbed, I scolded myself. Despite knowing she was struggling with Andrea’s death, I hadn’t been there for her over the last month. Not like she’d needed. I’d been too busy obsessing over my love life and wondering how to get a leg up on Intuition.

      Clearly, that had worked out well.

      “Enough about those two,” Geppetto said, leaning back in his chair again. “We’re here to talk about you.”

      He pulled a walkie talkie off a clip at his belt and said into it, “Bring him in, and implement stage one.”

      A few seconds later, the door opened again, and Mason appeared, his hands and legs both cuffed. Behind him, the same man dressed in black from Joseph’s memory shoved him forward. Mason stumbled, and that’s when I noticed the gun pointed at his back. Of course.

      “Pull up a chair,” Geppetto said jovially. “We’re having a nice little chat. And don’t bother trying to use your powers. Sara is nearby, keeping you two in check.”

      Well, that answered my question about Sara. Not that I was surprised. Geppetto was her boss. Her loyalty had to be to him; that was the only way she’d stay alive.

      Mason glared at him before turning to me. “You okay?”

      “Peachy.” Even though he had no idea that I’d been thinking the worst of him, I felt an almost overwhelming need to apologize. If—no, when—we got out of this, I’d explain and beg for his forgiveness.

      He smiled, though I could tell it was strained. “Good.”

      After moving a chair closer to us, the man in black pushed Mason down into it and attached both sets of restraints to the chair.

      I sent Stowe a message, I mentally told Mason, but I don’t know where we are. I have no idea what he wants yet.

      He didn’t give any indication that he’d heard, and it suddenly hit me that if Sara was suppressing my powers, that included telepathy. Damn it.

      Give me a sign if you can hear me, I urged, trying again.

      Nothing.

      Did that mean Stowe hadn’t received my messages either? Geppetto’s earlier comments suggested that he’d pulled the messages from my memory, but it wasn’t clear whether that meant I’d been successful in sending them or not. I was going to choose to believe I had. It was the only bit of hope I had right now.

      Geppetto slapped his hands on his legs. “I can tell you two are wondering why I brought you here. Don’t worry. I’ll explain everything. And I’m going to start with a little story.

      “Almost twenty years ago, I was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, which is a degenerative disease affecting the central nervous system, if you’re not aware. There is pain involved, but the bigger problem is the deterioration it causes.

      “As a man in my prime, the news was devastating. Especially since I was in the middle of a coup to take over Intuition. People don’t respect a man who isn’t strong physically, so I started working on a contingency plan.

      “And that’s where you come in, Mason. Or, more specifically, where your mother comes in.”

      I glanced at Mason, whose jaw had tightened, but he didn’t otherwise react. Mason’s mother? I tried to think back. He’d told me and Stowe that his parents were gone, but he hadn’t gone into detail.

      Geppetto looked at me. “You know about Elizabeth Montgomery?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, not knowing how to respond. Thankfully, Mason stepped in.

      “She was a healer,” Mason said softly to me before turning to Geppetto. “But she couldn’t heal diseases, only counteract symptoms.”

      “Exactly. No psychics, at least that I’ve found, can heal a disease. No witches either. But I didn’t need to be healed; I just needed a way to control my symptoms. To keep me from using this damn cane or ending up in a wheelchair.

      “And Elizabeth was my ticket. I wooed her, and it was starting to work. I’d gotten her to fall for me, and why wouldn’t she want to help the man she loved?

      “But part of her was resisting. She was worried about the boy she’d adopted as a young child. She didn’t want him involved with Collectors, with me.” He sighed dramatically, like Elizabeth’s love for her son had been the utmost inconvenience for him. “So, I had to take drastic measures.”

      Nausea rolled through me. Considering the rising anger on Mason’s face, whatever Geppetto was about to reveal was bad. Devastating.

      “I decided to steal her memories of Mason. If she didn’t remember her son, there wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “You son of a bitch!” Mason screamed, lunging for Geppetto, but because of the way he was secured to his chair, he only managed to move it forward slightly.

      Geppetto didn’t even blink at the outburst, but he did calmly remove a handgun from under his sweater and lay it on his lap, the barrel pointed at me. Then, he continued on with his story, his gaze directed at me. “Unfortunately, my plan didn’t go as expected. It took weeks for me to remove her memories of Mason. Every time I thought I’d gotten them all, another would pop up, and she would panic. So, I kept going, until they were all gone.”

      “You destroyed her mind, you fucking lunatic!” Mason heaved out a breath. “There’s nothing left of her mind now.”

      Now? She was still alive?

      “Yes, that’s what happened,” Geppetto said easily. “I messed with her memories too much. She lost everything, including her ability to heal others. And I lost my only chance to live a normal life and be the powerful leader that Intuition needs.”

      “You selfish prick! That’s why my mother lost her mind? Because you didn’t want to look weak?” His jaw clenched and unclenched, his rage only tethered by the restraints on his body. I wanted to go to him, to soothe him somehow. “When I get free, I’m going to kill you.”

      “I understand why you’re angry, Mase. Your mother was a lovely woman.”

      “Don’t call me that!” he spat. “Only she gets to call me that, and you took her mind almost twenty years ago.”

      Geppetto’s expression transformed into something eerily earnest. “Yes, and now we’re going to fix her. Adele is going to fix her. You saw what she did today.” His eyes shone with excitement as he spoke to Mason. “She can restore memories now. She’s the one we’ve both been waiting for.”

      Realization slammed into me like a fifty-pound sack of flour, the last three months of my life finally—finally—making sense. This was what every second of my fight with the Collectors had been about. Geppetto needed me to “fix” Mason’s mother.

      And I had no idea how to feel about it.

      There were worse things than helping an innocent woman who had lost so much. But the road traveled to this moment was littered with heartache. Geppetto and his ceaseless grab for power and control was responsible for all of it.

      “That’s what you want too,” the maniac continued, “and you know it. That’s why you’re interested in Adele. You need her as much as I do. We’re on the same team, Mason.”

      My heart stuttered in my chest. There’s something I’ll want your help with someday. That’s what Mason had told me the first time he offered to assist with my Intuition problem. He’d always been upfront about needing my help. So why did it hurt so bad to hear the truth?

      Mason turned pleading eyes on me. “I never lied to you. You knew our deal.”

      I swallowed and nodded. He was right. I had absolutely no right to feel hurt. He was doing all of this to get his mother back. I could sympathize with that as well as anyone.

      And he was my only ally in this stupid basement or bunker or whatever the hell it was. I’d think about the rest later.

      “Why didn’t you just kidnap me from the beginning?” I asked Geppetto, wanting to get more from him before he decided to stop talking. “Wouldn’t that have been easier?”

      “Easier, yes, but pointless. You see, Adele, you needed to grow into your abilities. There you were—twenty-four years old, and you didn’t know how to use them. You didn’t try. You didn’t even know about your magical ancestry.

      “Something had to change. You had to be pushed—to fight back. To come into yourself.”

      I swallowed hard, doing everything in my power to not visibly react to his words. “What are you saying? That all of this has been some sort of twisted training ground?”

      “That’s one way to look at it. If you’d accepted my original offer, we could have done this the easy way. I’d have put you through tests to eventually unlock all of your abilities.”

      He grinned, and this time, I could see the insanity lurking behind his eyes. “Honestly, though, I prefer the difficult route. It’s much more fun.”

      “I don’t understand,” I bit out, anger lacing my tone. “How did you know I’d ever be able to do more than see memories through touch?”

      “What do you know about oracles?”

      Oracles? Was he serious?

      “Only what I’ve read in fantasy novels.”

      “Well, real life ones are a little different. They’re not blind or wise beyond all understanding. Instead, they reveal predictions. Not like your precog boy toy, though. He sees a version of the future that may or may not come to pass.

      “Oracles deal in destiny. What they predict will come true, every time.”

      My muscles tensed, not liking where this was going. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “You, my pretty little witch, are the missing piece of destiny I’ve been waiting for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Noah

      

      I shivered against the cold as I walked back to the main house, annoyed at myself for leaving my phone behind after breakfast. It was completely Adele’s fault. I’d been so distracted by seeing her in that damn short skirt and tiny sweater, I’d practically forgotten my own name.

      Of course, it had been worth it to experience Jameson’s frustration—sexual and otherwise. The guy was a hair’s breadth away from losing his mind. And even though Adele’s teasing meant feeling his more-volatile-than-usual emotions, it was worth it. I was just sadistic enough to glean a tiny bit of enjoyment from his suffering, especially since Stowe had been existing on the other end of the spectrum for the past week.

      I knew he and Adele had slept together. It wasn’t something I advertised, but I could always detect when a couple took that step in their relationship. There was something almost indecipherable about the change, but it was there. A connection that didn’t exist absent sexual activity.

      Not that I needed to be an empath to sense the change in Adele and Stowe. It was in the way they snuck each other amorous glances and secret smiles. They were so in love, it was impossible to miss.

      Yeah, I was jealous. Not about the being in love part. I knew Adele loved me—I felt it deep in my chest, and it was better than anything I’d ever picked up on. It was the gourmet chocolate of emotions—sweet and lasting and pure.

      And I wasn’t even jealous that Stowe got to be with my girl. It was that he could and I couldn’t. At least, not in the way I wanted to.

      My mind wandered back to when she’d gone down on me…like it did too many times a day to count. She’d been so beautiful, so determined to make me feel good. And she’d more than succeeded. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t still gun shy about taking things further. I despised the thought of disappointing her. I didn’t think I could take it. And the worst part was that I would know…she would try so hard to hide it from me, but she wouldn’t be able to. That might actually crush me.

      I needed to figure out a way to get past my hang-ups about sex. She was going to start believing I didn’t want her, which couldn’t be further from the truth. My entire body came alive when she entered the room. She was all I wanted. All I thought about.

      I opened the patio door, and as soon as I stepped into the house, sheer panic slammed into me. It wasn’t my own. That emotion belonged to Stowe.

      Not even bothering to shut the door behind me, I ran toward the entryway, where I heard him bellowing Jameson’s name. What the fuck?

      Rounding the corner, I spotted Stowe pacing in front of the stairs while rubbing his hands over his face.

      “What’s going on?”

      He froze and turned to me. “Oh, good. You’re here.”

      “What the fuck is going on?” Jameson interrupted as he stormed down the stairs. “Have you lost your mind?”

      I sank into the chair that Jem had insisted added “homeyness” to the entryway, never more grateful for one of her stylistic choices. Stowe’s fear was a living thing, swirling through my body like a snake with rusty nails attached to it. Add on Jameson’s annoyance, and I wished I hadn’t bothered eating breakfast. I was about to lose it.

      “It’s Adele,” Stowe said, his voice shakier than I’d ever heard it. “She sent me a message telepathically, and she’s in trouble.”

      Jameson sprinted down the last few stairs. “What happened?”

      My ears started buzzing, and I had trouble focusing on his rambling. Something about US-13 and Jared. I picked up the word “taken,” and the room started spinning like I was taking a very unwanted ride on a Tilt-A-Whirl.

      I covered my mouth with my hand, hoping that would keep my rising nausea at bay. I needed to get control of myself, and now. Adele was in trouble, and I wouldn’t be any good to her like this.

      By the time I pulled myself together, Jameson was showing Stowe something on his phone. “This is probably it. I’ve done one of the hikes off this trailhead before.”

      “Okay.” Stowe started pacing again. “We should go there, right? Maybe we can find some kind of clue or something?”

      Even he knew he was grasping at straws, but what else did we have?

      “Do we know what happened to Mason?” Jameson asked.

      Stowe shook his head. “She didn’t say.”

      “I’ll call him.” I reached into my pocket for my phone, realizing then that it was still in the kitchen. “Be right back.”

      “Wait!” Stowe called before I’d even made it to the hall. I spun around, and he was leaning over, his hands on his knees, his terror rising to a new level. “She just sent me another message. She knows who kidnapped her.”

      “Who?” Jameson demanded.

      Stowe forced himself to stand, but he looked as sick as I felt. “Geppetto.”

      That was all it took. I darted into the small bathroom off the hall and reached the toilet just in time. Once I’d emptied the contents of my stomach, I stood and flushed, hating myself.

      I was such a weak piece of shit. The woman I loved needed me, and I couldn’t keep my damn breakfast down. I’d never felt as helpless as I did in that moment.

      Leaning on the sink for support, I stared at my sweaty, pale face and willed myself to transform into someone, anyone, else.

      When my reflection didn’t alter, I splashed water on my face and forced myself to put one foot in front of the other. I just needed a purpose, something to focus on other than the riotous emotions surrounding me. First, I would retrieve my phone. Next, I would call Mason. After that, I’d find something else to put my mind to.

      One step, two steps, three steps. I could do this.

      Drowning out the sounds of raised voices behind me, I made it to the kitchen and dialed Mason’s number. No answer. It wasn’t surprising. I couldn’t imagine that Geppetto would have taken Adele and let Mason go free.

      Seeing Jem’s name on my Favorites screen, I debated whether to call her. She was better off staying at work, and I didn’t want her to panic.

      But she deserved to know what was going on.

      Just before I pressed my index finger to her name, an alarm started wailing. Only one alarm made that sound, and I’d never heard it outside of a test.

      The gate had been breached.

      Stashing my phone in my pocket, I sprinted to the front door, where Jameson and Stowe were already looking out.

      Stowe shook his head, like he didn’t believe what he was seeing. “What the—”

      “Fuck,” Jameson answered for him.

      A large SUV had smashed through the gate and was speeding directly for...well, us. I grabbed Stowe’s arm and yelled, “Everybody, move. Now!”

      Seconds passed too slowly and too quickly as I dove behind the couch and waited for the explosion of sound I knew was coming. It began with the low buzz of an engine, followed by the shattering of glass and crunching of metal meeting wood, and ended with a startling crash and blare of a horn.

      What I hadn’t expected was the movement that came with all of that sound. It felt like the entire house shook from the impact.

      When I moved out from behind the couch, the first thing I noticed was the immediate drop in temperature. The front of the house could now be considered an indoor/outdoor space due to the gaping hole just to the left of the door.

      The front end of the SUV had collided with the edge of the staircase and stopped there. The sight of the vehicle sitting in the middle of the entryway strangely reminded me of one of those “which one doesn’t belong” games I’d played as a kid. It was too contradictory to seem real, the hulking black SUV and debris marring what was normally an elegant, pristine room.

      “You okay?” Stowe croaked as he appeared beside me.

      “Yeah.” I glanced around, looking for Jameson. But he was nowhere to be found. And...I couldn’t sense him. Shit. “Jameson!” I yelled, walking toward the rubble. While Stowe and I had ran to the right, Jameson must have darted left. “Jameson!”

      Stowe, with his long stride, quickly passed me and drew up short a few moments later. “He’s over here.”

      Nausea rose again, but this time for a completely different reason. Jameson was unconscious on the floor next to an iron light fixture that used to hang from the ceiling, red liquid staining the floor to the side of his head.
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      Adele

      

      Geppetto’s missing piece of destiny?

      What the hell did that mean?

      I opened my mouth to ask but closed it again before speaking. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. Not that Geppetto gave a crap about what I wanted.

      He continued on with his story, his face animated. He was enjoying this, the fucker.

      “After Elizabeth could no longer help me, I did everything I could think of. I rounded up witches and all the psychics I could find with healing or memory powers. But nothing worked—on me or on Elizabeth.

      “It wasn’t until I heard the oracle’s prediction that I regained hope. She told me there was a psychic who had the potential to restore what I’d stolen. But the psychic would remain hidden to me unless I constantly searched.

      “A bit of a riddle, to be sure,” he said with a shrug. “But I knew one thing—I had to find a new way to search.”

      “Andrea,” I breathed, knowing it as sure as I knew my own name.

      He smiled at me, looking proud. “That’s right. Andrea Parsons was exactly what I needed. Not only could she sense people’s abilities, she could sense their potential. Their promise.

      “I started out by dating her. I thought I could convince her to work for Intuition, but it quickly became clear that she wasn’t interested in being a Collector. So, I had to take a different tack with her.”

      My mind spun, and though it took a few seconds, the pieces eventually clicked into place. When Andrea revealed the events leading up to the Psych Squad’s parents’ deaths, she’d mentioned calling her boyfriend, who was a Collector. She’d ask for his help to keep Noah from being taken by other Collectors. Or so she’d thought. Hours later, the Drakes, Thatchers, and Greenes had all died in a gas explosion.

      Geppetto had known that the group had gathered…because Andrea had been the one to tell him. She’d thought she was helping; instead, she’d tipped off the man pulling the strings.

      “So, you murdered my friends’ parents to do what, exactly? Control Andrea?”

      “Technically, Jared was the one who rigged the explosion. I don’t like to get my hands dirty.” He sighed, like the entire ordeal had been too much of a hassle. “I knew she would do anything to protect those kids. She loved them like they were her own. And imagine how she’d feel once they actually became her children. Of course, Andrea never knew my real identity. I disappeared from her life as soon as I got what I wanted—her eternal loyalty.”

      “You’re sick.” I leaned back in my chair, wanting to be as far from this monster as possible. All of the lives he’d destroyed…in the pursuit of control. That’s what all of this had been about. It was almost unfathomable.

      Geppetto slowly stood, leaning on his cane for support. “Now that we’ve gotten all of that out of the way, it’s time to play a little game.”

      “What about my mother?” I asked, hoping to catch him off-guard. “Did you have her murdered as well?”

      A slow smile crept over his face. “I think I’ll save that for another day. We’ve had enough story time for one sitting.”

      That was as good as a yes. I didn’t need him to confirm it to know the truth. After everything, I had no doubt that my mother’s death wasn’t an accident. It was all too coincidental.

      Geppetto walked to the door, each step appearing labored. My heart lightened at the thought that he might give me and Mason a minute alone. But all he did was open the door and say, “Bring her in now.”

      I looked at Mason, and he gave me what I guessed was supposed to be an encouraging smile. But it was so sad and so strained, it didn’t offer any real encouragement.

      “We’ll get out of here,” he said softly. “Until then, cooperate. Don’t give him a reason to hurt you.”

      I licked my lips. “Okay.”

      Geppetto aimed his cane at us. “I hear you two conspiring over there. Don’t bother. There’s no escaping.”

      Seconds later, a woman in a robe and slippers shuffled into the room, followed by the man in black. Her light brown hair was stringy, and her posture was hunched. But still…did I know her from somewhere? There was something vaguely familiar about her. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Geppetto told the woman to sit in the empty chair he’d vacated, and she complied without bothering to look up. Even though her hands and feet weren’t restrained, she was the definition of a broken woman. There was nothing in her demeanor to suggest there was an ounce of fight or determination left in her.

      Had Geppetto been keeping her here...as his prisoner?

      He walked back over to us, and the man in black stayed nearby. “Time to see what you’ve got, Adele. It’s one thing for you to return Joseph’s memories from a couple of weeks ago. Returning long lost memories is quite different. So, we’re going to test your abilities on my friend here.”

      “Friend?” I scoffed. “Somehow, I don’t think she’d agree with that classification.”

      At my flippant words, the woman finally lifted her head, sad brown eyes meeting mine. And that’s when I knew.

      I was staring at Tina Thatcher...Stowe’s mother.

      Though she’d aged significantly since any of the pictures in her photo album were taken, there was no doubt she was the same woman.

      I had to clench my jaw to stop it from falling open.

      How?

      Why?

      How?

      Despite the sheer number of revelations Geppetto had thrown at me, this might be the most shocking one yet. Tina Thatcher was alive...and she looked terrible. Her once-beautiful features were thin almost to the point of being emaciated. Her eyes were dull and her skin sallow. But she was alive, and that was what mattered.

      I had to force myself to focus on Geppetto when he started speaking again. “I can’t imagine what you mean. We’re all friends here.”

      He used his index finger to push his glasses farther up on his nose. “Now, as you might have already figured out, you and Christina have a common acquaintance.” He chuckled, clearly amused with himself. “But she doesn’t remember much about Stowe. I’ve had the pleasure of taking most of those memories over the past thirteen years. So, we’ll see if you can return a few of them. Sound good?”

      Sorrow rushed into me. I couldn’t even imagine what she’d been through. And Stowe...how was he going to handle finding out that his mother had been held captive for all these years? It would devastate him.

      “Adele,” Geppetto urged. “Sound good?”

      I drew my hands into fists, my fury building with every word out of the man’s mouth. “No.”

      I would do everything in my power to help Tina, of course. But not to further Geppetto’s insane agenda. No way.

      He didn’t get angry, merely flicked his hand and said to the man in black, “You know what to do.”

      The man turned his gaze on Mason, and in the next second, Mason’s body began spasming violently, as though electrical currents were surging through him. He didn’t make a sound, but his face was clearly frozen in pain.

      “Stop!” I shouted, my eyes filling with tears. The man didn’t stop, and I cried out again and again until Mason’s body eventually stilled. “Mason.”

      He blinked, unseeing, his expression vacant.

      “Mason.” I jerked on my restraints, needing to go to him. “Mason.”

      His gaze finally met mine, and tears poured down my face. “I’m so sorry.” He’d told me to cooperate, and I hadn’t listened. I’d let my anger get the best of me.

      “Not your fault, little thief,” he rasped, his voice lacking its usual smooth tone.

      Yes, it was. I’d refused Geppetto, and he’d immediately commanded his henchman to hurt someone I cared about. I couldn’t even be surprised. It was what he did.

      Knowing he would repeat the action—or worse—until I gave in, I steeled my spine and glared at my captor. “Fine. If you let Mason go, unharmed, I’ll do what you asked.”

      Mason cursed, but I ignored him. This was between me and the madman pulling the strings.

      Geppetto smiled that creepy smile of his. “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

      “Does that mean we have a deal?”

      “As soon as you make an honest effort, Mr. Montgomery will be released. Unharmed.”

      That was probably as good as it was going to get. “Okay.”

      Now would have been a really good time to have memorized a few more of the spells on Megan’s list. I always thought I would have more time, but time never seemed to be on my side.

      If I’d been wearing my talisman or carrying a useful stone, I could have gotten free by now. And that was all on me. I should have been prepared for something like this. I’d had plenty of warning.

      As Tina shuffled closer to me, a surge of protectiveness slammed into me. I may not know how to get her out of here, but I wouldn’t leave her completely defenseless. Not if I could help it.

      She stared at me, her face blank, and I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Hi, Tina. My name is Adele. I’m a friend of Stowe’s.”

      A flash of recognition crossed her eyes, vanishing as quickly as it appeared. Whatever memories of Stowe that Geppetto had left in her mind probably didn’t make sense to her anymore.

      “I need you to lay your hand over one of mine, if that’s okay?” She didn’t immediately react, so I said, “It won’t hurt. I promise.”

      Still not saying anything, she carefully laid one of her bony, cold hands on the top of my mine. I wished I could squeeze it, but my restraints kept me from turning my palm up.

      Closing my eyes, I steadied my breathing and focused on the lines of the “helping” spell Megan had taught me. Though I didn’t have a rose to crush in my hand, I had to hope the simple spell would work. And it better not need a rhyme, because that wasn’t happening.

      Daughter of the earth,

      Son of the sea,

      Feel my worth,

      Hear my plea.

      Help protect Tina from those who would harm her, mind, body, or soul.

      Energy shifted around me, and I knew the spell had worked. At least, to whatever extent such a simple protection spell could work.

      With that out of the way, I attempted to recreate what I’d done with Joseph earlier. I recalled photos Stowe had shown me of a vacation with his parents in Vermont. Then, I imagined placing each one in an album, giving them to Tina rather than taking. After the Vermont trip, I moved on to birthday parties and holiday celebrations. Anything I could think of that might help the memories return.

      But without knowing any details of what was missing, I had trouble focusing. My concentration faltered, and my thoughts swam. I opened my eyes, uncertain whether I’d been even a little bit successful.

      Geppetto immediately reached for Tina’s shoulder, his fingers digging into her collarbone. A moment later, he turned his gaze on me. For the first time since he’d hobbled into the room, his cool, friendly façade cracked, and he scowled.

      “Putting a spell on her wasn’t part of the deal.”

      I shrugged, unwilling to apologize for it. I had no idea if it would have any impact, but it had been worth the attempt.

      He released Tina before stretching out to seize the back of my neck. I jerked away from his touch, but his grip was too strong.

      Before I had time to process that he was now reading my memories, he dropped his hand and sighed. “You’re not ready.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re not strong enough...yet.” Turning to the man in black, he said, “You know what to do.”
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      Stowe

      

      I accelerated, not even bothering to look at the speedometer. If any cops caught up to me, they were more than welcome to follow. I didn’t give a shit.

      I’d happily leave a rainbow in my wake, leading them to my destination. All I cared about was finding Adele, safe and sound, at the end of it.

      Not that I was feeling optimistic. It had taken too damn long to get away. Noah had left in the ambulance with Jameson, but I’d gotten stuck trying to explain to the cops why there was an Escalade sitting in the middle of my entryway.

      The man driving the vehicle hadn’t been any help. Despite relatively minor injuries, he’d seemed utterly confused. He didn’t even remember leaving work, much less plowing through the security gate and into the house.

      It sounded like a Psych at work, and I had no doubt Geppetto was ultimately behind the incident. He’d wanted to distract us from the fact that Adele was missing, and his plan had worked like a charm.

      Son of a bitch.

      Finally fed up with dealing with the authorities, I’d disappeared into the garage and “borrowed” Jameson’s Lexus. Apart from testing out Mason’s Ferrari, I typically hated driving sports cars—they made me feel like I was driving a Matchbox car—but desperate times called for desperate measures. And this particular vehicle was made for speed.

      Exiting the highway, I forced myself to slow down and sent up a prayer that I would find something at the trailhead to give me a clue about where she’d gone.

      I wasn’t much of a praying man, but I was willing to try anything that might help my Daphne. She had to be okay.

      Had. To.

      It wasn’t encouraging that she hadn’t sent me any more messages. If I was half the psychic I should be, I’d be able to reply to her. But I knew it was useless. I consistently failed on a good day, and this one was the worst. There was no chance I’d calm myself enough to send anything.

      Spotting a small parking lot off the road, I pulled in and slammed on my breaks when I spotted Mason’s SUV. I hopped out and quickly peered through the windows—empty.

      “Adele!” I called, not expecting a response. It was probably ridiculous to even try, but I didn’t have anything else. This place was it.

      I scanned the trees and froze when I spotted two figures sitting at a picnic table. One of them had red hair, the color of the most beautiful rose.

      Not believing my eyes, I sprinted toward them. Adele had a hand over her face, and Mason was rubbing at his chest, but they both appeared fine.

      “Thank god you’re all right.”

      I yanked her up and pulled her into my arms, still struggling to believe she was real. Even her familiar scent wasn’t enough to fully convince me.

      “Stowe? What’s wrong? Why are you here?”

      Shocked, I released her enough to peer down into her gray-green eyes, which were wide and clearly confused.

      “Why am I here?” I laughed, sounding as hysterical as I felt. “You were kidnapped, and you’re asking me why I’m here?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, appearing almost angry. “Is that supposed to be a joke? Because it’s not funny, Stowe.”

      Okay, now I was the one who was confused. I looked toward Mason, who was watching me with an equally weirded-out expression. What the hell?

      “You sent me a telepathic message. Two of them, actually. Telling me that you’d been taken...by Geppetto.”

      She shook her head, her eyes filling with dismay. “That’s impossible.”

      “It happened, baby,” I said soothingly but firmly. “I swear.”

      Adele stared at me, all the color draining from her face. “I don’t remember anything.”
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      Adele

      

      Grateful.

      That’s how I was feeling.

      There were underlying slivers of confusion, worry, and frustration sliding through my consciousness. But I was making the choice to ignore them.

      Because the Drake mansion was damaged but fixable.

      Because Jameson had only suffered a cut on his head and a concussion, when it could have been so much worse.

      Because Mason and I had somehow survived an encounter with Geppetto.

      Or so we had to assume. Other than the telepathic messages I’d sent to Stowe, there was no evidence that we’d gone anywhere other than the parking lot and that picnic table. The last thing I remembered was getting out of Mason’s SUV and noticing the trail map. After that, some slight fuzziness and then Stowe showing up.

      Mason had tried to get ahold of Sara, but she wasn’t answering his calls, and she hadn’t returned to her townhouse. Even knowing she was probably involved in whatever had gone down, I worried about her. She was in deep with the Collectors now, and I wasn’t sure there was any way out for her.

      The not knowing what happened was keeping me awake at night. As was the knowledge that Jameson, Stowe, and Noah could have been seriously injured...or worse.

      Still, I was grateful.

      Mason had opened his home to me and the Psych Squad, tripling his on-site security and providing an escort every time one of us left the property. We didn’t know yet how long it would take for the Drake mansion to be repaired, but regardless of the timing, the plantation was our new home base. Unless—until—we shook off Intuition once and for all, it was the best place for us.

      As I walked into the barn—affectionately referred to as the BAMC (bad ass man cave)—I bit back a laugh. Noah was at one of the vintage arcade games again, Stowe and Mason were playing air hockey, and Jameson was lounging in front of the massive screen watching football, Sasha sprawled out on the floor beside him.

      I made a beeline for Jameson, plopping next to him on the couch. “Hey, you. How’s your head?”

      “It’s fine, just like the last ten times you asked.”

      I smiled at his grouchy tone. He wasn’t a good patient—big surprise.

      Catching sight of his frown, that was now as familiar to me as Stowe’s grin, I realized I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I’d been waiting for the right time, but there was no such thing. There was only wasted time, and I didn’t want to lose any more.

      “Jameson?”

      He tore his gaze from the screen, turning his deep brown eyes on me. I was surprised to find them soft and expectant. He’d been waiting for this.

      “The answer is yes.”

      His mouth curled up into an almost-smile. “Took you long enough.”

      “You’re sure this is what you want?” I glanced at the other guys, who must have realized what was happening, because they weren’t even trying to hide the fact that they were watching us.

      Jameson didn’t pay any attention to them, though. He kept his gaze on me and leaned in, capturing my lips in a slow, gentle kiss.

      Surprised, I closed my eyes and savored the moment and the feel of his warm mouth on mine. When it came to Mr. Hot and Tempting, I expected urgent and demanding. This was something else. It was acceptance and desire and maybe even a little reverence.

      And it was exactly what I needed—a touch of reassurance. Of promise.

      He withdrew slightly and murmured, “Thanks for the second chance.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, this is your first.”

      No matter the circumstances, Jameson and I would have had a rocky beginning, of that I was certain. Now that he’d accepted my place in his life, I wasn’t going to hold him to an unnecessary standard. We’d both held back, pushed when we should have pulled.

      The era of Jameson and Adele started now. Everything that came before didn’t matter.

      Mason appeared behind Jameson. “Now that you two have finally figured out your shit, it’s my turn.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He held out a hand, beckoning me. “Come with me.”

      At Jameson’s nod of encouragement, I took Mason’s outstretched hand and allowed him to lead me out of the barn and back toward the house. When we made it to the second story, and he still hadn’t said anything, I couldn’t stay quiet any longer.

      “If this is your way of trying to get me into bed, you need to work on your technique.”

      He shook his head but kept tugging me along until we headed down a corridor I’d never seen before. At the end of it was a narrow staircase leading up to the third floor.

      “Mason?” He was starting to worry me.

      His responding smile wasn’t the wide mischievous one I’d come to know and love. It was sad, and I didn’t like it.

      He walked up the stairs, and shoving away my uneasiness, I followed. Pausing in front of a door at the top, he fished a set of keys out of his pocket and unlocked it.

      With his hand on the knob, he turned to me, his expression pensive. “I’m sorry I didn’t do this before.”

      I was sure Mason saw the confusion on my face. There was no way to hide it. I had no idea what was going on.

      He pushed open the door, letting me go first. With the hair on the back of my neck standing on end, I took the final few steps and peeked around the doorway. At the sight that greeted me, I froze.

      “Adele, meet my mother, Elizabeth.”
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      Adele

      

      “Adele, meet my mother, Elizabeth.”

      Mason’s usually-smooth voice cracked mid-sentence, and I wanted to inspect his expression, wanted to decipher what he was thinking. But I couldn’t take my eyes off the woman sitting by the window, utterly still.

      His...mother? She couldn’t be. Hadn’t he told me his parents were gone?

      “I don’t understand.”

      The woman—Elizabeth—didn’t turn despite the slight hysteria in my voice. She hadn’t moved at all.

      Mason took my hand. “I know.”

      Forcing my gaze to his, I found an uncertainty that didn’t look right on him. Mason Montgomery was all confidence and swagger. Without that, he resembled a boy, lost and searching for the meaning of life.

      Movement at the other end of the large room caught my attention, and I turned to find a middle-aged woman dressed in scrubs walking toward us. She watched me curiously but spoke to Mason.

      “Hello, Mr. Montgomery. I’ll take my break now, if that’s acceptable.”

      “Of course.”

      Once she was gone, Mason gave me a hopeful smile and led me toward the statue-like woman. Elizabeth wore a simple cotton dress, and her hair fell over her shoulders in soft waves. At first glance, she didn’t look old enough to be anyone’s mother. But on closer inspection, I detected fine lines around her eyes and streaks of gray in her dark hair.

      She was lovely in the way a doll on a shelf was lovely. All of her features were pleasing to the eye, but there was something vital missing. Her expression was blank as her eyes stared vacantly at something in the distance...or maybe at nothing at all. It was impossible to tell. And her lack of movement was almost creepy. If not for her periodic blinks, I might wonder if she was human. Or alive.

      Mason bent over and kissed her on the forehead. “Hi, Mom. There’s someone special I want you to meet,” he said, his tone gentle and loving. He looked up at me, and his dark eyes glittered with emotion. “Her name is Adele Rose. She’s the woman I’ve been telling you about.”

      Elizabeth still didn’t respond, and I struggled with how to react. What was wrong with her? And what did Mason expect from me?

      I looked at him helplessly, and when he continued to watch me without speaking, I swallowed the lump in my throat and returned my attention to his mother. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Montgomery.”

      As expected, she stared into the distance as though I didn’t exist.

      Mason gave me a grim smile. “Please don’t be offended. She hasn’t spoken in years.”

      I nodded, not knowing what to say. I had so many questions, I wouldn’t even know where to start.

      He tugged me to a sitting area and down onto the love seat, his arm stretching behind my shoulders. My mind spinning, I focused my attention on my surroundings, hoping they would provide some measure of clarity.

      The apartment, for lack of a better term, was bright and spacious. The butter-yellow walls, trimmed with white molding, displayed colorful artwork in a variety of styles. To my right, a set of French doors opened up to a bedroom, and to my left was an updated kitchen and a small, antique dining set. Bouquets of fresh flowers were positioned around the room, emitting a light floral scent that matched the feminine tone of the room.

      Though finding Mason’s mother locked in the attic could have given this entire experience a Jane Eyre vibe, the setting couldn’t have been more different from Thornfield Hall.

      But that didn’t make me any less curious about why Mason was hiding his mother up here. Or why he’d waited until now to tell me about her.

      “What do you most want to know?”

      He seriously wanted me to choose?

      I shifted on the love seat to face him. His expression was somber, but there was nothing defensive about his tone or posture. This was the moment he was fully opening up to me, and that realization made my annoyance fade faster than a cheap black cotton T-shirt.

      Trust had to be earned, and it seemed that I’d managed to earn Mason’s. Now, I needed to prove I was worthy of it.

      “Why did you tell me that your parents were gone?” Technically, he’d made the comment in passing, and in front of Stowe, at that. But I’d still caught it and tucked it away for a rainy day.

      “My biological parents are dead.” His mouth twitched, though it didn’t lift into its usual grin. “They ditched me when I was three and left me on Elizabeth’s doorstep with a rather stereotypical note stating they knew she’d be able to care for me better than they could. I haven’t heard from them since.”

      My chest squeezed at the thought of Mason as an innocent three-year-old being rejected by his parents. No matter the circumstances, I’d never understand how parents could desert their child like that. It was unthinkable.

      I reached for his hand, and though mine was covered in a white glove, I hoped the act would offer some degree of comfort. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I don’t really remember them. And there was more to it, if I’m honest. I’d already started using my abilities, and apparently my parents didn’t know how to keep me hidden. They thought that Elizabeth, with all of her wealth and resources, would be the best person to help me. And, lucky for me, she’d never married but always wanted a child.”

      “She adopted you?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m glad you had her.”

      “Me too. She was a wonderful mother, until...”

      I squeezed his hand in silent encouragement. “What happened? Why can’t she speak?”

      “The short answer is, I don’t know.” Mason peered off into the distance, but unlike Elizabeth’s, his face held more emotions than I could decipher. “About sixteen years ago, she started acting strange. She began forgetting things. Little things at first, like forgetting to pick me up from school or to go to the grocery store. I didn’t think much of it at the time. I was a relatively typical eleven-year-old, and too concerned with my life to pay attention to my mother. But it steadily got worse until, one day, I came home from school—I’d had to call a cab when she didn’t answer her cell phone—and she was sitting in a chair in the living room, just staring.”

      He removed his hand from mine and leaned forward, bowing his head. “She was gone...and she’s never come back.”

      My eyes burned as I tried to hold back the tears. Though Mason and I had lost our mothers at around the same age, I still struggled to imagine what that must have been like for him. Not only what happened sixteen years ago, but every day since.

      It was a different kind of loss, visiting a loved one, day in and day out, but never being seen. Never being heard.

      My heart splintered at the unfairness of it all. Mason’s biological parents had deposited him in the care of a woman who had been more than willing to step up. But she’d abandoned him, anyway. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t gone willingly. Not really. Not when the result was the same—he was left all alone.

      Peering at his downcast profile, I felt like I was seeing the man for the first time. I’d always understood there was more to Mason Montgomery than the Gatsbyesque persona he projected to the world. But as much as I’d tried to shove the pieces together, they hadn’t quite fit.

      The wealthy playboy façade, his willingness to help me with Intuition, the cocky attitude, his sweet declaration of interest in me, the impish gleam in his dark eyes, and his easy acceptance of my relationships with Noah, Stowe, and Jameson. Not to mention his questionable partnership with the Collectors. He’d been a puzzle from the beginning, and I was just now discovering a small sliver of what I’d been missing.

      Mason was a survivor.

      He’d been on his own for most of his life, and I had a feeling he was even more desperate to find a place to belong than I had been when Jem first offered to bring me into the fold. I doubted he’d ever admit as much, but I was okay with that. Whether he knew it or not, he’d found his people, and we weren’t letting him go.

      Ignoring his closed-off body language, I slipped my arms around his neck and pressed into him. It was an offering. A way to let him know I was here for him, in whatever way he needed me.

      He stayed rigid for a minute before slowly relaxing his muscles and drawing my head into the crook of his neck. Burying his face into my hair, he sighed, letting me know I hadn’t completely lost him to the past. He was here with me.

      It was then that I realized I’d needed that tiny bit of reassurance from him. I wasn’t an idiot. I had little doubt that Elizabeth was the reason Mason had shown interest in me from the moment we met. He probably believed I could help her—that had to be the mysterious favor he’d asked me for.

      A small part of me wondered if, once I’d fulfilled my end of the bargain, he would disappear. But I didn’t want to wonder. I was tired of questioning everything in my life. This new information didn’t change anything. I’d always known he needed something from me.

      If Mason didn’t want to be with me, he was going to have to say that to my face. I refused to sabotage our relationship before it even got off the ground.

      “I hate that you’ve been alone for all of these years,” I said against his throat, letting my lips skim over his warm skin.

      “I don’t feel so alone. Not anymore.”

      Needing to meet his gaze, I withdrew slightly. He peered at me, his eyes intense yet somehow still soft. I waited for him to say something else, but he dropped his head instead, capturing my mouth in a slow, sensuous kiss.

      My body instantly responded, and I longed to sink into him, to beg for more. Unfortunately, propriety kept those desires at bay. Even though it was likely that his mother had no idea what was going on, it seemed disrespectful to make out on her couch while she sat several yards away. So, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to savor the moment while it lasted.

      When he pulled back a few seconds later, I asked, “What’s the long answer?” As much as I would have loved to continue basking in the comfort of his arms, Mason brought me here for a reason. And I hadn’t heard the full story yet. “What happened after you found your mother like this?”

      He adjusted his position again, his body tensing like he was preparing for battle. And maybe he was. From what I knew about this man, he wasn’t one to share details about his personal life. He’d probably only told this tale a handful of times over the years.

      “Mrs. Lyons, our housekeeper, who was more like a member of the family, took care of everything. She didn’t want to risk that I would end up in foster care, so she moved us to Florida and posed as my grandmother. In addition to enrolling me in school, she dragged Mom to every doctor and specialist in the state.

      “But they didn’t find anything, of course, because her problem isn’t a medical one. I knew it, and even Mrs. Lyons knew it, but what could either one of us do? I was too young, and though Mrs. Lyons knew about Mom’s psychic abilities, she didn’t know anyone in the psychic community. There was no one to turn to.

      “After my eighteenth birthday, I bought Mrs. Lyons a condo by the beach as a retirement gift and moved back here with Mom. I’ve been trying to figure out who did this to her, and how to cure her, ever since.”

      “And that’s how you got involved with the Collectors?” I asked, though I didn’t need to. His association with them finally made sense. Everything came back to whatever happened to his mother.

      “Yes. I needed access to the most powerful and influential psychics to have any chance of figuring out how to help Mom.” He sneered, an expression that didn’t belong on his beautiful face. “Not that it’s done any good.”

      “You can’t beat yourself up. You’ve done the best you can. No one could ask for anything more.”

      Mason shook his head. “It hasn’t been enough. I’ve been at this almost a decade, and it’s gotten me nowhere.” He glanced at me. “Well, until I heard about you.”

      Anxiety churned in my stomach. He was placing sixteen years of hopes and disappointments on my shoulders, and what if I couldn’t help? I had no idea where to even start.

      “Mason, I...” I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I attempted to form a sentence that wouldn’t sound like I was backing out of our deal. It wasn’t that at all. I just felt utterly unprepared for this moment, for what he needed from me.

      He reached for my hand and tugged off my glove before interlacing our fingers. “It’s okay, little thief. My expectations are low. I’m only asking you to try. That’s all I’ve ever asked.”

      He spoke the truth. Since that first meeting with him in the park, he’d only asked that I try...when the time came.

      That time had arrived, and I knew without having to think about it that I would do everything in my power to give Mason the one thing he wanted more than any other—his mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Adele

      

      I lost track of how much time passed as we sat there, holding hands. Mason’s gaze was aimed toward the windows, but I had a feeling he wasn’t seeing the cloudless sky or oaks lining the drive.

      Meanwhile, my mind whirred with what it would take to cure Elizabeth. I could start by searching through her memories to discover what happened to her. After that…well, I would have to come up with a plan. Surely, something in the Rose book of spells could help. I’d have to ask Megan to assist me. She liked magical research, so this problem was right up her alley.

      A light knock at the door startled me out of my thoughts. The nurse peeked her head in. “Should I come back later?”

      Mason shook his head, seemingly to erase the cobwebs as much as to tell her no. He stood, lifting me to me feet. “We’re leaving.” He released my hand just long enough to walk over to Elizabeth and drop a kiss on the top of her head. “See you later, Mom.”

      With Mason’s hand on the small of my back, I descended the stairs, my heart strangely full. The fact that he trusted me with his story—more importantly, his mother’s story—meant everything.

      It was exactly what I’d been wanting from him. What I’d been waiting for.

      Now that I understood his motives, I felt closer to him. Like I was actually getting to know the real Mason Montgomery.

      And everything I knew, I more than liked.

      As we turned the corner that opened up to the main hallway, I noticed a door I’d missed earlier. There were probably thirty screens and a number of monitors, manned by two armed security guards.

      I looked at Mason questioningly.

      He shrugged. “You know me. I take security seriously.”

      Especially when it came to Elizabeth, something that made complete sense. The door to her apartment wasn’t locked to keep her in—it was locked to keep others out. Though her body was present, someone had stolen her mind. And Mason was making certain that person never had a chance to hurt her again.

      “When do you want me to try to see into her memories?” I asked, somewhat surprised that he hadn’t urged me to do so immediately.

      “I don’t.”

      I halted mid-step. “What do you mean? I thought that’s what you wanted from me. To search Elizabeth’s memories so we can figure out a way to help her.”

      He rubbed at his short hair. “Well, yeah, we can try that, but I’m not sure it’ll work.”

      “Okay…”

      I still didn’t get it.

      He tugged me into a bedroom that I realized I’d been in before—the night of the masquerade.

      It was simpler than the rooms in the other wing of the mansion—or, to be historically accurate, the Big House—where I was staying with the rest of the Psych Squad. Those were tastefully decorated with antique furniture and décor. This, on the other hand, was the epitome of masculine elegance.

      The entire wall behind the large bed was covered in navy fabric panels and dark wood. Built-in nightstands framed the bed, which was topped with the most luxurious comforter I’d ever seen.

      Distracted by my surroundings, I had to ask, “Is this your bedroom?”

      “It is. I wanted to preserve the historical integrity of the property, but I needed one room that felt like me. In addition to the BAMC,” he added with a grin.

      Yeah, the “bad ass man cave” definitely didn’t fit in with the rest of the historic property.

      But, strangely, this room did. Not in the same way as most of the plantation house. It was more the feel than anything. It reminded me of the decadence of a former era but executed with the simplicity of contemporary interior design.

      “I like it.”

      “You’re more than welcome to move in.” He finally seemed like his usual self again as his eyes took on a mischievous glint.

      Forcing my gaze to stay rooted on him instead of sliding to his bed, I said, “Thanks, but I’m perfectly happy with my room.”

      Not that “room” was the correct term. It was actually a huge suite, with its own bedroom, bathroom, sitting room, and private balcony. He’d clearly played favorites when assigning the rooms, and we all knew it. I wasn’t about to complain, though. It was like something out of a dream.

      He plopped down on the bed. “Then, I guess you’ll have to visit.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Mason and I hadn’t spent more than a few moments alone since we’d officially become an item. And, now, he was sitting there, looking hotter than any man had a right to look. His white sweater clung to his defined shoulders and biceps, and his expression spoke of devilish intentions.

      “Come here, little thief.”

      His smooth-as-silk voice made the words no less commanding, and I didn’t hesitate. I walked straight to him, relishing the feel of his arms snaking around my waist.

      I looked down on him, something I rarely had the chance to do, and gazed into his inky orbs. They revealed a vulnerability that made my heart ache. After he’d shared so much with me, it was my turn to return the favor. But not with words. There was more than one way to share, and I sensed we both needed more than conversation right now.

      Cradling his sculpted jaw in my hands, I allowed myself to examine his face without pause or embarrassment. I’d once thought it a little too perfect, but from only a few inches away, I could make out a minor flaw or two. A light scar marred the skin above his right eyebrow, and one side of his top lip was slightly thinner than the other.

      I ran my fingers over the flaws, grateful for their existence. They made Mason feel more real somehow—like a man rather than an untouchable fantasy.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      The words poured out of me before I had a chance to consider them. I waited for him to object to my choice of adjective, but he didn’t speak. He merely blinked up at me through long lashes, like he didn’t know how to respond to this side of me. And maybe he didn’t. Apart from fleeting moments of bravery, I’d been hiding it away for too long. Maybe for forever.

      I slid my hands to the back of his neck and held him in place while I crushed my mouth to his. The contact snapped him out of his frozen state, because he immediately tightened his hold around my waist, driving my body against his.

      And that was it. That one movement was all it took for me to lose it.

      I fell into him, and we both collapsed back onto the bed. No clothing was removed, but our hands were everywhere. Mine skimmed over the ridges of his abdomen and down to the hard length between his legs. He groaned as he caressed the side of my breast, my hip, my ass.

      Our lips never separated, not even for a moment. I ached for him, but it was more than physical desire. I just knew that I wanted to be close to this man who lived for the woman he loved but had lost so many years ago.

      As the minutes passed, our frenzied touches and kisses slowed into something deep . . . sensual . . . meaningful.

      When he finally released me, I gulped in ragged breaths, not having even realized he’d stolen all of my air. Mason chuckled lowly, and I turned my head to glare at him. But the look of wonder on his face told me he wasn’t laughing at me.

      “What? What is it?”

      He cupped my cheek and slid his thumb against my bottom lip, his smile wide. Satisfied. “I do declare, Miss Adele Rose, I think I’m falling in love with you.”

      If I’d had any breath left in my lungs, it would have been sucked out of me in an instant. Out of all the things I might have imagined he’d say, I never would have come up with that. This was Mason Montgomery, man of outrageous wealth, allure, and mystery. Men like him didn’t fall easily.

      Or did they?

      I opened my mouth, but no sound came out of it. I knew I needed to say something, anything, but my mind was a complete blank.

      “Mason, I...”

      His smile didn’t falter even a little bit. “Yes, little thief?”

      My pulse raced, and sound whooshed in my ears as panic overtook my body. I knew I was falling for him too. I’d known it for a while. But I was too overcome. Too shocked. His eyes were too twinkly, his smile too bright. It was doing strange things to me.

      And. I. Could. Not. Form. Words.

      Mason chuckled again and pulled me into his arms. “You’re totally in love with me. There, I said it for you. I mean, how could you not be? I’m incredible.”

      My churning emotions finally easing, I smiled into his chest. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re conceited?”

      “Other than you? No, never.”

      I snuggled into him, amused and content. But my mind immediately began to wander. Even his startling declaration and drugging kisses hadn’t been enough to make me forget what we’d been discussing earlier.

      “If you don’t think I’ll be able to see into Elizabeth’s memory, what do you want me to do?”

      He drew back and placed his hand over my hip, caressing it with his thumb. “I’ve worked with telepaths and memory readers in the past, but they were never able to catch even a passing thought or memory. I’ve tried healers, both mental and physical. Everyone and everything I could think of.”

      My stomach dropped. What could I do that even a healer couldn’t?

      “You’re different, though.”

      “Because I’m a witch?” I asked with trepidation. “You know I have no idea what I’m doing when it comes to magic. I can get the coven together, though. Maybe we can come up with something—”

      Mason gently placed two fingers over my lips. “Slow down. I get that magic might help, but that’s not what I want you to try. At least, not at first.”

      Then, what? I let my expression ask the question, since his fingers still rested on my mouth.

      “I think you may be able to recover her memories. Psychically.”

      Recover her memories. Recover her memories. Recover her memories.

      The phrase floated around in my head, attempting to take hold.

      For years, I’d only seen memories when the person I touched was remembering a particular moment in time. Over the past few months, I’d begun to draw memories out, then steal them altogether.

      But recover lost memories? I hadn’t even considered that it might be possible. Was it?

      How would I even be able to test something like that? I didn’t relish the idea of using Elizabeth as a guinea pig. But the memories would have to be gone…not merely forgotten in the normal course of years passing.

      They would have to be stolen.

      My gut clenched as I imagined stealing memories and then attempting to return them. It wasn’t the most palatable option, but I had no doubt Mason would volunteer to let me experiment on him. Anything for his mother.

      As a plan of action began to crystallize, a new thought entered my mind. I surged up so suddenly, I accidentally jabbed Mason in the stomach.

      “Oomph,” he said with an exaggeratedly pained expression. “What was that for?”

      “Geppetto…your memories…recover,” I forced out, unable to form a complete sentence.

      God, I was such an idiot. The answer had been in front of us this whole time, and I hadn’t even seen it.

      I’d asked Megan to search for spells to return the memories from my short-lived abduction with Mason. But it had never occurred to me that I might have the power to recover those memories without magic.

      Idiot wasn’t a strong enough word. Imbecile was more like it. Or dumbass. Yeah, that was the one. I was a complete and utter dumbass.

      Mason slowly rose to sit beside me. “You put that together, huh?”

      I stared at him, aghast. “Why didn’t you say something? It’s been a week. I could have tried to give you back your memories of the kidnapping days ago.”

      “You could have, but I didn’t exactly see the hurry. Finding out what Geppetto did to us…with us…well, I’m not sure we even want to know.”

      I tried to see things from that perspective, but I couldn’t. The not knowing...it was driving me crazy.

      “We have to know. We need to figure out what we’re dealing with.”

      Maybe I was naïve, but I believed Geppetto was scarier as the masked man behind the curtain, pulling the strings. Knowing the truth couldn’t be any worse.

      Mason moved his head in something resembling a nod. “Yeah, I know.”

      “So, are you ready to do this?”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather cuddle for a while longer?”

      “Nope.”

      Okay, that was a lie. I’d happily spend the rest of the day curled up with Mason in his bed. But now that the possibility of seeing what happened to us was before me, I couldn’t wait any longer. We were doing this now.

      “Later.”

      He sighed. “I’m holding you to that. What do you need from me?”

      Good question. “I guess, think about the last thing you remember from that day. And I’ll need your hand.”

      “You can have both.”

      I returned his smile, then closed my eyes. Putting every bit of my practice meditating to work, I focused on my breathing. I didn’t know if it was instinct or common sense, but I had a feeling recovering memories wouldn’t be as simple as taking them had been.

      After several minutes of meditation, I opened my eyes just long enough to grasp Mason’s hands before closing them again. Imagining his memories were like the antique teacups that had been for sale in my shop, I carefully placed them back on the shelf where they belonged.

      Long minutes, that may have only been seconds, passed before chunks of the past started playing in my mind. They were jumbled . . . or maybe in reverse. . . I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t make sense of them, but I pressed on, urging the memories to spring forward.

      A scene flashed, one that I recognized, and I somehow knew that I’d arrived. I’d made it back to that moment at the picnic table—the moment before everything had grown fuzzy and disappeared.
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      I blinked rapidly, the information flooding my mind almost too much to process.

      Geppetto was behind everything.

      He had multiple sclerosis, and every one of his evil deeds came back to his illness. And his overriding hunger for power.

      In an attempt to control her, to use her for her healing abilities, he’d stolen Elizabeth Montgomery’s memories until there was nothing left. He’d seduced Andrea Parsons, ruthlessly using her for her ability to sense psychic powers. And he’d ordered Jared Fleming to set the explosion that killed the Psych Squad’s parents.

      Geppetto expected me to “fix” Elizabeth, to restore her memories. That was what all of this had been about. The last few months of terror came back to one thing—due to an oracle’s prediction, Geppetto believed I was the only person who would be able to return what he’d so viciously taken. And he needed Elizabeth more than anything or anyone else, because she could curb the symptoms of his disease.

      But the most shocking thing of all—Tina Thatcher, Stowe’s mother—was alive.

      Geppetto had been holding her captive all this time.

      I pressed a hand to my mouth, desperate to contain the bile rising in my throat.

      Stowe. I needed to get to him. He had to know.

      He would be ecstatic.

      He would be devastated.

      I turned to Mason, and I could see my horror reflected in his eyes. After all these years, he finally had the answers he’d been seeking. He knew what happened to his mother. He knew who was responsible. And he knew why.

      It was a hell of a lot to process.

      I wanted to hug him. More than that, I wanted to hand him the bullet that would end Geppetto forever. And I didn’t even feel guilty for thinking it.

      “Are you okay?”

      Strung together, those four syllables created the most useless question in the English language. But I didn’t have anything else. There was nothing to say, no words that could offer Mason even an ounce of comfort or reassurance.

      I felt completely helpless.

      Emotions ranging from fury to sadness to murderous rage crossed his features. His muscles were coiled tight, his jaw tense. I reached out a hand but withdrew it before making contact with his arm. I wasn’t sure he was even seeing me, and to the same degree he’d desired my touch earlier, I sensed he would spurn it now.

      He was too full of hate for Geppetto to feel anything else. And I didn’t blame him one bit.

      “What do you need from me?” I kept my tone as soft and conciliatory as possible, wanting to soothe him in some way.

      He swallowed once, and then again, before finally allowing his gaze to rest on me. “You need to find Stowe. Don’t worry about me.”

      Impossible. Of course, I would worry about him. But he was right—Stowe deserved to hear this news as soon as possible.

      While I was still convincing myself that I needed to leave, Mason’s cell rang. He fished it out of his pocket and answered with a curt, “Yes?”

      After a few seconds, he directed his gaze to me. “Jem is at the gate with Michael Fleming. Do you know anything about that?”

      Michael Fleming? As in Jared Fleming’s son?

      “No, nothing.”

      He paused before saying into his phone, “Search Fleming and escort them to the barn. I’ll be right there.” Turning to me, he said, “Let’s go.”

      I followed him in silence, trying to figure out why Jem would have brought Michael here without warning. As far as I could remember, she hadn’t even mentioned him since shortly after Jared had kidnapped her.

      I’d assumed that she and Michael had lost touch, since our Jared “problem” was solved by Grace and a handgun. I should have learned long ago that making assumptions was always dangerous.

      Mason must have alerted the other guys, because Jameson, Noah, and Stowe were already headed toward the barn when we made it outside, Sasha trotting happily along Stowe’s side. Even though we’d only been staying at the plantation for a week—while the Drake estate was being repaired after the unfortunate SUV-through-the-entryway incident—the massive Newfoundland dog acted like we were all part of the family.

      Noah immediately sought me out, and he stopped, waiting for me to catch up. “What the hell happened? Your emotions are all over the place, and Mason is practically a ball of suppressed rage.” He kept his voice low, but his expression told me he was more than a little worried.

      “It’s a long story.” My eyes immediately strayed to Stowe before darting away.

      Oh god, I couldn’t even look him in the eye. I was dying to tell him what I’d learned, but we had to deal with one problem at a time. And Michael Fleming showing up was the more urgent problem.

      Noah took my hand, and I glared at him. “You should be keeping your distance from me right now.” I could already see sweat beading along his hairline, even though the temperature was low enough to require a heavy coat.

      “Never,” he said softly, drawing me even closer.

      I shook my head at him but didn’t bother pulling away. Noah could be stubborn at times, and I knew better than to keep fighting him. The best thing I could do for him was to get control of my own swirling emotions, because there was no way I could ask Mason to calm down. Not even for Noah.

      Jem, two security guards, and a man I’d never seen stood outside the main BAMC entrance. That must be Michael.

      He wasn’t what I was expecting. I’d pictured a younger version of Jared—tall, balding, and nondescript. Though Michael was tall, he had a full head of black hair and an undeniably handsome face.

      As our group joined theirs, Jem stepped in front of Michael, as if to protect him. Huh. Interesting.

      “There’s no need for the security,” she said willfully, her rainbow hair blowing behind her. “Michael is here to help.”

      “Help how?” Jameson asked, sounding annoyed.

      “He has information about Geppetto.” She looked at me. “And your abduction.”

      Mason crossed his arms over his chest. “In other words, he assisted Geppetto with the abduction.”

      Jem’s expression turned sheepish, and I had to bite back a gasp. “Yes, technically, but—”

      “But nothing,” Jameson interrupted, drawing to his full height. “He put Adele’s life at risk. And Mason’s. How could you bring him here?”

      “Please,” Michael said, moving forward. “Let me explain.”

      I shivered as a gust of wind whipped through my light sweater, and Noah tugged me into his body. “Can we move this inside? I’m not detecting any malevolent intentions from him.”

      Mason studied our uninvited guest for a few moments before ordering his guards to stay close and opening the barn doors for everyone.

      Once we’d found spots around the bar and couch, Jem spoke up. “First, I need to tell you all something. Michael and I have been in contact ever since I went to see him before Christmas.” She reached for his hand, and he smiled softly at her. “More than that, we’re together.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked, though her declaration didn’t seem as surprising as it should have. Something niggled at the back of my mind, like an echo of a similar conversation from the past. Or like she’d told me in a dream.

      “After what happened with Jared, I didn’t think any of you would approve. But Michael had nothing to do with his father. He never even uses his abilities. You can trust him, I promise.”

      His abilities…which were probably similar to Jared’s.

      Through Mason’s memories, I’d felt his disorientation when we’d been taken. I’d only experienced that sensation one other time...that fateful night at the warehouse.

      Which meant Michael used his powers of confusion to help the puppet master abduct us, much like when Jared abducted Jem and Trevor.

      That had to be it.

      “Why did you help Geppetto?” I asked Michael. Might as well get right down to business.

      “He threatened Jem, and I didn’t know what to do. He assured me he wouldn’t hurt you. But I still shouldn’t have gone through with it.” Leaning forward, he gave me a pleading look before turning toward Mason. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why come clean now?” Stowe asked, not sounding entirely convinced by Michael’s speech.

      “Keeping the secret from Jem was killing me, and I thought you deserved to know the truth.” He looked directly at me, and I was once against struck by how attractive he was. His good looks were approachable, though, in a boy next door kind of way. Like you’d inherently trust him to take your little sister to dinner and a movie and bring her home by eleven. “I want to be on the right side of this fight. I want to help.”

      Mason paced behind me, his graceful movements reminding me of a caged panther. “If everything you’ve said is true, why didn’t Geppetto take your memories of the entire event? Why allow you to remember and possibly tell us?”

      “I have no idea. He said he’d be in touch, so I’m assuming he plans to use me again. Maybe that explains it?”

      Mason shook his head. “None of this makes sense. He could have found another way to take us. Why involve you at all?” He glared at Michael. “Unless you’re a spy for him.”

      “I’m not. I swear I’m not.”

      “He’s telling the truth,” Noah interjected. “He’s not working for Geppetto, and he is sorry.”

      Mason resumed his pacing, and Sasha lifted her head from her place on the floor, watching her master with what I had to assume was confusion. “Then, what is Geppetto really up to? Why take our memories, especially when he wants Adele to get stronger...when he wants her to be able to restore memories?”

      Five heads seemed to swing his way simultaneously, while I sat there helplessly.

      “What the fu—”

      “How do you—”

      “What are you—”

      “Since when do—”

      I was pretty certain Michael was the only one who didn’t speak. Noah even got a partial question in before I cut them all off by standing and blocking Mason—well, most of him—from view.

      “That’s enough.” I sighed, more exhausted than I remembered being since shortly after Dad’s funeral. “We will explain, but everyone needs to take a time out.”

      I turned to Jem. “Why don’t you escort Michael out? We need a chance to talk about all of this privately.”

      Surprisingly, she nodded without even a hint of disagreement.

      Then, I spun and spoke lowly, so only Mason could hear me. “Explain what happened to Noah, Jameson, and Jem. I need to talk to Stowe alone.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Okay. Why don’t you take one of the cars? It might help to get away for a little bit...go somewhere quiet.”

      “Thank you.” I stood on my toes to give him a kiss on the cheek. “You sure you’re okay?”

      He scowled, but I could see the skin around his eyes and mouth soften. “I will be.”

      That was probably all I could ask for.
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      Stowe had been understandably confused when I’d dragged him away during the middle of a family discussion. But I’d asked that he trust me, and in typical Stowe fashion, he’d relented without another word. He put his faith in me so easily, but I wasn’t sure I trusted myself enough to get through this. I had to break the most astonishing yet crushing news of his life.

      And I was scared.

      Scared I would say the wrong thing.

      Scared I would lose my Stowe to anger and grief.

      Most of all, I was scared of seeing him hurt.

      Because this would hurt. The loss of years and the comprehension of her captivity and the utter sense of helplessness.

      Stowe reached across the console of Mason’s Ferrari and squeezed my thigh. We were parked in a small clearing overlooking the creek. Any other day, I would have been able to appreciate the scenery. But not today.

      “Not that I’m not happy to be alone with you, but what’s going on, Daphne? You’re a million miles away.”

      I clutched at my talisman, not caring that it was coming into contact with my skin instead of laying harmlessly against my sweater.

      Knowing I just needed to pull off the Band-Aid, I explained about Mason’s mother and our successful attempt to recover Mason’s memories. I went into detail about everything that happened with Geppetto...up until Tina appeared.

      When there was nothing else left to say, I took a deep breath and sent a request into the universe for guidance. If there was any god or spirit or entity out there willing to help me through this, I would happily accept the assistance.

      I shifted my body so I was facing Stowe. In the tiny car, his big body was only inches away, and I could easily see the gold flecks in his brown eyes. They were watching me with worry, and I hated that I was making him anxious before I’d even spoken a word of the truth.

      “Stowe,” I croaked. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I want you to know that I love you and I’m here for you. Whatever you need from me. Anytime, anyplace, I’m here.”

      His year-round tan seemed to fade in front of my eyes. “What’s wrong? You’re scaring me.”

      “There was someone else there...in Geppetto’s bunker.”

      “Okay...?”

      I swallowed. “It was your mom, Stowe. She’s alive.”

      He didn’t display any of the reactions I might have expected. He didn’t gasp or widen his eyes or release a bark of surprised laughter. He just blinked at me, like he hadn’t heard what I’d said.

      My stomach churning, I reached for his hand. “Stowe?”

      He blinked a few more times but didn’t otherwise respond.

      “Stowe, can you hear me?”

      Finally, after seconds that felt like years, he squeezed my hand. “Yeah, I can hear you. I heard you.”

      “I’m so sorry, Stowe. Somehow, Geppetto has been keeping her captive for all of these years. But she’s okay.”

      It wasn’t technically a lie. She seemed to be physically all right. Mentally, though...that was a different story.

      I reached for his bearded cheeks and caressed the exposed skin. “And we’ll find a way to rescue her. I promise you.”

      After seeing into Mason’s memories, I knew one thing—I wouldn’t rest until we’d fixed what Geppetto had broken.

      It seemed that reuniting mothers with their sons was my new calling in life.
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      Stowe had questions, and I answered as many of them as I could. But I knew so little. I only had the few details that Geppetto had revealed. I didn’t know how or why he’d taken Tina when the rest of the Psych Squad’s parents didn’t make it out of Stowe’s basement alive.

      The one thing I did know—Geppetto had stolen Tina’s memories of her son. I hadn’t wanted to tell Stowe, but I couldn’t keep anything from him. Especially when I had such limited information to offer.

      His eyes had shimmered with unshed tears when I broke the news, but he didn’t lose it. He swallowed and said, “Maybe it’s better that way. She won’t have spent the last thirteen years worried about me.”

      Now, we were back in the BAMC, and I’d seated myself in his lap. Considering the important discussion that was about to occur, it wouldn’t have normally been my first choice. But Stowe needed me. I couldn’t do anything about Tina right this minute, but I could give him comfort.

      Jameson, Jem, and Mason encircled us, their expressions somber. But there was more than sadness there. There was determination. The same kind of determination I was feeling. We had to get Tina away from that bastard.

      “Where’s Noah?” I asked.

      “I’m here,” he said, reappearing from the direction of the garage portion of the man cave.

      His hair was wet, and his clothes were different. I had a bad feeling that he’d sweated through his other ones while dealing with the emotions surrounding Michael’s appearance and Mason’s story.

      “You okay?”

      He gave me a closed-mouth smile and held up the Black Tourmaline that I’d re-spelled for him. Good. That would help block all of the negative emotions in the room. “I am now.”

      “What’s the plan?” Jameson asked, not wasting any time. He was wearing a fitted long-sleeve black T-shirt and black cargo pants with black boots. And his expression was as dark as I’d ever seen it…which was saying a lot.

      He looked ready to disappear into the night or storm a castle.

      He looked dangerous.

      And sexy.

      Mason stood, and I waited for him to resume his earlier pacing. It only took a few seconds, and the caged panther was back. “We have to be systematic about this. Geppetto has a plan, which means we need a better one. He wants Adele’s abilities, but he let her go, knowing she would be able to recover my memories of the event.”

      “Which means what?” Jem ran her fingers through her long hair. “I don’t understand what he’s thinking.”

      “It means that he was counting on Adele recovering my memories and then working on recovering my mother’s. He knows I have the same goal, and he probably assumes Adele will want to help me.”

      If I even could.

      Recovering a few hours’ worth of Mason’s memories was one thing. Restoring a lifetime of memories was another. Based on what I’d seen from Mason’s memory, I’d been unsuccessful when I’d attempted to return some of Tina’s memories. Geppetto’s response had been, You’re not ready. Which meant he believed I would be ready…eventually.

      “How will we find Mrs. Thatcher?” Jem asked. “Isn’t that the first step?”

      “Maybe we should ask your boyfriend,” Jameson replied somewhat snidely. “Does he know where Geppetto’s bunker is located?”

      She shook her head. “He was blindfolded the whole time.”

      “Well, then, he’s completely worthless.”

      Jem glared at her brother but didn’t reply.

      “Maybe not.” Mason stopped pacing. “Why can’t he be our inside man? We need someone, and Geppetto already got to him once.”

      “No.” Stowe’s chest rumbled against my back, and I jumped in surprise. I hadn’t forgotten he was there, obviously, but I wasn’t expecting him to speak up. At least, not at this stage in the conversation.

      Mason lifted his eyebrows. “No?”

      “That’s right. I’m not putting my mother’s safety in the hands of someone I don’t trust. No offense, Jem, but the rest of us don’t even know him. And he’s already screwed us over once.”

      “Then, what do you want to do?” Mason retorted, his patience clearly waning.

      “I hate to say it, but we need more psychics.” Jameson glanced at me. “Maybe we should bring Heidi in on this. See if she knows anyone who can find the bunker.”

      Heidi. Jameson’s beautiful—and connected—ex-girlfriend. I wished that the mere sound of her name from his lush lips didn’t fill me with anxiety. I believed him when he told me he wasn’t interested in her, even though she clearly wanted him back. But that didn’t mean I liked to think about her...or them together in any capacity.

      I could feel Stowe’s head shaking behind me and forced myself to focus on the real problem, and Heidi wasn’t it.

      “I have a different idea.”

      We all turned to look at Noah. Since he rarely spoke without thinking, his suggestions tended to be good ones.

      “What if Jameson and Adele work together to generate visions about Geppetto and the people he surrounds himself with?”

      “You know I’ve never been successful at generating visions,” Jameson replied.

      “Not by yourself, no. But think about what Adele can do. We know she can borrow abilities. And we’ve seen evidence that she can enhance our existing abilities. So who knows what the two of you would be able to do together.”

      Mason nodded thoughtfully. “That’s not a bad idea. Adele and Jameson can work on that. Jem can talk to Michael and see if there’s anything he can remember that might help us locate the bunker or any of Geppetto’s minions. Noah, maybe you can get together with Heidi and start making a list of her Psych contacts and their abilities? In case we need to go that direction. And I’ll start working on my contacts within Intuition. Sara and Joseph clearly know something, since they were responsible for setting the trap that allowed Geppetto to get to us.”

      I stared at him, surprised but also not. He’d always had that air of leadership about him, but he’d seemed to prefer his role as a loner. Maybe that Mason Montgomery had merely been a persona cultivated out of years of necessity.

      Stowe’s hands tightened around my waist, and though I could feel his body tensing behind me, he gently lifted me off his lap and onto the couch while he stood.

      “That’s just great. As usual, everyone has a purpose except for me. Doesn’t matter that this is all about my mother. I’m still useless.”

      “Stowe—” I reached for his hand, but I was too late. He was already walking away, his long legs taking him all the way to the door before any of us had a chance to come up with a response.

      Mason ran an agitated hand over his head. “Shit. Should I—”

      “No.” Noah stood. “I’ve got this.”

      Silence fell over the room once Stowe and Noah were both gone. We’d all said so much but also not enough. In the midst of everything else, Mason and I had revealed that Geppetto was the person behind the Psych Squad’s parents’ murders. Jared Fleming may have done the dirty work, but he’d been following Geppetto’s orders.

      On a regular day, that would have been enough to throw everyone into a tailspin. But, today, it barely even counted as news.

      That was a disturbing thought.

      Jem turned to Mason. “Do you mind giving me a few minutes alone with these two?”

      “No. I’ve gotta go...” He paused, like he couldn’t remember what he was going to do, a sure sign that he was still reeling as much as the rest of us. “...Make some phone calls.”

      With that, he disappeared, leaving me, Jameson, and Jem alone. Jameson moved from his place leaning against the bar to sit next to me on the couch. More like crowd me, actually. His warmth seeped into me, and I freaking loved it.

      It seemed like weeks—instead of hours—since we’d sat in almost this exact position and he’d taken my mouth in a delicious kiss, officially branding me as his. After all we’d been through, it still didn’t quite feel real. I half-expected him to tell me it had all been a mistake. Or a joke. That he didn’t want to be with me.

      But then he turned those hot cocoa-colored eyes on me, and my doubts evaporated. This thing between us? It was still new and somewhat disconcerting. But it was real. I didn’t need any psychic powers to know that much.

      Jem moved to stand directly in front of us. I’d slowly grown accustomed to the different facets of her personality. Outgoing and fun. Withdrawn and sulky. Thoughtful and apologetic.

      But I didn’t think I’d ever seen this particular side of her. She crossed her arms protectively around her stomach and stared down at her feet, her body language suggesting she was feeling guilty or, at least, regretful. Even the usually healthy glow to her skin was missing. But as she lifted her head, her mouth was set in a firm line of resolve.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have hidden Michael from you. It wasn’t right.”

      “Then, why did you do it?” Jameson asked, his tone softer than I expected. Of course, this was Jem, and we all knew he had a soft spot for his sister, even when he was pissed at her beyond belief.

      She bit the side of her lip and shrugged.

      “That’s not good enough, Jemimah. We deserve a real answer.”

      Jemimah? Dang. He was pulling out the big guns today.

      Her shoulders sagged. “You’re right.” She slumped into the chair across from us and sighed. “I’ve, um, I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. And it was so complicated, from the very beginning. You get that. His father was after Adele. Then, Jared kidnapped me, and we found out that he murdered Adele’s dad.”

      “And our parents,” Jameson interjected.

      She nodded sadly. “Yeah, but I didn’t even know that until today.”

      “And you’re okay with that? Dating the son of the man who killed our parents?”

      Her big brown eyes, the exact shade of Jameson’s, filled with tears. “I love him. And he’s not his father. It’s not fair to hold him responsible for the things Jared did.”

      My heart broke for her. She was in an impossible position. It was true—Michael wasn’t at fault for his father’s murderous ways. That didn’t mean I trusted him...not yet. But this wasn’t about me. This was about Jem. And I was determined to be the friend she needed me to be.

      I squeezed Jameson’s leg before going to Jem and pulling her into a hug. “It’s okay. I understand why you kept the secret.”

      She sniffled. “You’re not mad?”

      “No.” There were too many other things to be upset about. I wasn’t into holding onto unnecessary anger. “I just want my friend back. I want us to be able to talk about everything going on in our lives.”

      Jem retreated from my embrace and scrunched her face up in an expression of disgust. “As long as that doesn’t include details about you and Jameson.”

      I snickered. “Deal.”

      Her eyes lightened, and her grimace was replaced by her signature grin. “Mason, on the other hand...I want to hear everything, and I do mean everything, about you two.”

      Jameson groaned from behind me, and I couldn’t resist a laugh. I turned to him and said, “Your turn.” He gave me a blank look, so I tugged on his hand until he was standing next to me and Jem. “Make up. Brother and sister, Jem and Jam, back together again.”

      Jem snorted, and my mouth popped open as what I’d said sunk in. “Holy shit. How have I never used that before?”

      Jameson shook his head, but even he couldn’t hide his smile. Then, he drew his sister into his arms and squeezed her so tight she squealed. “Just don’t do it again.”

      “I won’t. I swear.”

      When he released her, somehow, even after the day we’d been having, we were all smiling. It felt good. A bit of normalcy amidst the chaos.

      “One more thing,” Jem said, directing her gaze on me. “We’re not leaving this room until you borrow my ability.” She held up a hand, as if to ward off any arguments. “I know what you’re going to say. You don’t know what will happen, you don’t have control, yadda yadda. But I don’t care. You need my danger-detection ability, and I’m more than willing to give it to you.”

      Jameson slung an arm over her shoulder. “For once, you speak good sense, little sis.”

      With both of them watching me with determination, I couldn’t come up with a decent defense. It was true—I didn’t know what would happen. Then again, I’d borrowed Noah’s empathic abilities and Stowe’s telepathy without any negative repercussions. So, it was probably time to act on faith.

      “Okay.”

      Jem and Jam—because, yes, I was going to call them that now—exchanged looks of exaggerated shock.

      “Do you think she’s being controlled by some kind of super mind-controlling Psych?” Jem whispered to her brother.

      Jameson nodded thoughtfully. “Either that, or she’s not really Adele.” He widened his eyes in mock-horror. “What if Mason is messing with us, and he’s making us see Adele when she’s not even here?”

      I rolled my eyes at their antics. “Very funny. Now, can we get this over with?”

      Jem approached, holding her hands out to me. “Do your worst.”
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      “This isn’t working.” I pushed away from Jameson, disgusted. Not with him. He’d demonstrated more patience than I could reasonably ask for.

      No, I was disgusted with myself. I was the one with all the power, whether I wanted it or not, and I was making absolutely zero progress.

      The worst part was that we’d discovered Tina’s location. It had only taken a day for Megan to come up with and execute a locator spell that had done the trick.

      We knew where to find the bunker…where to find Geppetto. Yet, we couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

      Even with the assistance of Mason’s security team, storming the place was risky. Round-the-clock surveillance had revealed that there was one entry point. And if the team didn’t get in there and extract Tina quickly enough, who knew what Geppetto would do to her.

      Not to mention, we had no idea what psychics he had access to. He might be able to anticipate every move we made, no matter how careful or prepared we were.

      So, Jameson and I had dedicated ourselves to our mission—generating visions that might provide the in we needed. We only needed one break. Prior knowledge of a scheduled delivery or a shift change or something.

      But it was much easier said than done. Despite Noah’s belief that I’d be able to help Jameson generate specific visions, I’d managed to do nothing of the sort.

      Since borrowing Jameson’s ability, I’d had one vision of my own, and it had revealed a steamy make-out scene with Mason in the ballroom. I wasn’t complaining. The vision had been almost as good as the real thing—which had occurred, as predicted, later that evening—but it wasn’t what I needed.

      It didn’t help me fix all of this for Stowe.

      Jameson pulled me into his arms, and I leaned into them, grateful for his reassurance. He’d been my lifeline over the last few days, something I never thought I’d say.

      Now that things were settled between us, he was different. We were different. I finally got to enjoy the side of his personality that I’d kept hearing about but never seen.

      Shocker of the decade—Mr. Hot and Passionate was actually a fairly Zen guy, when he wanted to be.

      “It’s only been three days.” He spoke into my hair as he trailed lazy fingers along my spine.

      I shivered at the contact. Jameson didn’t even have to touch me to get my engine revving. But when we did touch? It was like being electrocuted, without the pain. It was all delicious buzzing and heat and anticipation.

      “Tell that to Stowe.” I had no doubt that the three days since he discovered his mother was alive had felt like months passing. And not normal months, either. More like the winter months in the far north, where it was dark and freezing twenty-four-seven.

      I wanted to be his sunlight, or at least his sun lamp, but he was barely speaking. Even to me.

      It was like the Stowe I’d loved almost on sight had disappeared overnight, and I had no idea how to find him again. Or where to even look.

      Jameson drew back and tilted my chin up so I was peering into his eyes. They were as intense as ever, but now I saw the intensity for what it was—caring.

      If anything, he cared too much without being able to properly convey it. He kept all those emotions bottled up until they spilled out of him, all aggression and ire.

      “Stowe will be okay,” he said with understanding. “You just need to give him time.”

      Time. That was precisely the problem. Time was passing, and we were no closer to rescuing Tina. I was no closer to finding a way to take out Geppetto for good. Or to getting strong enough to restore Elizabeth’s memories and, hopefully, her mind.

      Jameson tightened his hold on my face, and I had no choice but to focus on only him. “This is not on you. You’re doing your best.”

      I sighed. I comprehended the words, but I didn’t know how to make myself believe them. “Then, why do I feel like such a failure?”

      “Because you put too much on yourself. You’ve been blaming yourself for every bad thing that’s happened since we met.”

      I snorted out a laugh. “If I remember correctly, you started that trend by blaming me for bringing the attention of the Collectors on you and your family.”

      His lips quirked. “Did I?”

      I smacked his hard chest, knowing the move would have little to no impact on his muscles, finely tuned from years of daily yoga and weightlifting. “Very funny. Like you don’t remember.”

      He swept a hand over my forehead to brush away a lock of hair that didn’t want stay out of my face. “I remember being blindsided by a fiery, sarcastic, enchanting redhead who wouldn’t leave me alone, even in my own head.”

      “Like I had any control over your visions.”

      He placed a kiss at the edge of my jaw. “Who said anything about visions?”

      I closed my eyes, knowing I should shut the hell up and just feel. But now that we were on the topic, I wanted more. “You never told me what vision made you so suspicious of me.”

      Those early days were kind of a blur now, but I would never forget the hostility on his face that first day we met. He’d pissed me the hell off, but he’d also intrigued me. And those feelings had never completely disappeared.

      “You want to see it?”

      My eyes popped open. I was expecting a brushoff or maybe a quick description of the vision. But I never dreamed he would offer to show it to me. It wasn’t even an issue of trust. Not anymore. I just understood how wary he was of sharing his visions. A lifetime of experience, culminating with the destruction of his relationship with Heidi, had taught him to be cautious.

      “Did it...I mean, has it happened yet?”

      “No.” His earlier, albeit restrained, humor was now gone, and I already missed it. But I’d started us down this path, and I needed to see it through.

      “Do you think it’s still going to happen?”

      Jameson searched my gaze, but I wasn’t sure what he was looking for. If it was apprehension, I had no doubt he’d found it.

      “I hope not.”

      I swallowed, my desire to continue flailing. Could I handle more bad news? Then again, what if knowing kept the event from ever happening? That had certainly been the case before.

      “Okay. I want to see.”

      He dipped his head and pressed his lips to mine. The buzzing from his earlier touches intensified, and I gripped his sides to steady myself. Every kiss with Jameson was a marvel. Not only because of how he made me feel—which was incredible—but because we almost didn’t make it to this point. Where we were more than separate sparks coming together to create fire.

      Though the sky is bright, my vision is blurry. I see shapes and images but struggle to bring them into focus.

      But one image is a little too clear for my liking. Me, shaking hands with someone, though I can’t make out who. “We have a deal,” I say. “And I expect the whole of Intuition to stand with me.”

      Then, I turn to someone else, also a blur, and shake his or her hand.

      Back in the present, I frowned at Jameson. “Really? You think I’m going to work with Intuition?”

      “Of course not. Not now, but you can understand why I believed it of you in the beginning.”

      Well, yeah. It painted me in a bad light, that was for sure. Maybe the vision would have occurred if things had turned out differently along the way. We’d probably never know.

      The one thing I did know?

      I was never going to conspire with Team Intuition.

      My phone beeped, and I didn’t have to look at it to know it was my “check on Stowe” alarm. And, no, I didn’t set the alarm to remind myself to seek out my favorite human teddy bear. I’d set it because, without the alarm, my worry for him had started to cross over into obsession. I’d been looking in on him too often, and I’d sensed that he was losing patience with my hovering.

      “Go,” Jameson said simply, no recrimination or annoyance in his tone. “I’ll go whip us up some lunch.”

      I smiled. “Good luck with that.”

      Jameson had been trying, in vain, to convince the household chef to allow him to cook. Roberto found the mere idea insulting, like Jameson was suggesting that his cooking wasn’t good enough. Which was definitely not true. The food was magnificent. Jameson just didn’t like being waited on hand and foot.

      Personally? I didn’t mind. Roberto made the most decadent hot chocolate I’d ever tasted, including his homemade mini marshmallows. And if he was getting paid to create culinary masterpieces, who was I to argue?

      Jameson shot me a wink as he headed toward the kitchen and I walked the two doors to Stowe’s room. “Thanks. I’ll need it.”

      I knocked lightly on the door, only waiting a few seconds before opening it. Stowe would know it was me, and there was no point in him getting up.

      The room was dark, except for the diffused light filtering through the heavy curtains. It only took a second for me to locate his big body lying prone in the middle of the bed. At first, I thought he might be asleep. But as I got closer, I realized he was staring blankly at the ceiling.

      My heart ached for him. I wanted to take away all of his pain. All of his misery.

      If only that was something I could accomplish through touch. Then, maybe I’d feel like all these “gifts” I’d been given were worth it.

      Without speaking, I kicked off my shoes and climbed into bed with him. He didn’t react, even when I snuggled into his side and draped an arm over his chest. If anything, his body tensed, and I had to remind myself that this wasn’t about me. He was reacting to the circumstances, not to me.

      “Are you hungry? Jameson is rounding up some lunch.”

      “No.”

      I barely heard his curt reply, but it wasn’t exactly a surprise. Whatever food he’d consumed over the last few days had been eaten alone. He wasn’t interested in company…even mine.

      “Are you sure? I can ask Roberto to make that stir fry you love.”

      “No.”

      “Stowe, I know you’re upset.” I tried to keep my voice soft but not too sympathetic. He wouldn’t like that. “But you have to eat sometime.”

      “Holy fuck, Adele.” He rolled off the bed and walked to the window, his back to me. “When will you get the hint? I don’t want food. I don’t want to talk. And I don’t want your damn pity.”

      Tears gathered in my eyes. Stowe had never raised his voice to me, not ever. And as much as I knew that this wasn’t about me, it hurt.

      I pushed out of the bed and slipped my feet in my shoes before hurrying to the door. More than one huffy retort came to mind, but I didn’t allow any of them to spring out of my mouth. Instead, I said, “You know where to find me if you change your mind.”

      Before leaving the room, I pulled a small bag out of my pocket and set it on the dresser. “I spelled a crystal for you. It should help with your telepathy.”

      He didn’t respond, and with sorrow weighing me down, I left the room and shut the door softly behind me.

      I couldn’t stand seeing him like this. It was slowly breaking me.

      It was time to take my training with Jameson to the next level. I just had to figure out how to do that.
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      I was a shithead, there was no doubt about it.

      It wasn’t Adele’s fault that I felt completely useless. She didn’t deserve my shitty attitude and comments.

      But I’d needed distance. That was the only way I could hide my plan from her.

      Normally, I was an open book. Adele had said as much. It was something she loved about me. I knew that.

      And I liked playing that role in her life. Liked, no loved, being the one who she felt completely comfortable with.

      But there were times in a man’s life when he had to hold back. To keep secrets. Even from the woman he loved.

      And this was one of those times.

      Later, after I’d completed my mission, I’d beg for her forgiveness. And I knew she’d grant it. That was the kind of woman she was. The best kind. The kind that earned the devotion of not one but four men.

      After giving Adele plenty of time to return to her room, I pocketed the gift she’d left for me, feeling like even more of a jackass. While I’d ignored her and pushed her away, she’d been busy finding a way to help me.

      I officially sucked.

      Opening the door, I looked both ways, much like a rebellious teenager hoping to sneak out of the house without getting caught. Not that I’d ever even considered such a thing as a teen. By the time I was old enough for that sort of behavior, Andrea had been my guardian. And she’d employed the type of parenting that relied on mutual honesty and trust. As long as I told her where I was going—and with who—she was good.

      Jem had been the one who had pushed the boundaries, wanting the experience of sneaking out like a “normal” teen. If such a thing even existed.

      I easily made it to the garage, where my Expedition was parked, without being seen. That was the thing about living in an honest-to-god mansion. You could go days without bumping into another person, if that’s what you wanted. Well, except Mason’s security team. But they were more fixtures than people. They were big on nods and small on chit chat. Which suited me just fine. I wasn’t in the mood for much talking these days.

      As I exited through the security gate, I wondered if Mason would receive some sort of alert regarding my departure. Even if he did, I wasn’t worried about it. I would arrive at my intended destination before anyone had a chance to figure out what I was up to.

      Jameson, especially, would be pissed when he found out. It wasn’t like me to go off half-cocked and without backup.

      But I had a plan, and I didn’t need the others talking me out of it.

      I was doing what I had to do for my mom. The rest of the Psych Squad would understand. Eventually.
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      The door to my suite opened, and I looked up at Jameson in surprise. I’d been lost in thought and had forgotten all about our lunch plans.

      He set a large silver tray—antique, of course—on the table before turning to me. “What happened?” He stepped closer, frowning. “Are you crying?”

      I wiped at my cheeks, and my fingers came away damp. Huh. I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      Considering the fierce look on his face, I didn’t want to tell him what happened with Stowe. He’d probably storm in there and cuss him out. Which would definitely not improve the situation.

      I stood and forced a smile. “Everything is fine. What do we have to eat today?”

      His severe gaze stayed on me, but he said lightly, “Mac and cheese. Gourmet, of course, but it looks delicious.”

      Comfort food—just what I needed.

      Before I could sit down at the table, Jameson tugged on my hand and drew me into his arms. He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Whatever happened, don’t take it personally. He’s not himself.”

      Oh, the irony, I thought, stifling a laugh. Jameson was comforting me after Stowe had been an ass to me. I honestly never thought I’d see the day.

      Ready to dig into some cheesy goodness, I started to draw away from him. But my vision suddenly changed, and I was no longer standing in my suite with Jameson.

      I’m in a wooded area, and I see a broad figure walking through the shadows. It takes a few seconds, but I realize the figure is Stowe. He stops suddenly, his arms raised in a gesture of surrender.

      From behind a large oak, another figure emerges, this one dressed in black from head-to-toe and pointing a gun at Stowe.

      I jerked away from Jameson, the bitter taste of fear filling my mouth.

      Where—

      When—

      What—

      I couldn’t form the questions, but I soon realized I didn’t need to. Jameson’s face had paled, and he was shaking his head, as if to clear the images from his head.

      “Did you see that?” he croaked.

      I nodded as I attempted to process what had just happened. Somehow, we’d shared a vision. I wanted to know more, but we had more pressing matters.

      Jameson must have thought the same, because he sprinted for the door and down the hall to Stowe’s room. I followed quickly behind him, panic rising.

      By the time I made it to Stowe’s door, Jameson was exiting it. “He’s not here.” He held up a black device. “And he left his phone.”

      I froze, my mind whirring with the possibilities. Nothing bad could have happened. Not yet.

      I’d been with Stowe, what? Twenty minutes ago? Or had it been a little longer? My stomach cramped. I couldn’t be sure. I’d been lost in my thoughts, not paying attention to the passage of time.

      Jameson shook me, and I realized he’d been speaking. “Wha-at?”

      “Come on. We need to go.”

      He took my hand and started running down the hall. I allowed him to pull me along, still too dazed to do anything but follow.

      “Adele,” Jameson hollered back at me. “You have to send him a telepathic message. Try to stop him.”

      That finally snapped me out of my shocked haze, and I squeezed his hand in acknowledgment.

      I’d never tried to send a message on the fly like this, but I had to try. The temptation to close my eyes was strong, but I resisted, focusing on the back of Jameson’s neck instead.

      Stowe, you have to listen to me. You can’t go to the bunker alone. Jameson and I had a vision, and one of Geppetto’s men is going to step out from behind a tree and pull a gun on you.

      Please stop. I’m begging you. Wait until we get there, and we’ll help. I promise.

      We’d made it to the bottom of the stairs, and before we could head toward the garage behind the house, Mason intercepted us.

      “This way,” he called, running out the front door, where a black SUV sped into the drive and stopped abruptly. I wondered how Mason knew what was going on but realized Jameson must have already spoken to him on the phone. I’d been too out of it to notice.

      Jameson ushered me into the back, and I slid across the seat. He climbed in behind me, and before Mason had even shut the passenger door, he shouted, “Go! Go! Go!”

      I’d have to remember to make cookies for the security guard driving, because he didn’t even hesitate. He sped down the long driveway and onto the road like we were being chased by the devil himself.

      “Did you do it?” Jameson asked.

      “Yes, but I’m going to try again. Just in case.”

      Closing my eyes this time, I repeated the message once, twice, three times for good measure. All the while, I heard voices around me, but I drowned them out, completely focused on Stowe and the words I needed him to hear.

      When I opened my eyes, Jameson was watching me. He reached for my hand, and I gripped it like it was the only thing keeping me from plummeting into a depthless sea.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked, forcing myself to remain focused on one task at a time.

      “We have to hope he heard you in time and actually…”

      Listened. Yeah. Normally, I would have been a hell of a lot more confident that Stowe would listen to me. But after that scene in his bedroom earlier, I had my doubts. He was obviously determined.

      “Either way, we’re going to get there as fast as humanly possible,” Mason interjected. “I’ll create an illusion to get us in, cause a distraction, whatever we need. And we’ll have to rely on you to warn us of danger.”

      I guessed it was a good thing Jem had talked me into borrowing her ability. We’d be in even more trouble right now without it.

      Still, the idea of attempting to infiltrate Geppetto’s lair while Stowe was likely in trouble…well, it was daunting, to say the least.

      Mason talked on the phone with the security team that was following behind us. I wished the idea of having armed escorts was comforting, but it made me even more anxious. This situation could escalate quickly. And I’d never be able to live with myself if anything happened to Stowe or Tina.

      I should have paid closer attention. I should have realized Stowe needed more than my promises and hugs and words of reassurance. He’d needed something concrete, and I’d failed him.

      “What did I say earlier about blaming yourself?”

      I turned to Jameson, knowing surprise was likely written all over my face. “How did you know?”

      “I know you better than you think.”

      “Just tell me he’s going to be okay.”

      He tugged me into his side, and I buried my face in the crook of his neck. “He will be.”

      Jameson and I spent the rest of the torturously long drive attempting to generate more visions. But it seemed that our shared vision had been a fluke, because we didn’t see anything else.

      When we were a few miles from the bunker, I closed my eyes and sent Stowe one more message.

      We’re almost there. Just hang on.

      If he’d been shot, I had to hope that hearing my voice would somehow help. I refused to consider the possibility that he couldn’t receive my message...for any reason.

      Adele, can you hear me?

      As Stowe’s voice resonated in my head, I grabbed onto Jameson’s leg, needing to steady myself despite my seated position. “He’s alive,” I said before closing my eyes and concentrating.

      Stowe, yes, I can hear you. The spelled crystal must be working. Are you okay? Where are you? What were you thinking?

      He chuckled, and the sound couldn’t have been any sweeter.

      I’m okay. I took out the guard you warned me about. Now, I’m waiting near the bunker entrance. There’s only one other guard that I can see, and I’m guessing he’ll start getting suspicious soon.

      Stay hidden. We’re almost there, and we have backup.

      Not waiting for his response, I told the others what Stowe had said. Mason immediately started barking orders into his cell, but I attempted to ignore the sound, waiting for more from Stowe.

      I’m sorry I scared you.

      The block of ice that had formed around my heart when Jameson and I discovered Stowe’s empty room began to melt. I can’t believe you were going to take on Geppetto by yourself.

      That wasn’t actually the plan. I, uh, was hoping to get caught.

      What?

      No, seriously. What?

      Before I had a chance to say anything else, he continued. I don’t have a death wish, if that’s what you’re thinking. I just thought that if I got caught, I’d be able to scope things out and send telepathic messages about what I found. And, yes, I know that was stupid, especially since my telepathy doesn’t seem to work without you. At least, it didn’t until your crystal. I was acting desperate, and I’m sorry.

      If my eyes weren’t already closed, I would have squeezed them shut. Crazy, brave man. I didn’t know if I wanted to kiss him or strangle him.

      Adele?

      What stopped you? Why didn’t you give yourself up as planned?

      You. Hearing your voice in my head snapped me out of it.

      His words instantly warmed me, making the rest of the ice around my heart shatter into harmless shards. Thank god for that vision.

      I felt a harsh tug on my arm and opened my eyes to find that we’d stopped and Jameson was urging me out of the SUV.

      The next few minutes passed more like an action movie than real life. Well, an action movie with psychics. Mason gave me instructions and questions to pass along to Stowe while also coordinating with his security team. He didn’t want them to come along to the bunker, which I found odd, until Jameson whispered that they didn’t know about his master of illusion ability.

      As Mason, Jameson, and I crept into the woods, every snap of a twig or bird chirping made me jump. Even though I logically knew that my internal warning system would sound before anything bad happened, the edginess hung on.

      Following Stowe’s instructions, we found the guard he’d knocked out. The man was still unconscious, and Mason efficiently bound his hands and feet before covering him with nearby brush. It looked like he had experience with restraints, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to think about why that might be.

      Taking the path that Stowe had described to me, we quietly made our way toward the bunker entrance while remaining under the cover of trees. When I caught sight of familiar light brown hair, I released a sigh of relief. Even though I’d been conversing with Stowe in my head, I’d needed to actually see him.

      Though this really wasn’t the time, I couldn’t resist throwing my arms around him. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” I whispered.

      He kissed my nose. “I’m sorry.”

      “As heartwarming as this scene is, we need to get moving.” Mason held out a hand to Stowe. “Gun and radio.”

      Stowe handed over the devices he’d taken from the guard, and Mason pocketed them both before turning to me. “Ready to be bait?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      I heard Stowe gasp from behind us and felt him reach for me, but it was too late. Mason—who now looked exactly like Geppetto’s unconscious goon—and I walked out of the trees, his hand encircling my upper arm.

      “Look who I found wandering around.”

      The guard near the door straightened as he eyed me with an obvious leer. “Lucky us.”

      Mason’s hand tightened, and I knew he was trying to reassure me. But I still wanted to punch the smug look off the guard’s face.

      “Now that we’ve found her, what should we do with her?” Mason didn’t sound quite like himself, and I guessed that he was doing his best to sound like an average Joe rather than a sex god.

      Not that I had firsthand knowledge of his sexual prowess...yet. But his smooth voice definitely made me think of long nights between the sheets.

      Focus, Adele.

      I fake-struggled against Mason’s hold. “I’ll tell you what you can do—”

      The guard laughed. “Gotta love a feisty redhead.”

      I glared at him, not having to fake my reaction to him, and lifted my head imperiously. “Take me to Geppetto.”

      “Why would I do that when the two of us can have so much more fun?”

      I lunged toward the man, and Mason pulled me back against his body. Strangely, though he looked like someone else, he still felt like Mason. “Now, now, pretty kitty. No need for violence.”

      I tipped my head up to look at him. Though the eyes fastened on me didn’t belong to Mason, I could see his twinkle through them.

      Pretty kitty? Seriously? I let my annoyed expression say what I couldn’t. He was going to pay for that later.

      Turning back to the guard, I said, “If you know anything about your boss, you know that he’ll be able to see everything that’s happened here. He wouldn’t like you mistreating me.” Probably not true, but I was going with it. “He needs my help.”

      “Good thing the boss isn’t here, then.”

      Well, shit. I should have seen that coming.

      Did that mean Tina was gone as well? There was no way of knowing.

      Mason pushed me forward. “Take her inside. I’ll keep watch.”

      The guard’s expression turned lecherous once again. “It’ll be my pleasure.” He punched a series of numbers into the keypad before sliding the steel door open.

      While the guard was turned, Mason hit him in the back of the head with the butt of the gun he was carrying, and the man crumpled to the ground.

      Jameson and Stowe sprinted from the trees, and the four of us slipped inside the devil’s lair.
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      Adele

      

      Inside the bunker, the scent of stale air made my eyes water. It was built into the side of a hill and lacked natural light or much light at all, really. The drab concrete corridor was narrow, and it only took seconds before I started feeling like the walls were closing in on me.

      Stowe clamped his hand over my shoulder. “Breathe, Daphne.”

      I nodded. Breathing. That was something I knew how to do.

      We passed one door—locked—and then another—also locked. Mason tried the code that the guard had used for the entrance, but it didn’t work. “Damn it,” he said, shoving against the door to no avail.

      Now would have been a good time to know a few more nifty spells. Lifting my talisman from under my jacket, I noticed that Stowe was standing stock-still, staring into a room down the hall.

      “What is it?” I asked, coming up beside him.

      Unlike the others, this door had a small window, and I stood on my tiptoes to see in. The room was empty except for a simple metal bed frame covered with a bare mattress. A form huddled in the corner, and though I could only make out light brown hair and limbs, I had no doubt that it was Tina. By the rigid state of Stowe’s big body, he knew as well.

      I called out to Mason and Jameson. “Over here.”

      The tone of my voice must have sounded as desperate to them as it did to me, because they immediately stopped working on the door and looked our direction.

      Knowing it was probably pointless, I reached for the door handle and pushed it down. It gave an inch before stopping.

      Locked.

      Refusing to feel discouraged, I drew on the one spell I had memorized that didn’t require any stones or magical ingredients—the simple “helping” spell Megan taught me. The main requirement was a selfless intent. I had to want to help someone else more than myself. And I couldn’t think of anyone who needed more help right now than Tina Thatcher.

      Keeping my hand on the handle, I said softly, “Daughter of the earth, son of the sea, feel my worth, hear my plea. Unlock this door to set Tina free.”

      The lock released, and I pushed open the door. With cautious movements, I stepped into the room and waited for Stowe to follow. But he just stood there, still staring.

      I didn’t know what to do. Did I encourage him to come in and talk to his mother? With all likelihood, she wouldn’t recognize him. Not only because he was twelve years older but because Geppetto had spent all of that time messing with her memories.

      Leaving Stowe to make his own decision about what to do, I stepped forward and said Tina’s name softly. She lifted her head, her face expressionless. “Do you remember me? I was here a little over a week ago.”

      She didn’t speak, but I thought I saw a flash of recognition cross her face.

      “My name is Adele, and I’m here to help you.”

      Her gaze strayed to over my shoulder, and I glanced back to find that Stowe had slipped into the room behind me, and Jameson stood in the doorway, looking in.

      Gesturing to them, I added, “And my friends want to help you too.”

      Tina inched farther back against the wall, if that was even possible. I looked at Stowe, and his face had drained of all color. My stomach twisted, and I didn’t know what to do. My best guess was that Tina had been held captive by men that didn’t look that different from Stowe and Jameson—strong, muscular, wearing dark clothing.

      She was scared of them.

      And that fact was tearing Stowe apart.

      He cleared his throat. “I’ll, uh, wait outside the door.”

      I wanted to reach out to him. To beg him to stay. To not hurt the way I knew he had to be hurting.

      But I didn’t do any of those things.

      I had no idea how long we had before another guard might come along. Or the cavalry would show up to stop us. We had to get moving.

      If worse came to worse, one of the guys could carry Tina out of here. But I didn’t want it to come to that. Using force of any kind would likely be traumatizing for the woman, and she’d already been through too much.

      “Tina.” I walked toward her cautiously but tried to add some urgency to my voice. “We need to get out of here.” I held my hand out to her. “Come with me?”

      She stared at me, her brown eyes huge.

      “Please?” I wasn’t above begging.

      She finally moved, slowly coming to stand next to me. I smiled at her encouragingly and headed toward the door.

      Stowe and Jameson were waiting right outside, but Mason was nowhere to be seen.

      “He’s attempting to get access to Geppetto’s network,” Jameson said, answering my unasked question. “But we should go. He’ll follow.”

      “Okay.”

      Since the hallway was only wide enough to walk single-file, Jameson took the lead, followed by Tina, me, and Stowe. As we passed the door that Mason and Jameson had managed to pry open, I saw Mason sitting at a computer, typing away.

      It took a second, but I realized I’d seen that room before—in Joseph’s memory that day that Grace had asked me to search his memories for the missing hours when he’d been “indisposed.”

      It looked different now, though. While the long table was still there, one monitor remained instead of the dozen or so that used to line the table.

      Geppetto wasn’t merely gone on a short vacation. He’d vacated the bunker, leaving only Tina and a couple of guards behind.

      Jameson was mere steps from the door when it hit me. That feeling in the pit of my stomach warning me that something was going to happen. Almost simultaneously, a flash of the future crossed my vision, and I froze in place.

      Oh my god.

      Stowe bumped into me. “Adele, what—”

      I spun around, startling him, and pushed past his body. “Run!” I yelled as I sprinted back the way I’d just come.

      “Mason! Mason!” I screamed. “We have to go!”

      It occurred to me that I could have spoken to him telepathically, but it was too late for that now. I was steps away from the room where he was still sitting, typing away.

      “Come on!”

      Mason leapt up, and I didn’t wait for him to follow me. I started running again. I could see Stowe ahead, seemingly frozen in indecision as he looked forward to his mother then back at me.

      I waved my arms at him, urging him to go forward instead of waiting for me. “Run!” I screamed yet again.

      I saw the moment he made his decision, because he ran forward and lifted Tina by the waist and carried her out the door. When Jameson, Stowe, and Tina finally disappeared from sight, I let out a relieved puff of air.

      Excruciatingly long seconds later, I burst out of the open door, the sun too bright after the dimness of the bunker. I saw Stowe still running with Tina in his arms, but Jameson had stopped, waiting for me.

      I wanted to yell at him to go, to leave me, but I didn’t have any air left in my lungs to whisper, much less yell.

      He stretched an arm out to me, taking my hand, and almost as if the contact caused it, a deafening roar filled my ears.

      I wanted to keep running as much as I wanted to turn back to search for Mason. But I couldn’t do either as the force of the explosion forced me onto my knees.

      And the world faded into nothingness.
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      Jameson

      

      I pushed up from the ground, my ears roaring and smoke filling my lungs.

      Adele.

      I looked around frantically. Where was she? She’d been right beside me.

      “Adele!” I intended it to come out as a yell, but it sounded more like a croak. At least to my still-roaring ears.

      My chest spasmed, and not from any kind of internal damage. No, this was all fear. I’d barely found her. I couldn’t lose her now.

      Movement caught my eye, and through the billowing smoke, I spied a redheaded form crawling toward the fire. Holy fuck. What was she doing?

      I covered my mouth with my jacket and ran to her. “Adele, stop!” I lifted her up by the waist. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      She shook her head, and I turned her to face me, searching for injuries. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, coughing. “Mason.”

      Shit.

      “Come on.” I wound my arm around her waist. “I’ll help you out of here and then come back for him.”

      She dug her feet into the ground. “No,” she coughed. “Mason.”

      Damn stubborn aggravating woman.

      Just as I was about to throw her over my shoulder and carry her away, Stowe appeared. Thank god. “Take her,” I ordered, and he immediately lifted her into his arms.

      I removed my jacket and tied it over my mouth and nose as I began searching for Mason on the ground. As I got closer to the fire, I realized it wasn’t as bad as I was expecting. Since the explosion had originated from the center of a hill, it must have been fairly contained.

      But if he hadn’t made it out of the bunker...

      No. I couldn’t think like that.

      He’d been right behind Adele. He had to have been.

      Smoke mixed with a heat like I’d never known, stealing the breath from me and giving me a new appreciation for firefighters. Adele’s father had been a saint for devoting his life to fighting these wretched infernos.

      Through watery eyes, I spotted a form on the ground a few feet away. Mason was lying face-first in the grass. And he wasn’t moving.

      Fuck.

      I knelt beside him and carefully turned him over. It was impossible to tell what kind of injuries he might have, but he was clearly unconscious.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Trying not to panic, I searched for signs of life and saw his chest move, though his breathing was shallow.

      Halle-fucking-lujah.

      I leaned down, intending to lift him. But I quickly realized it wasn’t going to happen. In ideal conditions, I’d be able to carry him without too much difficulty. But these conditions were significantly less than ideal.

      So, I hooked my hands under his arms and started dragging him away from the fire.

      Sorry, Mase. It was the best I could do.

      The smoke was so thick now, I couldn’t see much beyond a foot in front of me. But I could tell we were moving away from the flames, and that’s all I really cared about. We’d reach cleaner air eventually.

      Though it was slow-going, I kept walking, only stopping for occasional coughing fits. Mason had yet to rouse, and I didn’t want to think about what that meant for his condition. I had to keep going.

      As I passed out of the clearing and into the woods, the smoke finally gave way to fresher air, and I felt like I could breathe again.

      I—carefully—dropped Mason onto the ground before collapsing, inhaling as much clean air as possible.

      It felt so damn good. Like the first autumn evening after a long, scorching summer.

      “Shit, Jameson. Are you okay?” I saw Stowe’s boots beside me, but I didn’t have the strength to look up at him.

      “Yeah. But Mason’s unconscious.”

      “Fuck, okay. An ambulance is on the way.”

      “Adele?” I pushed up onto my knees. No matter what he said, I needed to see her for myself.

      Stowe’s arms tugged me the rest of the way up, and I didn’t have the energy to object. But lack of strength didn’t keep me from noticing he hadn’t answered my question.

      Now able to look him in the eye. “Adele? Is she all right?”

      Uncertainty crossed his face. “Yeah.”

      “Stowe,” I growled.

      “Physically, yes. She’s okay.” He gestured behind me. “Go see for yourself. I’ll get Mason back to the parking lot and wait for the paramedics.”

      I didn’t hesitate, immediately stumbling in the direction he’d indicated. The diminutive form of Tina came into view first. She was leaning against a tree, her arms crossed protectively over her chest. She appeared scared—and confused—but fine.

      It took a few seconds for me to locate Adele, and when I did...well, I wasn’t sure what to do.

      She was seated on the ground, her arms encircling her knees. Silent tears fell down her cheeks, creating dozens of light-colored paths through the soot on her face. The effect was spooky, but that wasn’t what made me freeze in my tracks.

      The look on her face did.

      She looked devastated.

      Haunted.

      I knelt on the ground next to her. “Adele?”

      She didn’t respond, her expression unchanged and her eyes vacant.

      I placed my hand lightly on her shoulder, and it was then that I realized she was shaking. I could feel tremors wracking her body, and I whispered a curse.

      “Adele, can you hear me?” Still, nothing. “It’s Jameson.”

      Searching her body for injuries, I couldn’t make sense of what was happening. She was in shock, yes, but this felt like something deeper. Something personal.

      And that’s when it hit me—this was personal. As personal as it got for Adele.

      I was a dumbass.

      She had to be re-living the worst experience of her life...the night when she’d lost her father to an explosion not all that unlike the one that had just rocked our world.

      I didn’t try to say anything else. There was nothing to say, and I doubted she could even hear me. So I gently pulled her into my lap and held her while she cried.

      It was all I could do, yet it didn’t feel like nearly enough.

      For the first time in my life, I was utterly helpless.

      And, damn, if I didn’t know one thing in that moment—I was helplessly in love with this woman.

      Not because a vision had shown me that she was my future.

      Because there was only one future I wanted. One with Adele Rose in it.
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      Adele

      

      The beeping of monitors reminded me of a chorus of irritating crickets as I slowly entered the hospital room. Words like “moderate brain injury,” “scans,” and “keep him for observation” swam through my mind. And as soon as I saw Mason lying in the bed, looking nothing like his usual healthy, vivacious self, my eyes filled with tears.

      As if I hadn’t already shed enough of them.

      I didn’t even remember crying after Stowe carried me away from the fire. I didn’t remember anything, really, until I’d sat in the back of an ambulance, a paramedic wrapping a bandage around my sprained wrist.

      But the proof of my tears had been on my filthy cheeks. And in the redness of my eyes and the puffiness surrounding them.

      The fact that I’d lost so much time was disturbing, but I hadn’t given into the temptation to dwell on it. I needed to give Mason my full attention now.

      I sat in the uncomfortable chair next to his bed and reached for his hand. It was warmer than I expected, and that gave me a sliver of relief. No matter how still his body, how pale his skin, he was alive. He would get better.

      Little thanks to me.

      It had been my job to keep everyone safe.

      But it had all happened so fast.

      I should have been quicker. If only I’d warned Mason telepathically instead of wasting precious seconds running to him...

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. Though I knew playing the blame game was useless, I couldn’t help but feel responsible. I should have known Geppetto would pull something like that. He had a thing for explosions—he’d proved it time and again.

      A knock sounded against the doorjamb, and I glanced up. Noah stood there, a tired smile on his face.

      The tears that had been threatening began to fall at the sight of him. Noah was comfort personified, and I craved him like a sip of water in the middle of the Sahara.

      Before I had a chance to go to him, he was there, pulling me into his arms. I buried my face into his chest and stopped trying to hold in my sobs.

      “Shhh,” he spoke into my hair, his soft voice soothing. “Mason is strong. He’ll be okay.”

      I nodded, knowing he was right. But it didn’t matter. I couldn’t stop crying.

      My fragile control was gone, and I half-wondered if my sanity had disappeared right along with it.

      “There is nothing to feel guilty about. Stowe told me what happened, and you saved Mason’s life.”

      At the sound of Stowe’s name, my tears finally started to dry. Here I was, wallowing, instead of finding out what happened with him…and his mother.

      “How is he? And Tina?”

      He reached for a box of tissues, offering them to me. Grateful, I yanked out a handful and got to work mopping up my face.

      “Why don’t we sit?” Noah offered.

      Since there was only one chair in the room, Noah sat and tugged me into his lap. I saw the recrimination in the nurse’s eyes when she came in moments later to check Mason’s IV, but I was too drained to care.

      I understood what it must look like. Upon arriving at the hospital, I’d told anyone who would listen that I was Mason’s fiancé in order to get information about his condition. That tactic always seemed to work in the movies, and it had worked well enough for me.

      “Stowe?” I asked again once the nurse was gone.

      “He took Tina back to the plantation, mostly for security reasons.”

      Because Geppetto may or may not want her back. It was pretty unclear, at this point. And we were better off being safe than sorry.

      “Is she…okay?” It was a lame question. She probably wouldn’t be okay for a long time, if ever.

      Noah slipped his hand around my uninjured one, and though my back was against his, I could hear the smile in his voice. “Jem has taken her under her wing.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at that as well. Jem was the perfect person to care for Tina. She could make a porcupine comfortable in a room filled with balloons.

      “Does she know Stowe at all?” I was fairly certain I already knew the answer, but I had to ask.

      Noah sighed, his breath tickling my ear. “No.”

      Poor Stowe. I could still see his expression when Tina had backed away from him, fear in her eyes. It broke my heart. And I had a feeling his struggles would keep breaking it.

      “He’ll be okay.”

      I nodded. Not only because I knew Stowe could handle it. But also because I was going to restore Tina’s memories of her son. Just as I was going to restore Elizabeth’s memories of Mason. I didn’t have a choice.

      “Are you two going to start making out?”

      I jumped at the sound of Mason’s voice, though it didn’t sound like him at all. The words were gravelly and soft, not smooth and sensuous.

      But I didn’t even care. Seeing him awake, hearing him speak. It was enough to make my heart swell.

      I jumped up and reached for the cup of ice chips the nurse had left by his bed. “Here,” I offered, holding the spoon to his lips. He opened obediently, accepting the ice.

      He let the chips melt in his mouth before offering me a half-grin. “I could get used to you feeding me.”

      “I wouldn’t bother getting used to it,” I lied. Truth was, I’d happily keep feeding him as long as he needed it. As long as he needed me.

      Noah stood and squeezed my hand. “I’ll give you two a minute before letting the nurse know he’s awake.”

      “Thank you.”

      Once we were alone, I carefully perched on the edge of the bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Peachy.”

      Though he was having no trouble making jokes, he clearly wasn’t back to himself. His words were slow and slightly slurred. And his eyes had a glassy quality that made me nervous.

      I shook my head at him. “Seriously, Mason. You suffered a pretty severe head injury.” Flying debris was the culprit, and it could have been a hell of a lot worse. “Do you remember what happened?”

      He stared at me blankly, and that gave me my answer.

      “It’s okay. It’ll come back.”

      He looked down at my wrapped wrist. “You okay?”

      I waved that hand, holding back a wince at the slice of pain the movement caused. “Just a sprain. No biggie.”

      “Good.”

      His eyes fluttered closed, opening again a few seconds later. “Sorry, little thief. Sleepy.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You need your rest.” I leaned over him to press a kiss to his forehead. “Sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      There was nothing quite like a near-death experience to light a fire under my ass.

      Before, I’d thought I was doing my best to help Tina by working with Jameson. But that had been more of a cop out than anything. I’d wanted to believe I was doing everything in my power.

      I wasn’t.

      Now that I’d been seconds from losing three of the most important people in my life, I was finally seeing things clearly.

      Our Geppetto problem wasn’t going away.

      And I refused to sit by, waiting for him to strike again.

      We had no way of knowing exactly what happened at the bunker. Maybe Mason had set off some sort of trigger by attempting to infiltrate Geppetto’s network. Or maybe the madman had been watching us the entire time we were down there...and he’d detonated that bomb remotely. Either way, it had been way too close of a call.

      I didn’t believe he’d wanted to kill me—he needed me too badly for that.

      But that didn’t mean he wasn’t willing to kill Mason, Jameson, or Stowe. Or, really, anyone close to me.

      And that was unacceptable.

      He needed to be stopped. And not just temporarily. For good.

      “What, exactly, are you suggesting?”

      Jem was looking at me like I’d lost my mind, and I wasn’t sure that she was wrong. In the middle of an otherwise quiet dinner, I’d come right out with it. I wanted to become the ultimate Collector.

      We’d hinted at this concept before. Mason had even come right out and said it.

      But our hearts hadn’t been in it. We’d only dabbled in bringing in other Psychs to work with us. Beyond letting Heidi in on Project Pontiac Bandit—the list of potential psychics that Grace Morrow had stolen from Andrea’s computer—we hadn’t followed through.

      It was past time to change that.

      We couldn’t do this alone.

      We needed an entire crew of likeminded Psychs.

      I knew they were out there. We just had to track them down and encourage them to help us.

      With slow, deliberate movements, I tugged off one cream leather glove and then the other one, dropping them to the table.

      “I’m suggesting that it’s time to take off our gloves,” I explained, in case they didn’t immediately comprehend the meaning behind my action.

      Removing my gloves in this moment was more than a metaphor, though. It was a symbol. Wearing gloves had always been a method of hiding for me. And I was done hiding.

      Standing, I placed my bare hands against the edge of the table and leaned forward, ignoring the twinge of pain in my mostly-healed wrist.

      Dramatic? Yes. Effective? Hopefully.

      “I’m suggesting that we recruit as many Psychs as possible to help us take down Intuition and Geppetto. We can start with Heidi’s contacts and go from there.”

      Jameson coughed, but I had a feeling it was more to hide his surprise than anything. He knew I didn’t particularly want to work with Heidi. But she was our best bet. As Jem had described her, she was the darling of the greater psychic community. Something I hadn’t even known existed before that conversation.

      “Do you want me to talk to her?” Noah offered. He’d taken over communicating with her regarding Nathan—her friend who was currently hiding out at the commune—and PPB.

      “That would be great.” At least one person was on board with my plan. I knew I should probably wait for more input from the group, but instinct told me if that I started making plans, the others would follow. “We’ll need to approve anyone she suggests. But we need to work quickly.”

      I turned to Mason, who was picking at his food. This was his first meal with the group since being released from the hospital, and I felt guilty for springing this on him so soon. But we couldn’t afford to waste any more time.

      “Is there anyone within Intuition that you think might be willing to work with us? Anyone you trust?”

      He gave me a rueful smile. “Well, I would have suggested Sara, but after she helped Geppetto kidnap us, I’m guessing she’s out.”

      After I’d returned his memories of the event, he’d gotten in touch with the young psychic and questioned her about it. Not surprisingly, she’d felt terrible about the entire thing and had started crying in the middle of the conversation.

      She practically hero-worshipped “Mr. Gatsby,” but she’d been forced to betray him.

      And, strangely enough, I wasn’t even angry with her for it. What choice did she have? She was an Intuition “employee,” and she’d been doing her job.

      “Yeah, I guess so.” I forced myself to sit back down, not liking the feeling of towering over everyone. “No one else?”

      Mason set down his fork, and I wondered for a second if he was going to be sick. Even though the doctors had said he was on his way to a full recovery, he didn’t seem like himself yet. He needed more time, and I wasn’t giving it to him.

      “Actually, there is one person. Someone I’ve been working to help recruit for IFG since last month.”

      I thought about the mysterious work issue that had been keeping him busy. This must have been it.

      “You think he...?”

      “She,” Mason replied.

      “Okay. You think she might be interested in helping us?”

      He was quiet for a while, seeming to ponder the question. “Yes. IFG wants to recruit her desperately, but she’s been resisting. Even after I was sent in to sweeten the deal.”

      “What can she do?” It had to be good, if Intuition was that invested.

      “Nope.” He shook his head lightly. “I can’t say anything else until she agrees to work with us.”

      I didn’t try to hide my disappointment. But I couldn’t fault him for keeping the information to himself. He was protecting his client’s privacy, and I could respect that decision.

      “Okay. You’ll talk to her tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, little boss.” His lips turned up. “Tomorrow.”

      I smiled back at him. Usually, I didn’t particularly enjoy being in a position of authority. But I didn’t feel like I had a choice anymore. Though every person in the room had played a part in getting us to where we were, my role had been the most significant.

      So many things Geppetto had done could be traced back to wanting my abilities.

      Apparently, it was fate.

      “What do you want me to do?” Jem asked.

      Good. She was on board.

      “I want you to keep doing what you’ve been doing. Tina needs you.”

      As expected, Tina had immediately taken to Jem, and they were practically inseparable. Jem had discovered that many of Tina’s memories from before the abduction were intact, including memories of the Drakes and Greenes. She remembered Jem and Jameson and Noah from when they were children.

      She just didn’t remember Stowe.

      My gut clenched with pain every time I thought about it. Or saw the perpetual look of despair in Stowe’s eyes.

      I hated to think it, but I was rather thankful he’d skipped dinner to guard Tina’s door. He’d been doing that a lot over the last few days.

      Jem nodded in assent, but I could tell there was something else she wanted to say. It wasn’t like her to keep things to herself, so I asked, “What is it?”

      “I still think we need to bring Michael into the fold. He can help us.”

      Jameson leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Seriously? This again?”

      “You don’t even know him,” Jem argued.

      “Exactly. We don’t know him. And we can’t trust him.”

      “I agree with Jem,” I said, keeping my tone as steady as possible knowing I was about to go toe-to-toe with Mr. Hot and Considerate. Because that’s the person he’d been lately. Considerate and caring and as close to perfect as I could imagine.

      His eyes darkened, and I saw his scowl for what it was—confusion and frustration. Not hate or anger or even disagreement.

      “Look. We need as many people as we can get. And Michael has incentive to act in our best interests.” Namely, his relationship with Jem.

      Jameson grunted but didn’t comment.

      “What if Noah questions him?” I suggested. “We’ve used that tactic before to analyze intentions.” Particularly with Mason. And it had worked out for us.

      I glanced at Noah. “Is that okay?” I didn’t want to make him feel like he had to act as a human lie detector, but we desperately needed that ability right now.

      A smile tugged at his mouth. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      I bit my bottom lip, hoping he saw my suggestion there. His abilities weren’t all that he was good for, and I wanted to make certain he remembered that.

      “Ewww,” Jem whined. “Can you two stop it with the fuck me eyes at the dinner table? It’s ruining my appetite.”

      Mason chuckled, and I didn’t bother getting embarrassed. It seemed like I was finally past that stage. Everyone knew the score. There was no hiding from it anymore.

      But I did detect a slight flush to Noah’s cheeks, and that made me smile. He was damn cute when he blushed.

      Jameson cleared his throat. “What about me?”

      My mouth dropped open. Um...what? It was one thing for me to flirt with Noah in front of everyone, but—

      “Get your mind out of the gutter,” Jameson said with a smirk. “I meant, what task are you assigning me as part of your plan to take over the world?”

      I rolled my eyes at his exaggeration but returned his smirk. “You, my dear Jameson, are with me.”
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      Adele

      

      “Not that I’m complaining, but where are we going?”

      I smiled to myself, keeping my eyes on the narrow dirt path illuminated by my flashlight as I replied to Jameson. “You’ll see.”

      “Let me guess—you’re luring me into the woods to enact revenge for all those times I was an ass to you.”

      “How did you know?”

      “It was only a matter of time. Just do me one favor?”

      Unable to resist looking at his face, I stopped walking and swung my flashlight toward him. “What’s that?”

      “Make it quick. I’ve never been into that whole torture thing. Pain sucks.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “I guess that means no whips or chains in the bedroom?”

      His voice darkly enticing, he replied, “If you’re curious about my bedroom habits, I’d be more than happy to demonstrate.”

      Yes, please.

      I forced myself to begin walking again. We were on a mission, and I couldn’t get distracted before we’d even gotten started.

      “We’re going somewhere that I can practice magic,” I said, answering Jameson’s original question rather than commenting on his offer. “I don’t feel comfortable doing it in the Big House.” Or even the BAMC, for that matter. Way too many valuable automobiles.

      “So, you chose the middle of the woods? At night? In the winter?”

      I laughed. “Not quite.”

      A couple of minutes later, lights came into view, and as we drew closer, I was able to make out a log cabin with a large front porch and smoke billowing from the chimney.

      Jameson whistled. “Nice. Are we still on Mason’s land?”

      “Yes. Apparently, the previous owners built this place as a father-in-law house. It’s accessible from the main road, but the path through the woods is the simplest way to get here from the house. Mason loans it out to the guys on his security team every once in a while, but he said it mostly remains vacant.”

      I unlocked the door and stifled a gasp when I pushed open the door and stepped inside. When Mason told me about the cabin, I’d imagined something rustic. Functional, at best.

      But this was much more than functional. The vaulted ceilings were accented with wide beams, and a massive stone fireplace took up the main wall in the living room. A set of leather couches and a plush rug made the room inviting rather than overtly masculine.

      Maybe I should have stuck with the BAMC. I’d feel just as bad about accidentally destroying this place. Maybe worse.

      Jameson walked to the casual dining table, where a bottle of Champagne was nestled in a bucket of ice next to trays of cheese, crackers, fruit, and an array of desserts.

      “Uh, you sure we’re not interrupting someone’s romantic dinner?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure this is Mason’s doing.”

      When he’d given me the key to the cabin earlier in the day, he’d said he would send someone out to check on it. I’d pictured someone making sure the surfaces weren’t covered in an inch of dust. And that there was toilet paper in the bathroom.

      I hadn’t expected a roaring fire and enough food for six people.

      But I should have known better. This was Mason we were talking about, after all.

      Jameson chomped down on a chocolate-covered strawberry. “Well, then, I’ll have to thank him later.”

      That made two of us.

      “So, why am I here?” He threw a handful of mixed nuts into his mouth before reaching for the bottle. “I mean, other than to serve you.” His lips lifted into an enticing grin, and I had to bite back a groan. Normal Jameson was appealing enough. But playful Jameson? Irresistible. “Bubbly?”

      “Might as well. And you’re here because I want to try something.”

      Damn it. Why did everything out of our mouths sound sexual?

      “That is, I want to see if I can use magic to boost my control over precognitive visions,” I clarified.

      He handed me a glass, his expression thoughtful. “Okay. But you don’t need me for that.”

      True.

      Was I ready to dish out some more truth?

      I took a sip of my Champagne. No time like the present.

      “No, but I want you with me.”

      Not just because I was borrowing his ability to see the future. It was also because I liked spending time with him. And when I’d thought about doing this, he was the one I saw myself with.

      He smiled and clinked his glass with mine. “Then, let’s do this.”

      My stomach churning, I attempted to return his smile. Now that we were here, and I knew what was coming, my thoughts sank to a dark place. I’d spent way too much time trying to forget about what happened in that warehouse with Jared Fleming. In fact, I’d gone so far as to try to block out my own memories of the event. Particularly of that moment when I’d forced Jared to hold his own gun to his temple.

      And, now, I was going to undo all of that. I wanted to return to that moment. Not only that, I intended to re-create it.

      I gulped down the rest of my Champagne and set the glass on the table before settling on the rug, my back against one of the couches. For whatever reason, I always felt like I could concentrate better while sitting on the floor.

      Then, I reached into my pocket and removed the pouch holding my tiger’s eye. I turned the pouch over in my hands, psyching myself up to retrieve the stone.

      I sighed, annoyed with myself. I’d already decided I was going through with this. Why was I struggling now?

      Jameson’s hand landed on my shoulder, and I jumped. I glanced up at him, my smile sheepish. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. But are you sure you wouldn’t rather have Noah here with you?”

      I understood what he was really saying. Noah would be able to decipher my erratic emotions and figure out the right thing to say. He was exceptional at that.

      But I didn’t want Noah right now. I wanted someone who could push me. And no one knew how to push me like Jameson.

      “No, I need you.”

      His body stiffened in what I assumed was surprise, but he nodded and slid down to the floor next to me.

      I fisted the pouch to stop from fidgeting and said, “I need you to make me go through with this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m going to attempt to do something I don’t want to, and you have to convince me to keep going.”

      He released a laugh, but it was decidedly lacking in humor. “I can’t believe I thought you might actually need me for me. But, no. You just need me to be an ass.”

      “I do need you for you. You challenge me like no one ever has.”

      His eyes roamed over my face, searching. Apparently finding what he was looking for, he nodded. “Okay. If you want me to challenge you, that’s what I’ll do. But I’m not going to be an ass about it. I can’t do that to you anymore.”

      Any response I might have come up with caught in my throat, and I leaned forward to press my mouth to his instead. I only allowed myself a peck, knowing if I didn’t immediately pull away, I’d never get around to the reason we were here.

      Refusing to delay any longer, I opened the pouch and dropped the tiger’s eye into my open palm. It lay against the light pink scar that had appeared after the last time I used it. If it was going to have a similar result this time, it might as well discolor the same patch of skin.

      Then, I tugged the chain holding my talisman over my head and held the gold circle pendant in my other hand. I peered at the rose etched into it and thought about the generations of Rose women who had worn this necklace before me.

      Had any of them struggled to embrace their magic the way I did? Or had they accepted their witchy heritage with little to no strife?

      I had to imagine it was the former. I’d likely inherited my knack for making everything more difficult than it needed to be from someone.

      “Adele?”

      I lifted my gaze to Jameson’s intense one. “Yeah?”

      “You okay? You’re breathing heavily.”

      Was I? I hadn’t even noticed.

      I nodded. “I’m just...” I paused, unsure how to complete that sentence. It wasn’t nerves, exactly. More like apprehension. If this worked like I was anticipating, it would change things. It would change me.

      After inhaling a deep breath, I released it slowly. “Never mind. Let’s do this.”

      “What do you need from me?” Jameson asked, his tone as soft as I’d ever heard it.

      “I need you to convince me that I have to use magic. For Mason and Elizabeth. For Stowe and Tina. For you and Jem and Noah. For all of us.”

      It was a strange ask, and I knew that. But I’d given it some thought, and the only way this experiment would work was if I found a way to augment my intent. Assuming Ruby’s theory was correct, I’d performed a spell on the spot with Jared Fleming. Something that had been the result of my heightened emotions and resolve to fight back for all of the pain he’d caused.

      Now, my resolve was coming from a different place. But that didn’t mean it was any less effective.

      Jameson covered my clenched fists with his hands and leaned into me, his natural intensity seeping out of him. “Adele Rose, you have to do this. Mason has been without his mother since he was eleven years old. He raised himself and took on the world, all the while having no idea why the most important person in his life was stolen from him. None of that can be undone, but the future is not yet written. It can be better, and you’re the only person who can make that happen for him.

      “And Stowe deserves to have his mother back. Not the shell of a woman who sits in the mansion, having no idea her son stands outside her door day and night like a sentinel. Or that she even has a son. No, he deserves the mother who smothered him with love and made every birthday and holiday a special occasion.

      “You, Adele. You’re the one who can bring her back for him.”

      Tears gathered in my eyes as I waited for him to continue. I didn’t know if I could take any more, but he wasn’t finished. I could see it in the determined set of his jaw and the harsh dip between his dark eyebrows.

      “None of us will be safe until Geppetto is taken care of. Not me or Jem or Noah. Not Stowe or Mason or George. Not Ruby or Megan or the rest of the Rose coven. We won’t be able to live normal lives. Get married. Have children.” His voice caught on those last words, but he kept going. “Geppetto has to be stopped, and you’re the one to do it. He believes you’re the one destined to help him. What he doesn’t realize is that your destiny is tied up in a much higher purpose.

      “You were fated to stop him and the Collectors who follow him. You’re the only one who can.

      “You have to do this.”

      Even if the air around me hadn’t started crackling to life, I would have known Jameson’s speech worked. I could feel it in my bones. There was an inevitability to this moment that I couldn’t explain and didn’t fully understand. I just knew I was fulfilling a purpose that was greater than my need for freedom from the Collectors, retribution, or even justice.

      I had to do this.

      Both of my palms were burning, but I barely noticed the pain as the sensation flowed into my arms and rapidly spread through my body. It was charged—electric—like lightning coursing through my veins.

      Since I didn’t have a particular object to focus all of my energy on, I closed my eyes and visualized the Geppetto from Mason’s memories. I saw his longish brown-gray hair and beard. I saw his black-framed glasses and cream cable-knit sweater. And I saw the stony look in his eyes when he calmly admitted to stealing Elizabeth’s mind.

      When I’d perfectly recalled his image, I pushed forward, willing the magic to find a piece of his future. Something. Anything that might help.

      My vision lightens, and I’m standing in a room I know well. However, it’s the altered version I’ve seen only once—the post-Grace Morrow renovated Whitehurst Antiques with its reclaimed wood floors and blue-gray paint and custom shelving.

      A man dressed in black from head-to-toe stands next to the front windows, his stance rigid. Meanwhile, Geppetto slowly walks around the room, leaning heavily on his cane, his expression interested. It’s not clear what has captured his attention, because the shop is still empty, apart from the fixtures.

      When the tinkling of the bell over the door sounds, Geppetto turns around and smiles at the newest player—a woman with deep red hair and a sorrowful countenance.

      Me.

      “Hello, Adele. Thank you for meeting me.”

      The future version of me crosses her arms. “It’s not like I had much of a choice.”

      He chuckles, almost like a doting grandfather would. “Free will is overrated. Now, have you brought what I requested?”

      Future me scowls at him. “We’re talking about a person, not an antique armoire.” Geppetto doesn’t respond, and she sighs. “Yes. But I’m not handing her over until I receive some assurances.”

      Her? What the fuck?

      “A savvy businesswoman. I can respect that.”

      Future Adele steps forward and hands Geppetto a thick envelope. “That’s everything you need to disappear, including enough money to support the both of you for the rest of your lives and beyond. You’re going to leave, tonight, and never return to Virginia. That’s the deal. The only deal.”

      She sounds like a total badass, and I’m torn between being proud of future me and downright scared of her.

      Geppetto thumbs through the contents of the envelope. “Done.” He smiles, looking more than a little pleased. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”

      Future Adele doesn’t speak. She just nods and gestures to someone through the front window. A minute later, Jameson walks in with Elizabeth by his side. Her eyes are no longer vacant, and she’s emanating an air of determination.

      Jameson stays close to her as he says, “Noah?”

      Geppetto nods at the man in black, who disappears to the back room and returns a moment later with a gagged and cuffed Noah looking thinner and paler than I’ve ever seen him.

      Future Adele runs to him and wraps him in an embrace.

      My vision turned dark once again, and it took a few seconds for me to realize I’d been shoved back to the present.

      I opened my eyes and stared at Jameson’s stunned ones.

      Holy shit. What in the holy name of Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore did I do? Or, more specifically, would do at some point in the future?
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      Adele

      

      “You saw that?”

      Jameson nodded solemnly.

      I cleared my throat. “So, uh, I guess we’re sharing visions now. When we’re touching.”

      “I guess so.”

      My mind spun as I attempted to process what we’d seen. Elizabeth seemed to be—at least somewhat—back to normal. So that part was encouraging. But the rest?

      It was damn terrifying.

      Geppetto was going to take Noah.

      And, in some version of the future, I would be desperate enough to make a trade—Elizabeth for Noah.

      If I hadn’t seen it play out in my own mind, I wouldn’t believe it. How could I do that to Mason? After he’d trusted me with his story. And hers.

      The bitter tang of guilt and something a lot like disgust gathered in my mouth. I hadn’t realized it was possible to hate myself for something I hadn’t even done yet.

      But it was.

      Jameson took my hands in his and gently pried them open. I hadn’t even noticed that I was still clutching the stone and talisman like the future depended on them. Maybe it did.

      He tucked the tiger’s eye in its pouch and returned the talisman to its place around my neck before inspecting my palms.

      The skin on my right hand was still unmarred. But my left hand hadn’t come away unscathed. The existing small, pink scar was now an angry red color and stung like a son of a bitch.

      “What causes it?” Jameson asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      My best guess was that it had something to do with the natural order of things. There had to be a cost for performing the type of magic I’d just done. It wasn’t a normal spell that my covenmates could find in the Rose book of spells. It was one that most likely only worked because my magic had been amplified over more than a decade of suppression.

      He lightly rubbed the spot with his forefinger. “Does it hurt?”

      I bit back a wince. “Not too much.”

      He immediately moved his hand away. “I’m sorry. Last time, you said it didn’t hurt, and—”

      “Last time, it didn’t,” I interrupted, peering at the new scar like it was a science experiment rather than a—likely—permanent part of me. “But don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.”

      Definitely not a big deal in comparison to the vision we’d shared. My gut twisted as it replayed in my mind. “How am I going to tell Mason?”

      “You don’t have to.”

      I jerked my head up, shocked. “You can’t mean that. We don’t do secrets anymore. That was the deal.”

      “I know, but you’ll only worry him. We don’t even know what we saw. Maybe Elizabeth chose to sacrifice herself. Maybe Mason was in on it.”

      I snorted at that. There was no way Mason would ever hand his mother over to Geppetto.

      He tilted his head, conceding that point.

      “He’s going to hate me.”

      Jameson pressed the barest hint of a kiss to my scar. “Listen, and listen closely. The worst thing about seeing pieces of the future is that you can’t unsee them. But you have to realize that many of them never come true. You’ve seen it, experienced it, firsthand. Just because that happened in one version of the future doesn’t mean it’ll happen in the one we’re constructing. We can change things.”

      “Yeah, and end up making them worse.”

      “That’s possible, yes. But that’s the risk we take by glimpsing the future.”

      I sighed. Why was doing the right thing always so damn complicated? There was nothing black and white about it.

      Part of me truly believed that Mason deserved to hear about everything we’d seen. But the other part knew he would agonize over the news. Was telling him the “right” thing to do when the result led to so much wrong?

      Jameson stretched his arm behind my back and pulled me into his side. “You don’t have to decide anything this minute. Relax. Take the rest of the night off.”

      Happily taking the out he was offering me, I rested my head on his shoulder and allowed my body to ease into his. “What vision have you wished you could unsee the most?”

      I knew he didn’t particularly like talking about them, but maybe it would be different now that he’d shared his ability with me. I could empathize in a way that no one—apart from Noah—had before.

      He played with the ends of my hair but didn’t answer. At least, not at first. I wanted to look up into his face in an attempt to decipher what he was thinking. But I also didn’t want to move. My face rather liked getting up close and personal with his chest.

      “It’s one with you in it, actually,” he finally replied.

      “Really?” I adjusted my position and ended up laying my head in his lap so I could peer straight up into his face. “Not the one where you saw Heidi in the hospital?” It had been the thing that ended their relationship. Then again, it had also led to her early cancer diagnosis.

      “No. That plagued me for a long time, but I now know that seeing it—and telling her—was for the best.”

      His gaze fluctuated between my eyes and my mouth, and I understood what he was saying without having to come right out with the words. He wouldn’t trade his relationship with me for the one he’d had with Heidi. And that warmed me from the inside out.

      “What about the vision where Stowe…” I hesitated, not even wanting to say it. “The warehouse one.”

      He shook his head. “As much as that sucked, it’s not the bad visions I’d most want to take back. It’s the amazing ones. The lifechanging ones.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He traced the crease in my brow with his thumb. “There are some events, some moments, that are better as a surprise. That are meant to be experienced without any warning or forethought.”

      “And you had a vision of one of those events with me?”

      He nodded.

      “Which one?”

      His lips quirked, and his gaze and thumb both strayed to my mouth before moving lower. My skin warmed under his touch, the heat spreading down to my belly.

      When our gazes tangled again, he didn’t have to provide any more details. I knew the event he was talking about, and I instantly wanted to know more. Where? When? How?

      But then I really thought about what he’d said—some moments are meant to be a surprise.

      And maybe others are meant to be created.

      I stretched an arm up and latched onto the back of his neck, pulling his head closer to mine. “Then, why don’t we change the future?” I might question my sanity later, but I knew I wouldn’t regret being with him. My mind and body were ready. And, most importantly, my heart was ready.

      His breath fanned over my face as he watched me, his expression unreadable. I grew nervous, waiting for him to make a decision. Or make a move.

      Maybe this was too sudden. Maybe—

      Jameson bridged the small gap between us, sliding his mouth over mine, once, twice, before withdrawing.

      I tangled my fingers in his hair, not even bothering to hide my groan. Was this my punishment for trying to forget about the shared vision?

      Another thought came to mind. “We weren’t here, were we? In your vision?” The evening hadn’t really seemed to be going there, but I couldn’t be certain. It was possible that all I’d managed to do was make sure his vision came true.

      He smiled down at me. “No. And I’m not rejecting you, I assure you.”

      “No? You sure are taking your time, then,” I replied, only half-teasing.

      He pressed another soft kiss to my lips. “Anything wrong with going slow?”

      “Is that what we’re doing?”

      Sliding down so that his body was hovering over mine, he peppered kisses along my jaw and down the column of my throat. I shivered, my skin hypersensitive to each and every graze of his mouth.

      “Cold?” There was a husk to his voice I’d never heard before, and I fucking loved it.

      “Not even a little bit.”

      In fact, I could do with less clothing before I overheated. I slid my hands down his torso and dipped my fingers under the hem of his shirt, hoping he would get the hint. He chuckled against my collarbone, letting me know he understood. And, if anything, he slowed his pace even more.

      “Jameson.” My voice was breathy as hell, and I didn’t even care.

      “Adele.”

      He hooked his fingers under one bra strap, tugging it down to lavish attention on my bare shoulder. The move shouldn’t have been erotic—it was only my shoulder, after all. But it seemed that everything he did caused my nerve endings to stir. I was kindling, and he was a match, threatening to set me aflame.

      As much as I wanted him to give in, to strip me naked and have his way with me, I also wanted this moment to last forever. So, I closed my eyes and chose to go along for the ride at whatever speed Mr. Hot and Sensuous demanded.

      While his mouth continued its assault on my neck and shoulders, his hands wandered down my sides and under my shirt. His fingers glided along my stomach, slightly rough against my soft skin.

      I dug my own fingers into his back, itching to touch more of him. “More,” I moaned, ready to beg.

      But I didn’t have to, because he finally shed his shirt and then mine. He gazed down at the swells of my breasts and the outline of my puckered nipples under my thin cotton bra. “Do you want to go to the bedroom?”

      I shook my head. There was something oddly perfect about this setting for our first time—on a plush rug in front of the fireplace, the embers glowing. We hadn’t planned it. It wasn’t even supposed to happen like this. And that’s what made it perfect.

      Jameson didn’t need any more convincing, because he peeled off my skinny jeans before reaching for the button on his jeans. I wanted to help, but even more than that, I wanted to watch him undress.

      I allowed my eyes to shamelessly soak up every inch of skin he exposed. His body was sleek and strong and beautiful, reminding me of his luxurious sports car. There wasn’t a single part of him that wasn’t perfection, and I couldn’t wait to explore each one.

      He withdrew a foil packet from his wallet before throwing his jeans aside and slipping out of his boxer briefs. Not giving me a chance to fully appreciate the sight, he dropped down beside me and pulled me flush against his body.

      His skin was hot and smooth, and I couldn’t decide where to put my hands first. As his erection pressed into me, I unconsciously parted my legs, more than ready to take him.

      But Jameson still wasn’t rushing. He took my mouth in a scorching kiss, his tongue tangling with mine. I sucked on it lightly, and he groaned. “Shit, Adele.”

      I smiled, loving how I affected him. Such a gorgeous man could have anyone, and he wanted me. I didn’t fully understand it, but I didn’t need to. Despite everything, he’d chosen me. And I wouldn’t take that for granted.

      He dipped a finger beneath the hem of my underwear, and I sucked in a breath as he teased my slit. “God, you’re so wet.”

      “I need you inside me.”

      I needed him more than hunting for antiques. More than my collection of pretty gloves. More than hot chocolate with exactly five mini marshmallows.

      While he deftly disposed of my underwear and bra, I explored the ridges of his abdomen and the V leading to a place even more thrilling than Hogwarts.

      After rolling on the condom, he spread my legs and positioned himself at my entrance. I grabbed hold of his shoulders and looked at him...really looked at him. His dark eyes were a shade more alluring than molten chocolate lava cake, something I would have sworn was impossible. And even though his muscles were tense with restraint, his gaze was soft.

      Jameson lowered his head until his lips were a mere whisper from mine. “I love you, Adele.”

      My heart thrummed, and my breath quickened. I hadn’t expected those words from him. Not yet.

      Before I had a chance to respond, he asked, “Do you believe me?”

      It was a strange question, especially considering his cock brushed against my folds with every breath either of us took. But I also understood it. We weren’t just any two people having sex. We were Jameson and Adele, Mr. Hot and Frowny and Miss Push-His-Buttons.

      “Yes.”

      Despite—or maybe because of—our history, I believed him. We’d come so far, and he’d proved time and time again that he could be the man I needed him to be. I could barely remember why he used to aggravate me so much, and that’s how I knew my own feelings were real.

      The old memories had been replaced by new ones. Incredible ones.

      “And I love you, Jameson.”

      He didn’t say anything else, just sank inside of me, until he filled me. With a drugging sensuality to his movements, he rocked in and out of me, never breaking eye contact. The connection created an intimacy like I’d never experienced before. It was hot. And intense.

      Like the man himself.

      Digging my fingernails into his shoulders, I lifted my hips, pressing him to surrender his control. He took the hint, urgency guiding his movements as his thrusts grew quicker. Harder.

      “Adele,” Jameson half-groaned as he finally dropped his head, peppering frantic kisses over my face and down my neck.

      I closed my eyes, losing myself to the moment. The sounds of the fire snapping and crackling faded as my entire world became a tangle of slick skin, hot breath, soft moans, and building need.

      He reached between us to stroke my clit with this thumb, making my muscles strain and toes curl.

      “Oh, god, Jameson.”

      “Come for me, Adele.” His voice was ragged, and I could feel the desperation in his increasingly frenzied movements.

      My body following instructions like an obedient schoolgirl, I swelled, the perpetual sparks between us igniting and cascading over me, burning me in the best possible way.
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      Adele

      

      I knocked on Jem’s door, unsurprised to find her wide awake and fully dressed when she opened it a few seconds later. She was the epitome of a morning person, something I could in no way relate to.

      “Hey, you.” She ushered me into the room, closing the door behind us. “I’m surprised to see you up so early. Especially since you disappeared after dinner last night and never returned to your room.”

      She lifted her eyebrows in a silent question.

      “I thought you didn’t want to hear about me and your brother?”

      Her face immediately scrunched up in revulsion, and she placed her hands over her ears, as if to block any additional comments. “You’re right. Never mind. I don’t want to know anything.”

      Unable to resist teasing her, just a little, I bit down on my bottom lip and stared off in the distance. “Are you sure? It was a really great night.”

      Flashes of my night with Jameson inundated my consciousness, and my skin heated. Even though I wasn’t planning on actually going there, my mind refused to obey. And it wasn’t just the sexy times that I couldn’t stop thinking about. He’d been sweet, carrying me to the bedroom and gently laying me out on the large bed after our tumble on the rug.

      Once we’d gotten down and dirty a second time, he’d held me in his arms while I slept, waking me in the middle of the night to give me yet another orgasm.

      He’d surprised me at every turn, his words sincere and his touch the perfect combination of aggressive and soft.

      Jem flung herself onto her bed. “Oh my god, you should see the look on your face right now. I’m scarred for life.”

      I laughed. “Sorry. I’ll try to work on my face.”

      “Thank you.” She lifted onto her elbows. “So, why are you here this early?”

      “I was hoping you’d go somewhere with me.”

      “Oh, yeah? Please tell me we’re going to the mall. I could seriously use some retail therapy.”

      My errand wasn’t of the fun variety, and I hated to disappoint her, so I suggested, “Maybe after? We could grab lunch there and go to a few shops.”

      Her face lit up. “Really?”

      “Yeah. If you want to go with me...to the cemetery. It’s the anniversary of my mom’s death, and I want to take flowers.”

      Her smile didn’t fall, but it did soften. “Of course. Anytime. You don’t even have to ask.”

      “Thank you.”

      She hopped up from the bed and grabbed her coat from the closet. “Is one of the security guards going with us?”

      A knock sounded at the door just then, and Jameson peeked his head in. “Are you ready?”

      Jem attempted to hide it, but I could see her disappointment. “Oh. If you don’t need me...”

      “Can you give us a second?” I asked Jameson, and he nodded, disappearing back behind the door.

      Then, I turned to Jem, realizing how much we’d both been neglecting our friendship. I’d known it before, but this cemented it. We weren’t in a bad place; we just weren’t in a good place, either.

      “Look, I’d like it if you came with me. Jameson offered to tag along so we wouldn’t have to ask one of the security guards to accompany us. But I’m asking you.”

      She smiled, though I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn it was forced. “Of course, I’ll come with you. But we’re ditching my brother at the mall.”

      “Deal.”

      After we stopped and picked up the flowers I’d ordered, Jameson drove us to the cemetery but stayed in the car. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him with me. But I needed this time with Jem. We needed to re-connect, and maybe it was morbid, but we’d always been connected through loss.

      Daughters who lost our mothers way too soon.

      Mothers who were best friends, at that.

      It only seemed right that Jem would be here with me now.

      The temperature was chilly, but I didn’t mind it. There was something about a cemetery early in the morning, especially in the winter. The stillness. The dew on the grass. The first signs of light cresting the horizon.

      It had always appealed to me, and I’d made a habit of visiting my mom at sunrise whenever possible.

      When we reached Mom’s grave, I spread out my blanket and sat, gesturing for Jem to do the same.

      “Hi, Mom. Sorry I haven’t been by in a while. Life has been pretty crazy. Some of it bad but some of it really great.”

      People might think it was strange that I spoke aloud to my dead parents. But I’d seen a grief counselor for a while after my mom died, and she’d suggested it. Some eleven-year-old girls wrote in a journal. I visited my mom and talked to her headstone.

      Most likely, the counselor had intended it to be something that helped me get through that first year or so without my mom. But I’d continued the practice. Not only did I feel better after spilling my guts, it helped me feel closer to my mom for those few minutes.

      “I did find out about your friendship with Patricia Drake,” I continued, “and I have to say that was quite a shock.” I shot Jem a smile. “Probably because I’ve become friends with her daughter. I guess it was meant to be.

      “I brought Jem with me today, because I wanted you to meet her. So, Mom, meet Jemimah Drake. Jem, meet my mother, Laura Rose.”

      Jem squeezed my arm before turning to the headstone. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Rose. I wish it was under more lively circumstances.”

      I let out a chuckle, but Jem ignored me to keep speaking to my mom.

      “Seriously, though, I wish you were here to see Adele take on Intuition. I know you wanted her to stay hidden from it all, but now that that ship has sailed, you’d be proud of her. She’s the strongest person I know, but she’s more than that. She’s smart and kind and has so much love to give.”

      Jem snuck a glance at me, her expression mischievous. “I don’t know how much she’s told you about her love life, but it’s quite fascinating. Some moms might balk at the idea of her daughter having four boyfriends, but I have a feeling you’d be okay with it. Because those boys—men—love her. And they will always make certain she’s taken care of. What mother wouldn’t want that for her daughter?

      “Adele will always love you, we both know that. But you should also know that she’s not alone. She has people who would do anything for her. We’re her family now.”

      I wiped at the tears running down my cheeks, but I was also smiling. Only Jem.

      “Anyway, I’m going to get out of your hair so you have a few minutes alone with Adele. But I’m glad we finally got to meet.” She bit down on her bottom lip, looking uncertain all of a sudden. “If you see my parents up there, will you do me a favor? Will you assure them that Jameson and I are...happy? And that we miss them?”

      Jem turned to me and pulled me into a tight hug. “I love you, girl.”

      “Love you too.”

      She smiled as she stood. “I’m going to go have a little chat with Andrea. Take your time.”

      I nodded and watched as she walked away. Then, I turned back to my mom’s headstone. “So, yeah, that was Jem. You would love her, from her vivacity to her rainbow-colored hair.

      “I guess she already spilled the beans about my boyfriends. If you are looking down on me, I hope you’re happy with what you see. I know it’s not normal, but what about my life has been? I mean, I’m a witch, for goodness’ sake. I can borrow other psychics’ powers now. There’s nothing normal about any of that.

      “One of these days, I’ll bring each of the guys by to meet you.” I turned my attention to my dad’s headstone. “Both of you. In the meantime, I don’t want you to worry about me. Things are seriously complicated right now, but I’ve found happiness in places I never would have thought to look for it. And isn’t that what life is all about?”

      Kneeling, I placed the bouquet of pink roses in front of my mom’s headstone. “Love you, Mom.” Then, I turned toward my dad’s, my eyes once again filling with tears. The pain of seeing his name etched in stone was still so fresh, my heart squeezed. “I miss you, Dad. I hope you understand why I don’t stop by to see you more often…it’s too hard. But you’re always with me. Always will be.”

      I pushed up from the ground and quickly folded the blanket, needing to get away before I completely lost it. I wasn’t scared of the emotions visiting my parents produced. But I also wasn’t in the mental place to welcome them. Not with all of the Intuition darkness hovering over me.

      I made it back to the car before Jem, and Jameson got out, silently pulling me into his arms. I could have easily cried into his chest, but I didn’t. Instead, I allowed his warm embrace to do something more than comfort me. It offered proof that what Jem had said was true—I was surrounded by people who loved me. My family. And I had to believe both of my parents were smiling down at the picture we made, however unusual.
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      Adele

      

      “Did you leave anything in the mall for the other shoppers?” Mason asked, his voice amused.

      “Don’t look at me.” I lifted the bags in my arms. “Only one of these is mine.”

      “Yeah, we need to up your shopping game.” Jem shot Mason a pointed look. “Don’t you have an extra credit card, say in a nice shade of black, you can give her? What’s the point of having all this money if you don’t spend it?”

      Mason laughed. “Very true. I’ll get right on that.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?” Mason asked me as Jem headed toward the winding staircase.

      “Of course.” I set the shopping bags at the bottom of the stairs and followed Mason into the ballroom. Apparently, it was our “place” now, something I didn’t mind one bit. The elegant white room always made me feel like I got to live in the past for a few minutes.

      “Is something wrong?”

      He backed me up against the wall, his larger frame completely enveloping me. “We haven’t had any quality alone time, for one thing.”

      Mason lifted my hair from my neck and pressed a kiss to that sensitive spot behind my ear.

      I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “You, um, needed time to recover.”

      “I’m fully recovered, I assure you.”

      “Are…you…sure?” I asked around his kisses along my jaw. “How…about…your…headaches?”

      He sighed and drew back. “You’re not into this, are you?”

      “It’s not that.” And it wasn’t. Any touch from Mason made my heart race like I’d accidentally ingested speed. “I’m just concerned about you.”

      His gaze lowered to my mouth, but he stepped back. “Thank you for that. Believe it or not, it’s nice to know someone cares.”

      I automatically reached for his hand. He’d been alone for so long, and I wanted him to know he didn’t have to put up a front with me.

      “I’m here for you, in whatever way you need me. Should we go to the doctor for a checkup?”

      He smiled. “I already had my physician stop by this morning, and he said I’m healing just fine.”

      “A house call.” I laughed. “But, of course.”

      “Yeah, well, that Black Card does come in handy now and then.”

      I flushed, remembering Jem’s comments. “About that—”

      Mason shut me up with a kiss. “If there’s anything you ever want, all you have to do is ask.” He lowered his head to kiss me again, but I forced myself to step back this time, keeping hold of his hand. He needed to hear me.

      “I’m not with you for your money. You know that, right? I couldn’t care less about how rich you are.”

      I hoped he already knew that, but it needed to be said. From an outsider’s perspective, I probably looked like the ultimate gold digger. I was dating not one but four wealthy men. And Mason was, by far, the wealthiest of them all.

      He grinned. “Even though my money allows you to live in this beautiful, historic plantation house?”

      I looked around the ballroom, with its pristine antique furnishings and priceless artwork. It was a perk, to be sure, but…

      “You could donate all of your money to charity tomorrow, and I’d still be just as into you as I am right now.”

      He reached for my other hand and tugged me toward him. “I know, little thief. I mean, I assumed you wanted me for my pretty face and sexy body, but I’ve never thought it had anything to do with my money.”

      I shook my head at him, laughing. “Good.”

      He kissed me once more before saying, “There is something I need to talk to you about.”

      “Oh, yeah?” And I needed to talk to him…I just really, really didn’t want to. Not when it came to that stupid vision I’d shared with Jameson. “What about?”

      “I got a call today. From Grace.”

      I scrunched up my face, but my stomach didn’t twist like it normally did when I heard her name. She used to be my biggest problem, and now she felt like the least of them.

      “What did Graceless Morrow want?”

      “To apologize.”

      I half-laughed, half-snorted. “Apologize? Are you serious?”

      “Yes. She heard about the abduction and the explosion, and she claimed she wanted to make sure we were both okay. She swore up and down that she had nothing to do with either event and was sorry I got hurt.”

      My mouth dropped open, closed, then opened again. I had no idea what to say to that.

      Mason smirked. “Yeah. That was almost my exact reaction. Especially because she sounded sincere.”

      Grace, sincere? I couldn’t imagine it.

      “Why the hell would she say any of that?”

      “I don’t know.” He added a shrug to emphasize the point. “I have to guess that Geppetto isn’t keeping her in the loop, and she doesn’t want us to retaliate against her for everything that’s happened.”

      It wouldn’t surprise me to find that Geppetto was acting on his own—with the help of the chosen few he used to do his dirty work. I used to believe he and Grace were tight…that they discussed all of their evil plans at length. But now that I’d “met” Geppetto through Mason’s memories, my opinion had changed. He was likely pulling Grace’s strings as much as everyone else’s.

      Not that I felt bad for her—she chose to do his bidding. But it did offer me a different perspective on her role at Intuition.

      “What do you think she actually wants?” Even if she had nothing to do with the abduction or explosion, she must want something from us. Otherwise, she never would have reached out to Mason.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. But I have a feeling it won’t stay a mystery for long.”
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      “I’m concerned about the security here.” Between Stowe’s bulky arms crossed over his chest and his intense expression, I would have been a little frightened of him if I didn’t know better.

      The entire Psych Squad was congregated in my suite, making the normally spacious-feeling room seem rather small. But now that our group was up to six people, we took up quite a bit of space.

      “What do you propose?” Jameson replied. “Mason already has the most extensive security team available. We won’t do better anywhere else.”

      “It’s not good enough. Too many things could go wrong with a property this size. If Geppetto attacks, my mom is vulnerable. So is Mason’s, for that matter.”

      I watched Mason, expecting anger or at least aggravation to cross his face. But, surprisingly, he nodded. “I agree. We need to do better.”

      “How?” Jem asked. “There’s already security outside Tina’s room twenty-four-seven. Not to mention all of the cameras.”

      Mason looked at me, and I instantly knew what he was thinking. There was one kind of security that trumped the trained-men variety—the magical kind.

      “You want us to move to the commune?” I asked, referencing the cluster of houses on Aunt Ruby’s land.

      I shook my head, struggling to wrap my mind around it more than anything. The coven had already taken in George and Nathan, Heidi’s friend who was hiding out from Intuition. And they’d seemed more than willing. But to add eight people to that list? They’d have to be crazy to agree.

      “Not all of us. Just Elizabeth and Tina.”

      I looked at Mason in surprise. “You would let your mother stay there without you?”

      “It’s the only way. If we all disappear, Geppetto and Intuition and whoever else may be after us will become suspicious and start searching. But we can move the mothers in secret. No one will know.”

      “I’m on board with that.” Stowe turned to me. “Do you think the coven will go for it?”

      I thought about it. It was a big ask, that was for sure. But I had a feeling the coven would have a hard time turning away two vulnerable women.

      “I’ll call Ruby.”

      “If they agree, I want to support them financially,” Mason said. “It’s only fair.”

      “They won’t care about the money.”

      “But I do.”

      I understood where he was coming from. He’d taken sole responsibility for his mother as soon as he’d turned eighteen. Even considering handing her care over to anyone else had to be killing him. But he was willing to—for Elizabeth’s safety.

      “Okay.”

      I wished I could talk to my great aunt about this in person, but traveling to her felt too risky these days. Which sucked, since I also missed seeing George. And Megan.

      But I refused to put the coven in even more danger by potentially leading Intuition right to them. We would have to be extremely careful when we moved Elizabeth and Tina there. Assuming the coven agreed.

      Not that I was worried about that. They would agree.

      I’d have to find a way to pay them back, and not with Mason’s money. All I’d done since finding out about the coven was take and take, offering nothing in return. I wasn’t sure what I could do, but I would think of something.

      I should probably feel guilty for even asking this of them, but their magically-hidden property was the best way to keep Elizabeth and Tina—anyone, really—out of Geppetto’s clutches.

      Geppetto’s clutches...Geppetto’s clutches.

      “Noah should go with them,” I said suddenly, and everyone turned to stare at me. I swore I saw hurt flash across Noah’s face, but he quickly hid it behind a mask of curiosity.

      “Why’s that?”

      I tried to come up with a reasonable explanation, but my mind went blank. “You can act as an intermediary between us and the coven. Help make them feel more comfortable with everything that’s going on.”

      He nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t totally convinced. Probably because he sensed the deception in my response.

      “But don’t we need him here to help grow our supporters against Intuition?” Mason asked. “He’s the only one who can sense people’s intentions. That’s more important now than ever.”

      “I could borrow his abilities.”

      “No,” Jameson, Stowe, and Noah said at the same time.

      I scowled at the three of them. Seriously, they were choosing now to get bossy?

      Noah shot me a gentle smile. “It’s not a good idea. We need you in prime shape, and you know what my abilities are like. They’d be too much.”

      I glanced at Jameson helplessly. He knew why I was suggesting Noah be hidden away. It was the best way to keep him away from Geppetto. But he shook his head, indicating that he couldn’t help with this. At least, that’s what I assumed the shake meant.

      “If you’re that concerned, why don’t I go with them?” Jem offered. “Tina is already comfortable with me, so I’d be a friendly face. And I can talk to Elizabeth’s nurse about how to care for her.”

      That was a totally reasonable suggestion, and now I had no idea what to say. How could I convince everyone that Noah needed to be protected just as much, if not more, than Elizabeth and Tina?

      “What’s really going on?” Noah’s voice was as soft as ever, but I heard a tinge of frustration in it.

      He didn’t like that I was keeping things from the group. I didn’t like it. In fact, I hated it. Why was I doing this?

      I shot Jameson a pleading look, not needing his permission but wanting his approval. He shook his head, but his lips tipped up into a small smile. That was good enough for me.

      After a few deep breaths, I slowly met the gaze of every person in the room. “There’s something I need to tell all of you.”
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      Mason

      

      Blood rushed to my ears, and I tried to convince myself that what I’d heard was the result of some biological anomaly that made me believe words had different meanings. Or maybe I wasn’t as healed from my head injury as my doctor had claimed this morning. I could be experiencing hallucinations and not even realize it.

      “What did you just say?”

      Guilt was written all over Adele’s beautiful face. She didn’t even try to hide it. Either that, or she was utterly incapable of hiding her feelings, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      Normally.

      I didn’t want to see anything resembling guilt cross her face right now. Because that meant she’d actually spoken words so blasphemous they’d caused my blood to run cold before turning to liquid fire.

      “I—I’m sorry, Mason. I don’t—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “Repeat exactly what you said.”

      She sighed with resignation. “In the vision, I met with Geppetto and traded your mother for Noah.”

      The room started spinning, and I had to lean against the wall to regain my balance.

      Somehow, hearing it condensed like that made it sound even worse. If that was possible.

      “Hey, man. You okay?” A beefy hand landed on my arm, and I shook it off, not caring if I hurt Stowe’s feelings. I didn’t need pity or compassion or any of that shit. I just needed answers.

      Narrowing my eyes at Adele, I allowed fury to drip from every word. “Why the hell would you do that?”

      She started playing with the circle pendant hanging around her neck. “I don’t know. I don’t understand it either. And I won’t let it happen. I swear.”

      I laughed, and it sounded maniacal even to my ears. “Right. Because attempting to control the future always works out so well.”

      “Mason.” Adele took a step toward me, but I moved around Stowe and to the door before she could reach me.

      “I have somewhere to be.” I swung the door open and sent a scathing glare her way. “Don’t wait up.”

      A tiny voice inside my head told me to stop being an ass and go back to her. But the thick, inky fingers of betrayal slithered through me, snuffing that voice out of existence. I was the injured party, here. Adele could choke on her guilt for all I cared.

      After ensuring that one of my men was stationed directly outside my mother’s door, I jogged to the barn and retrieved the keys for my Ferrari. I rarely drove the car—it was too flashy for my taste. But, right now, I needed the power, the speed, the danger it supplied.

      Once I was out of the barn, I peeled out of the drive and onto the two-lane road leading toward Norfolk. Before Stowe had insisted that the whole gang get together to discuss our security problem, I’d been getting ready to head out. I’d thought I would be late, but if I maintained my current speed, I might make it right on time.

      Throwing all caution to the wind, I weaved in and out of traffic, accelerated when I should have braked, and let the hypnotic purr of the engine take me to a place I didn’t belong but refused to leave. It was strangely peaceful there, the world a blur of unintelligible shapes and colors—an escape.

      I didn’t have to think about Adele or my mother or Geppetto. For a few minutes, I could just experience speed and abandon.

      When I pulled into the restaurant, disappointment shot through me. Time to return to the real world.

      As was my habit at this particular establishment, I slipped the host a crisp hundred-dollar bill. It guaranteed the most private table in the small restaurant and limited wait service. The staff knew to expect as much whenever I made a reservation.

      Kayla was already seated at the table, and her smile was sardonic as I took my seat across from her. “I was starting to think you were going to stand me up.”

      “Never,” I said pleasantly. “Thank you for meeting me.”

      She flipped her curly blonde hair over her shoulder. “I don’t know why I bothered. Pretty sure I already made it clear that I’d rather eat glue than dip my toes into Intuition waters.”

      The woman did have a way with words. “It’s a good thing I’m not here on behalf of IFG, then.”

      Her eyes brightened. “Oh? I’m intrigued.”

      I waved the waiter over, and we both ordered. Once we were alone, Kayla rubbed her hands together in anticipation. Over the last month of attempting to woo her on IFG’s behalf, I’d rarely seen her display more than mild interest in anything. Maybe this was going to be easier than I thought.

      “If you’re not here for Intuition, why are you here?” She shot me a coy smile. “Finally ready to ask me out on a proper date?”

      I considered her for a moment. I’d noticed how pretty she was—blue eyes, creamy skin, masses of curly blonde hair, and a curvy body. I was a man. How could I not notice?

      But from the moment we’d met, I hadn’t experienced even the slightest stirring of attraction.

      Even now, after walking out on Adele, I was less than interested.

      There was only one reasonable explanation for that—I’d found the woman for me.

      And I’d spouted cruel words at her. Flashes of guilt finally filtered through my consciousness. Whatever may or may not happen in the future, I couldn’t hold Adele responsible for the events in her shared vision with Jameson. They were one piece of the bigger puzzle, and I had to trust that she would never actually betray me.

      “Mason?”

      I re-focused on Kayla. “Sorry. I have a lot on my mind.”

      She gave me a half-knowing, half-disappointed smile. “Girl trouble?”

      “More like I was an ass to my girlfriend, and now I’m regretting it.”

      “I should have known you’re taken. Men like you don’t stay on the market for long.”

      I forced a grin, not bothering to explain that I’d been on the market for a very long time. Until my little memory thief waltzed into my life and stole my heart.

      “So, back to why we’re here.” I needed to get this meeting over with so I could get home to Adele. “How do you feel about teaming up with me and a group of psychics who are going to take down IFG once and for all?”
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      The next week flew by in a flurry of meetings as we prepared to move Elizabeth and Tina to the commune. As expected, the coven had unanimously agreed to take them on. I’d insisted on a formal vote, because I didn’t want anyone to resent the decision. I was dropping a whole heap of potential danger on their doorstep, and I had no way of guaranteeing that they wouldn’t ultimately suffer for it.

      Still, Aunt Ruby had insisted that the women were all in agreement. They believed it was the right thing to do, and I had to be glad for that. Mason and Stowe had been right—Elizabeth, especially, couldn’t stay at the plantation. It was too risky.

      Over a decade of Geppetto’s misdeeds could be attributed to his manic need to restore Elizabeth’s memories so he could use her for her healing abilities again. He wasn’t going to give up until he’d accomplished that and possibly more.

      That knowledge was the one thing keeping me going on this quest to fight against him. Our numbers were slowly growing. Noah was working with Heidi to expedite Project Pontiac Bandit, and Mason was fairly certain he’d convinced his mysterious Psych to come on board.

      He hadn’t revealed her abilities yet—apparently, she wanted to meet the Psych Squad before committing to joining our cause—but he’d insisted that we needed her.

      Though I trusted Mason and his assessment of her usefulness, the whole thing made me uneasy. Who was this woman that Intuition was desperately trying to snag? And how could we ever come to trust her?

      After spending so many years hiding everything about my Psych-ness, I was naturally resistant to the idea of letting people in. And, yes, I recognized the irony since this whole plan of recruiting more psychics had been my idea.

      That didn’t mean I would ever be truly comfortable with it. I’d rather rely on the Psych Squad and no one else.

      Even that had been more difficult than usual lately. Stowe had been...well, particularly un-Stow-like. As more days passed without any signs of recognition when Tina looked at him, he withdrew into himself. If I hadn’t witnessed it with my own eyes, I never would have imagined that he had it in him to sulk. It wasn’t that I blamed him—this situation sucked. But I hated how helpless it made me feel. And, selfishly, I missed my smiling, happy Stowe.

      Jem had been testy with everyone until it was finally decided that we were going to allow Michael Fleming to join the group. Noah had been the one to sway Jameson and Mason, since he spent hours questioning Michael and determining his intentions. And I was glad they’d caved. The more time I spent around Jem’s boyfriend, the more I liked him. He was rather serious to her zany, and it worked. Most importantly, he was clearly head over heels for Jem.

      Mason had come home from his meeting with the mysterious Psych subdued and apologetic. He swore he wasn’t angry with me, but I’d felt a shift in our relationship. One I didn’t like. Even before we were together, and despite the secrets he’d been keeping, Mason had always felt open to me.

      The change was subtle—maybe even a figment of my imagination—but now he seemed closed off. Like he was merely going through the motions of proving we were okay.

      I’d considered pushing the issue. But I’d finally settled on showing him that I had his mother’s best interests at heart. That’s what it really came down to, after all. He believed I would choose Noah over him.

      I wasn’t into choosing…hadn’t I already proved that?

      “You ready for this?”

      Jameson’s voice broke through my wandering thoughts, and I swiveled from my spot in the foyer to face him. He didn’t look particularly happy, and I guessed it was because he wasn’t accompanying me, Mason, Elizabeth, Tina, and Stowe to the commune.

      “I’m ready.” At least, I hoped so. “You?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, because my role is so challenging.”

      The plan for transporting the mothers to the commune had started off simple and gotten more elaborate over the last few days. According to the final version, Jem and Jam would leave together and drive to the Drake estate to check on the construction crew’s progress.

      While the gates were open, Mason and Elizabeth would slip out right behind them, with Mason making the vehicle invisible. And Stowe, Tina, and I would leave a few minutes later in a vehicle that appeared to belong to and be driven by one of the security guards.

      That was the part I was worried about. I’d borrowed Mason’s illusion ability days ago and started practicing. While Mason was able to easily make the SUV he’d be driving invisible to anyone watching—and drive at the same time—my control was significantly more tenuous.

      I needed to close my eyes and direct all of my concentration on my task. And invisibility was out of the question, at this point. The best I could do was focus on the specific picture I wanted to portray and hope like hell I kept it up long enough to get past anyone watching.

      This would be much simpler if we were taking one car. But Mason and Stowe had decided we needed to leave a reliable SUV with the coven in the event of an emergency. It seemed that there were only a few cars among the women, and none of them had been manufactured in the current decade.

      Jameson pulled me into his embrace and nuzzled—yes, nuzzled—my neck. Who knew he’d turn out to be such an affectionate guy?

      “I wish I was going with you.”

      “Me too.” I understood the need to separate and distract, but I’d come to rely on Jameson...maybe a little too much.

      “You’ll be fine, though.” He kissed a slow path along my neck and the top of my shoulder, making me shiver.

      Speaking of distracting...

      “Do you think you two can stop canoodling so we can hit the road?”

      Jameson lifted his head at Mason’s question, but he didn’t move away. “We can, but that doesn’t mean we want to.”

      Mason smirked. “I think the whole house heard how much you don’t want to stop. Last night...and this morning.”

      My cheeks burned, and I had no doubt they were an unsightly shade of crimson. “H-how?” I stuttered. There was no way he’d heard anything from his room, which was in the other wing of the mansion.

      “Like I said, the whole house.”

      Jameson planted a kiss on my lips before finally releasing me and stepping back. “He’s messing with you. That was probably nothing more than a guess.”

      Mason nodded, his eyes twinkling. “Yes, one that you brilliantly confirmed.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, but before I had a chance to devise a comeback, Tina, Jem, and Stowe appeared.

      Mason’s teasing demeanor instantly disappeared, and he started leading us toward the back door. “Do we need to go over the plan one more time?”

      Everyone either shook their heads or said “no,” but that didn’t keep him from running over the basics while we walked.

      “Remember to keep the three-way call connected to Bluetooth for the entire drive,” he said as we reached the garage. “We’ve planned for contingencies, but we need to be able to make decisions quickly, if needed.”

      He paused in front of his Mercedes, where Elizabeth was already waiting in the back seat, a security guard keeping an eye on her from the other side of the room. “This needs to go off without a hitch.”

      If that was his version of a pep talk, I wasn’t putting him in charge of those anymore. Though I did understand his caution. It was impossible to know how closely we were being monitored, but we couldn’t take any chances.

      I stepped forward and placed what I hoped was a comforting hand on his arm. “It will.”

      He nodded, and we all took that as our cue to disperse. Stowe helped his mom into the back of a brand-new Toyota Highlander that Mason clearly purchased for the sole purpose of leaving it for the coven to use.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what Tina thought about all of this. Jem had explained the situation and given Tina the opportunity to object to the move. But she hadn’t. She seemed more than willing to go along with whatever Jem suggested, especially when it came to remaining out of Geppetto’s clutches.

      I might have felt guilty about dropping her off with strangers, but I had a feeling she’d feel more comfortable with the coven. She’d shown very little interest in socializing with anyone other than Jem and had rarely left her room at the plantation. At least she would be surrounded by women closer to her own age at the commune.

      Hopping up into the front passenger seat, I pulled my phone out to set the timer. We would leave precisely seven minutes after the others. In the meantime, I would employ my usual breathing techniques to prepare for what I had to do. As with most of the psychic abilities I’d used, concentration was key.

      I heard Stowe settle into the driver’s seat and start the car, but I didn’t open my eyes. When the timer went off, I let him take care of turning it off, because I was already imagining the white sedan and the man driving it. I’d practiced numerous times over the last few days, but as the SUV began to move, my stomach still clenched with anxiety. Screwing up was not an option.

      An indeterminate amount of time passed while I continued my steady breathing and maintained my focus. I even zoned out the occasional chatter over the Bluetooth speakers. The world was comprised of a specific white sedan, its driver, and nothing else.

      With no warning, the vehicle jerked to the left, and my head hit the window.

      “Fuck,” Stowe mumbled under his breath while Tina cried out.

      Acting on pure reflex, I opened my eyes and started searching for the source of the danger. “What is it?”

      Stowe turned to me, his eyes wild. “Adele, you can’t stop now!”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I closed my eyes again attempted to re-gain my focus. But it was damn difficult when something had clearly gone wrong. I had to hope my subconscious had taken over, like Mason insisted would happen with practice. Because, otherwise, I might have just screwed us over. Big time.

      “What is it?” I asked, still keeping my eyes closed.

      “We’re being followed,” he bit out, sounding beyond pissed.

      “What’s the plan?”

      “I’m going to try to lose him.”

      “And?”

      Stowe waited a few beats before answering. “And then you need to make us look like a completely different vehicle.”

      That’s what I’d been afraid he’d say. It was part of the contingencies Mason had mentioned, but I’d been hoping it wouldn’t come to that. My world revolved around that stupid white sedan. It was going to be difficult to make it into something else.

      But I would do what I had to.

      “Okay.”

      “Hold on.”

      Since I couldn’t rely on sight to anticipate each of Stowe’s maneuvers, I pressed my body back into the seat and braced my arms against the door and center console. He made turn after sharp turn, his speed entirely too fast for city streets. All the while, I forced my mind to remain fixated on the picture now burned into my brain.

      After too many turns to count, I felt Stowe’s large hand squeeze my thigh. “Now,” he said, his voice firm yet soft.

      Imagining that my brain was a series of light switches, I turned off the picture of the white sedan and turned on one of a navy pickup truck like my dad used to drive.

      And with that, my world consisted of nothing but a navy truck.
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      “Hey, big guy,” Aunt Ruby said happily as soon as she opened the door. “Your snickerdoodles are waiting for you in the kitchen.”

      “Thanks.” Stowe smiled, but I could tell it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Whether that was because he was stressed from having to evade whoever had been following us, or because he was getting ready to say goodbye to his mother—who still didn’t recognize him—I didn’t know.

      Ruby turned to Tina. “And who is this?”

      “This is my mo—” Stowe awkwardly cleared his throat. “This is Tina Thatcher. Tina, this is Ruby Rose, Adele’s great aunt.”

      “Hello,” Tina said somewhat shyly.

      This was the first time I’d had a chance to study her in days, and I had to admit that she was looking better...healthier. She was still conspicuously thin, but her light brown hair was shiny, and there was a touch of natural color in her cheeks. I just hoped she would continue to improve.

      Ruby stepped forward and hugged her. “We’re so happy to have you. Come in, come in.”

      I glanced back at Mason, who was waiting next to his Mercedes for instructions. Due to the rather rough terrain, Elizabeth would have to be carried inside, and I wasn’t sure where she was staying.

      My aunt followed my gaze, and I saw interest mixed with sympathy. “Elizabeth will be staying upstairs in my guest room.”

      “Isn’t that George’s...”

      Seeing the amused glint in her eyes, I trailed off. Right. He clearly didn’t need his own bedroom anymore. And that was all I needed to know about that.

      “Okay.” I headed down the steps. “I’ll show Mason where to go.”

      She smiled serenely. “Very good. And I’ll take Tina out to the cottage where she’ll be staying.”

      After I showed Mason to the guest room, he told me he would be fine. I interpreted that to mean he wanted alone time with his mother before he left, so I didn’t argue. He was more than capable of getting Elizabeth settled, and I would only be in the way.

      Snagging a snickerdoodle from the kitchen, I headed out back. Stowe was standing near the back door, Tina’s luggage at his feet. Well, the luggage he purchased to hold the clothes and toiletries Jem had picked out. After returning from the dead, Tina was rather low on personal belongings.

      “You didn’t want to go with Ruby and your mom?”

      He shrugged, not looking at me. “I’d just be in the way.”

      Well...it seemed that we had something in common today—feeling helpless.

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and spotted a white-haired man walking toward us.

      “George!”

      I ran straight into his arms. After years of seeing him every day, a little over a month of separation felt like an eternity. But I had to admit that he looked happy. Commune life was clearly agreeing with him—that, or the healthy glow to his cheeks was caused entirely by his blossoming romance with Ruby.

      “Whoa, there,” he said with a chuckle. “You’re acting as though you haven’t been receiving any male attention, and I know that isn’t the case.”

      I pushed away from him and scowled. But it was entirely fake. I didn’t think he could say anything to annoy me right now. “Look who is suddenly a comedian.”

      “Oh, I was always a comedian. Forgetting things already?”

      “Yes, actually.” I knew he was teasing, but it still grated on my nerves that I couldn’t remember my brush with Geppetto. Even though I’d experienced some, if not most, of the encounter through Mason’s memories, I wanted to see the rest.

      Memories were my thing, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about restoring my own.

      “I’m sorry.” George pulled me into another hug. “I didn’t mean to bring that up.”

      “Don’t be. I’m overly sensitive right now.”

      Just then, a tiny figure burst out of one of the cottages and flew toward Stowe. “Shrek!” Maddie squealed happily.

      Stowe smiled as he crouched down and lifted her high into the sky. “Hey there, little gremlin.”

      She giggled. “I’m not a gremlin. I’m Maddie.”

      “Are you sure?” His smile was wide, reminding me of the Stowe I used to know. The one who had been all but missing since he first discovered his mother was alive. “I usually know a gremlin as soon as I see one. It’s an ogre thing.”

      She giggled again before finally turning her attention toward me and George.

      “Hi, Maddie.”

      She gave me a shy smile. “Hello, Miss Adele. Are you here to visit Grandpa Georgie?”

      “Yes, and my aunt and your mom.”

      “Okay!” She wriggled in Stowe’s arms, and he carefully placed her back on the ground. “I’ll go tell Mommy you’re here!”

      Then, she darted back toward the cottage she’d emerged from. Damn, it must be nice to have that much energy.

      “Grandpa Georgie?” I asked my friend and mentor, not bothering to hide my smile.

      He shrugged good-naturedly. “Every little girl needs a grandfather figure.”

      I kissed his cheek. “You’re the best.”

      “I’m going to go check on my mom,” Stowe said, his demeanor back to solemn. It hurt, but what could I do? Other than fix everything by returning Tina’s memories.

      And it wasn’t like I hadn’t tried. After my successful experiment with the tiger’s eye, I’d attempted the same with restoring Tina’s memories. But, apparently, strength of will alone wasn’t going to do it. I’d only managed to return some of the random memories Geppetto had stolen from her. The ones of Stowe were too hidden, too deep.

      “All right.”

      George and I watched him walk away, his hands full of luggage and his shoulders slumped.

      “He’s not taking all of this well, is he?”

      I swallowed past the ever-present lump in my throat. “It’s been hard on him, his mother not remembering him.”

      “And he doesn’t want to tell her the truth?”

      “No.” Stowe could be stubborn, when he wanted to be. “He’s insistent that she’ll be better off in the long run if she remembers on her own.” In other words, when I finally figured out how to restore her memories.

      “He’ll be okay. Give him time.”

      “So, you going to tell me what’s going on with you and my aunt?” I asked, ready to change the subject.

      His cheeks reddened. “She’s pretty incredible.”

      I nodded. She was, and if she recognized how incredible George was, then they might just be perfect for each other.

      “Are you okay with the two of us?” he asked hesitantly.

      “Of course. If she makes you happy—and it looks like she does—I’m all for it.”

      He grinned, suddenly appearing much younger than his seventy-three years. “I know it’s a little crazy to be so twitterpated at my age, but I am happy. And I don’t plan on wasting any time.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Oh? Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      His eyes took on a mischievous glint. “Depends on what you’re thinking.”

      I was thinking crazy things, like wedding bells crazy. But I wouldn’t push him. If he planned on proposing to Ruby, she should be the first to know.

      “How do you feel about living here?” Though the property was lovely, I had trouble imagining him stuck here, rarely able to leave. “It’s rather isolated, and you’d be the only man.”

      He chuckled. “Isn’t that every man’s dream? To be surrounded by adoring women?”

      “Adoring, huh?”

      “Of course.” He wrapped an arm around my waist and gave it a squeeze. “You know how loveable I am.”

      “That, I do.”

      “But Ruby and I don’t plan on staying around here forever. Once things settle down, we want to do some traveling.” His eyes shined with excitement. “Finally take that trip to New Zealand I’ve always wanted to do.”

      Once things settle down. In other words, once Geppetto and Intuition were no longer a threat. This was exactly why I needed to stay committed to the plan. George and Ruby and all the other people I loved deserved to have lives. Real ones...ones that didn’t require hiding behind security guards and magic and psychic illusions.

      “I think that’s a wonderful idea.”
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      “Okay, Megan, it’s crunch time. What can we do?”

      Though I would have loved to spend all afternoon catching up with George and Ruby, I had more pressing matters to attend to. So, I left Mason, Stowe, and Tina to enjoy the welcome lunch the coven prepared while I disappeared into Megan’s cottage.

      She tucked her long brown hair behind her ears and gave me a hopeful smile. “I have an idea, but you’re probably not going to like it.”

      I didn’t particularly like any of this. But it wasn’t going to stop me. “Hit me.”

      She set the Rose book of spells on the kitchen table in front of me and opened it to a page she’d marked with a dried rose petal. “Here.”

      I read the spell in question, then read it again. “No way,” I said, shaking my head. “This is a bad idea.”

      It was a spell intended to increase a witch’s power, something that sounded fairly mundane in theory. But when it came to magic, I had a feeling that power was never mundane. There was even a warning written into the spell itself.

      This spell should only be used by a witch who is willing to lose more than she gains.

      That sounded ominous.

      “Listen.” Megan sat in the chair across from me and clasped her hands under her chin. “I know you’re not a power seeker. Just the opposite, in fact. But I’ve been researching this day and night, and I think this spell is your best bet. We can try actual memory spells to help Tina and Elizabeth, but those come with their own perils.

      “And you already have the ability to restore memories. So you don’t technically need memory spells. You need more control—more power—over the abilities you already possess.”

      She leaned forward, looking half-excited, half-nervous. “It’s a risk, yes, but no more than the other options. It’s just a different risk.”

      Because the risk was all mine.

      This spell should only be used by a witch who is willing to lose more than she gains.

      I didn’t understand what that would ultimately mean for me, but I did understand that I was standing at a crossroads. Was I willing to do this for Mason and Elizabeth and Stowe and Tina? Even if helping them meant some type of loss for me...potentially a significant one?

      I knew the answer without even having to think about it.

      “Let’s do it.”

      “I thought that’s what you’d decide.” Megan stood and walked to the kitchen counter, retrieving an orange rose in a bud vase and a small box. “I already gathered the supplies, so we can try this now.” She set it on the table, watching me closely. “If you’re sure.”

      “Don’t try to talk me out of it now. Let’s get this over with.”

      The spell itself was almost disturbingly simple. It required a candle, a citrine crystal, an orange rose, and, of course, a rhyme.

      Megan laid out the materials in front of me. “I chose a smooth stone, since you’ll need to wear it after the spell is completed. I can wire it to your talisman chain, if you’d like.”

      “Thanks.”

      My churning stomach and the stars crossing my vision warned me that I should probably take a beat to question this decision. But I didn’t want to give myself time to reconsider. I’d learned over and over that, sometimes, I just needed to act. And this was one of those times.

      I lit the candle and crushed the entire top of the rose in my left hand. Then, I grasped the yellow crystal in my right hand and lifted it to the flame. While holding it close to the flame, and constantly rotating it, I spoke the rhyme.

      “Stone as radiant as the sun,

      You are the only one,

      Who can ensure that this tale is spun,

      And my power is unquestionably won.”

      Like usual, the air around me crackled to life. But that wasn’t all it did. The hair on my arms stood on end as the candle burned out and the lights flickered.

      The lights fucking flickered. Like something right out of a movie.

      A current of energy like I’d never experienced surged through me, making the rush I’d felt while holding the tiger’s eye seem like a tiny spark against a sky full of lightning.

      I was force and vitality and, yes, power. My eyes skittered around the room, searching for an outlet for all of my energy. When my gaze caught Megan’s shocked one, a piece of my sanity returned, and I dropped the citrine to the table.

      But I had a feeling the loss of contact with the crystal didn’t matter. There was no taking this back now.
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      What now?

      I stared at the crystal sitting as innocently as a wolf spider on the table. “I, uh, guess I should test it.”

      I glanced around the room, searching for inspiration. I knew I didn’t want to attempt to steal a memory—that could go terribly wrong. And I didn’t particularly relish the thought of generating another vision. The last one still weighed heavily on me.

      “Why don’t you try to view a specific moment in time from the spell book’s history?” Megan suggested. “That’s not something you’ve been able to do before, right?”

      True. I’d only ever seen what seemed to be the strongest emotional memory associated with an object. I hadn’t been able to draw out specific memories.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      Wanting to keep it simple, I placed one hand over the page containing the spell I’d just performed. Then, I slowly reached for the citrine with my other hand, half-expecting it to bite me the second it made contact with my skin.

      Not bothering to close my eyes, I said, “Show me the last witch who used this spell.”

      My vision immediately darkens, and it takes me a few seconds to adjust to the dim light. Two young women are sitting on the floor in a room lit by candles. Their hairstyles and dresses remind me of the nineteen-forties, but I can’t be certain of the year.

      “I don’t think you should do this,” the woman on the right says, her voice agitated. “You know what Mama said about the spells in this section of the book.”

      “Yes, I know. They’re dangerous. But what choice do I have?” There’s a desperate, almost hysterical tenor to the second woman’s voice, and my adrenaline spikes as her fear seeps into me. “I can’t let Jimmy die in that horrible war. This is the only way.”

      Jimmy...wasn’t that my great grandfather’s name?

      The doubter shakes her head but says, “Okay. But you have to promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “Promise me you won’t go too far. You can’t let the magic control you.”

      “I promise,” the woman on the left agrees solemnly.

      Anxiety reminiscent of my own while performing the spell fills me as I watch the young woman carefully hold an orange rose in her hand. She raises a yellow stone to the already-lit candle in front of her. The size and shape of the citrine look exactly like the one Megan gave me.

      The woman speaks the rhyme quietly, and after the last word is uttered, every candle in the room extinguishes. A gasp rings out in the darkness right before my vision lightens.

      With my next blink, I was back in Megan’s kitchen, trying to ignore the growing knot in the pit of my stomach. I rubbed the crystal between my fingers. Was it possible I’d spelled the same stone? It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, since crystals were passed down through the generations.

      “Where’d you get this citrine?” I asked Megan.

      “From Ruby. I only had rough stones.” She appeared curious. “Why?”

      “I think I might have seen my great grandmother.”

      “Really?” She grinned. “That’s so cool. Anything else interesting happen?”

      I thought about the warning the doubting sister had delivered. Their conversation had reminded me a little too much of the one I’d shared with Megan. But I’d gone through with the spell, just as my probably-great-grandmother had. And there was no reason to worry Megan any further.

      “No.”

      At least the stone hadn’t left a scar on my hand. That was an improvement.

      She took the crystal from me and began encircling one end with wire. Her movements were quick and efficient, and it was clear that she’d had plenty of practice turning crystals into wearable pendants.

      When she was finished, I added the crystal to the chain holding my talisman and let them both lay against my shirt. Hopefully, the two magical pendants could get along. The last thing I needed was for them to cause trouble. Or a city-wide blackout.

      “What are you going to do now?” Megan asked.

      I stood, already moving toward the door. “I have to try to recover Tina’s memories before leaving. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

      Easily catching up, she led me to the cottage where Tina would be staying. Thankfully, we found Tina there alone. I didn’t want to get Stowe’s hopes up. And, this way, if my attempt still didn’t work, I would move on to the next plan. Not that I had any idea what that would be.

      “Are you certain you’re okay with this?” I asked Tina as I sat next to her on the couch. “I don’t want you to feel like my guinea pig.”

      Her responding smile was tremulous. “I don’t have much to lose.”

      She did, actually, but she wouldn’t know that until she remembered her son. “Okay, let’s do this.” I lifted the chain and dropped the pendants under my shirt so that they were laying directly against my skin.

      “Adele, you’re not wearing your gloves.” Megan’s eyes grew wide. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I just noticed.”

      I grinned at her. “Yeah, no more gloves for me. Unless it’s cold,” I added. Because I still owned a lovely collection of gloves that Jem had picked out for me, and it would be a shame to waste them on principle.

      “I’m happy for you.”

      If Tina thought the exchange was odd, she didn’t show it as she patiently waited for me to get on with the experiment.

      As had become my habit, I took her hands in mine and closed my eyes. Instead of imagining her lost memories as teacups that needed to be returned to their proper shelf, I pictured them as photos being added to an album. That felt more natural.

      Unlike when I’d returned Mason’s memories, I instantly detected the magic—or psychic power or whatever it was—working. It was like standing under a waterfall and controlling it at the same time. The memories flowed through me, but I couldn’t hold onto them. They weren’t for me. They were all Tina’s.

      Energy engulfed my body, and I half-expected my skin to start sparking, like the effect of lightning hitting a transformer.

      I couldn’t gauge how much time passed, but I instinctively knew when we were done. The rush of energy diminished, until it was nothing but a dull burn.

      Without opening my eyes, I released Tina’s hands and sent up a quick prayer to whatever entity might be listening. I needed this win. Not for me—for Stowe.

      When I gathered the courage to open my eyes, I found Tina staring into the distance, tears running in rivulets down her cheeks.

      I glanced at Megan, and her concerned expression told me she didn’t know any more than I did.

      “Tina,” I said softly. “Are you okay?”

      She slowly slid her gaze to mine and choked out one word. “Stowe.”

      Despite the sudden dryness in my mouth, I forced myself to ask, “You remember him?”

      Her lost expression transformed before my eyes into something glorious as her face lit up into a joyful smile. “I remember.”

      Tears welled up behind my eyelids, and the sudden lightness in my chest made me certain I could float. “Thank god.”

      Tina jumped up from the couch. “I have to go. I have see him.”

      Before I could react, she’d pushed open the front door and was running through it.

      I quickly followed, not wanting to miss a second of this.

      “Stowe! Stowe!” she yelled.

      Spotting him standing on the porch of a nearby cottage, I watched as he turned around, his expression confused.

      I witnessed the moment he found his mother running toward him, and the second he realized what it meant. His round face broke out into a grin so dazzling, his mother’s jubilant smile was the only one that could rival his own.

      He jogged down the steps, meeting her, and as she dove into his arms, the tears that had been threatening spilled down my cheeks. Even though it had been two weeks since discovering—for the second time—that Tina was alive, this was the moment we’d all been waiting for.

      Tina wasn’t just back from the dead. She was getting a second chance at living.

      I felt Megan’s arm slip around me as she leaned in for a hug. “You did good.”

      I tore my gaze away from mother and son to look at her. “No, you did. This was all you. Thank you.”

      Tears shimmered in her eyes as well. “No, thank you. You don’t know how much it means to me to finally feel useful. I needed this.”

      Wanting to give Stowe and his mother some privacy, I forced myself to head back toward Ruby’s house. Now that I had proof the spell could work, Mason needed to know.

      I was excited to tell him but also nervous. Elizabeth’s memory condition was significantly worse than Tina’s. What if I still couldn’t help her?

      Still, my shared vision with Jameson had suggested that I would find a way. Hopefully, this was it.

      Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t hear the pounding footsteps until they were right behind me. Just as I was turning, a large body scooped me up and held me close. I inhaled the alluring scents of citrus and spice and sighed.

      Stowe.

      “I don’t know how you did it, Daphne,” he said into my neck, his voice ragged with emotion. “But thank you.”

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I murmured, “I would do anything for you.” The words might have sounded cliché, but that didn’t make them any less true. There had been no choice. I had to see Stowe happy again.

      And after the loss of my dad and then Andrea, I’d needed to do something good. Needed to feel like I didn’t only bring tragedy into the lives of the people surrounding me.

      While still holding me tight against him, Stowe cupped my jaw with one hand and peered down at me with a look so filled with love and adoration, I almost couldn’t take it. My chest ached from the sheer magnitude of his emotions mixed with mine.

      “I love you. And I’m sorry I’ve been so distant—”

      I smashed my mouth to his, shutting him up. I didn’t care about any of that. All I’d ever wanted was for him to have his mother back. To be happy. To experience the love he’d tragically missed out on for so many years.

      He groaned, somehow pulling me even closer into his body, until I could have sworn we were one instead of two. In the back of my mind, a little voice reminded me that we were in the middle of the yard, where anyone could be watching. But I also didn’t care.

      We needed this moment to reconnect.

      What started as a frantic fusing of mouths and teeth and tongues slowed into a passionate meeting of desire and simple affection. Stowe’s friendship was, in many ways, as important to me as our romantic connection. But it was the combination of the two that made what could have been merely good, amazing instead.

      Stowe rested his forehead against mine. “I can’t imagine my life without you in it. You know that, right?”

      I let him see my answer in my eyes. “Same.”

      He slowly lowered me to my feet, and I forced myself to release his neck.

      “You should get back to your mom, and I need to talk to Mason.”

      His eyes took on an understanding glint. “Yeah, you go do that.”

      I turned away but only made it a couple of steps before he latched onto my hand and drew me back into him. “Seriously, thank you.” He shook his head, his grin wide once again. “You’re incredible.”

      “It wasn’t just me. You should thank Megan.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay...” I started to back away from him, but I couldn’t hide my smile. “I’m going to go now.”

      He nodded but didn’t let go of my hand.

      “Stowe...”

      “Yeah?”

      I looked pointedly at our joined hands. “You going to let me go?”

      “Never.”

      He winked but finally released my hand and started walking backwards. “We’ll continue this later. Go to Mason.”

      “That’s what I was trying to do.”

      He held up his hands, his expression innocent. “Then, get to it.”

      Laughing, I spun and began walking toward the house before I ended up in Stowe’s arms again.

      Ruby’s house was quiet when I entered, so I figured most of the coven was still in the garage-slash-common-area-when-needed, eating lunch. Hopefully, they’d left me a little bit of something, because despite the day’s anxiety, my stomach was growling loudly, begging for food.

      I found Mason right where I’d expected him to be—in a chair next to his mother. He was reading out loud from a book I was pretty sure I recognized. “Is that The Great Gatsby?”

      He glanced up and shot me a rueful grin. “Yes. I hadn’t read it since high school, so I thought I should give it a second chance.”

      “And? What do you think?”

      He shook his head. “I think I still don’t find it a flattering nickname.”

      “Besides the outrageous wealth and glamorous parties, I don’t think you’re anything like Jay Gatsby.”

      “Thank god.” He closed the book and set it aside. “Is it time to go?”

      “Not yet, but I do have news.”

      I explained the spell and what happened with Tina. When I was done, I waited for Mason to say something, anything, but he just turned to stare at his mother. After almost a minute of silence, I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Isn’t this good news?”

      “Of course.” He turned back to me, but I didn’t find even a spark of excitement in his dark eyes. And I didn’t understand it. Wasn’t this what he’d been waiting for?

      “What’s going on, Mason?”

      He sighed. “You’re probably going to think I’m being callous, but I don’t want you to restore her memories.”

      “What?” He couldn’t have said what I thought he did...could he?

      He gestured to Elizabeth, who looked as peaceful yet lost as ever as she stared out the window. Or, more likely, at nothing. “The only reason Geppetto has left her alone for all these years is because she can’t do anything to help him while she’s like this.” He frowned, his struggle obvious from the grooves around his mouth and eyes. “If you bring her back now, she’s in more danger than ever. He won’t stop at anything to get to her. You know that better than anyone.”

      I did. Not only because I’d been the object of Geppetto’s obsession for months, but also because I’d seen what restoring her memories could lead to...in at least one version of the future.

      “You’re sure?”

      I needn’t have bothered asking. Mason’s resolve was as clear as The Wicked Witch of the West was green. “I’m sure.”

      “Okay. I’m going to see if there’s any food left. You want me to make you a plate?”

      “Thanks.” He placed a lingering kiss on my lips. “I’m sorry if you’re disappointed. What you did for Tina and Stowe is incredible, and I don’t want to take away from that.”

      “You aren’t. I understand, I promise.”

      And, okay, maybe I was slightly disappointed. A small part of me was imagining bringing Elizabeth back and then finding a way to destroy the citrine crystal before it had a chance to cause any grand destruction. Then again, I never would have gone through with it. I still had to defeat Geppetto, and I needed all the help I could get.

      The rest of the afternoon passed with considerably less drama. I finally met Nathan, who was in his early thirties and had dark brown hair and a friendly smile. It was clear that he and Megan had already gotten close, but I didn’t want to embarrass them by asking if they were official. I’d wait until the next time I talked to Megan alone.

      Mason was currently entertaining Maddie—and, honestly, every woman in the room—with a myriad of illusions. The entirety of the San Diego Zoo might as well have shown up, because he’d been asked to make almost every animal that the women could think of appear.

      Considering how secretive he was about his ability, I was surprised he was being so open about it. But since he was putting the safety of his mother in the hands of the coven, I probably shouldn’t have been. He was choosing to trust these women, with everything.

      Stowe pulled out the empty chair next to me and sat down.

      “I think you might have some competition for Maddie’s affections,” I teased. She was clearly smitten with Mason.

      “It’s okay. I’m used to that kind of competition.”

      Though his tone was light, I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to determine if there was any resentment behind that statement. Lately, I’d taken for granted that Stowe, Mason, Noah, and Jameson were all satisfied with our arrangement. But I was realistic enough about it to understand that things could always change on that front.

      “It’s not a competition. I’m yours.”

      He draped an arm around the back of my chair, his posture relaxed. “I know. Relax, Daphne. It was only a joke.”

      “Okay.” I saw no reason to push the issue. If he said everything was okay with us, I would choose to believe it.

      “There is something I need to talk to you about, though.”

      The absence of a grin told me it was something serious. “Oh?”

      “I want to stay.”

      It took me a few seconds to realize what he was saying. “Stay...here?”

      “Yes. I just got my mom back, and I can’t leave. Not yet.”

      I wanted to argue. We’d all agreed that the Psych Squad needed to continue with business as usual if we were going pull off our secret.

      But, when it came right down to it, Stowe was right. He and Tina deserved to have this time together. And if my mom had been the one to return from the dead? I’d want exactly the same thing.

      “I understand. We’ll figure something out.”

      The gold flecks in his eyes flashed, and his smile returned. “Really?”

      “Yes. But I’m going to miss you.”

      He leaned in so close that his beard brushed against my skin. “Not as much as I’ll miss you.”
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      Adele

      

      The morning sunlight broke through my consciousness way too soon. After returning to the plantation last night, I’d had to break the news to Jameson, Noah, and Jem that Stowe decided to stay behind. They’d been thrilled that Tina regained her memories, of course, but it was obvious that Stowe’s absence would be felt by all of us.

      I’d then had to explain why we’d brought Nathan back with us instead. He was part of the plan Mason and I had devised to allow Stowe to stay at the commune. I loaned Nathan the spelled pyrite that Ruby had given me, which he could use to make himself look like Stowe whenever he left the plantation. Additionally, Mason and I both had the ability to make it appear like Stowe was with us. Those two pieces working together should be enough to fool anyone keeping an eye on us.

      And now that we were working to recruit as many psychics as possible, it made more sense for Nathan to officially join the group. Most likely, the plantation house was about to become a refuge for a number of Psychs. Good thing it had so many bedrooms.

      Rolling over, I was disappointed to find that Noah was no longer in bed. Over the last couple of weeks, I hadn’t slept alone even once. It wasn’t even about sex—Noah and I were still keeping things relatively innocent—but I loved falling asleep in his, or Jameson’s or Mason’s or Stowe’s, arms. And, usually, waking up in them as well.

      Sometimes, I felt greedy for keeping all four men to myself. Women around the state would weep in their Virginia Hams if they knew about my relationships with all four gorgeous men. Or keel over from envy.

      But if greed was going to be my one vice, I was okay with that. Well, greed and decadent hot chocolate. I was never giving that up.

      After using the restroom and brushing my teeth, I pulled a robe over my skimpy tank top and sleep shorts and headed downstairs. At first, I’d made sure I was fully dressed every time I left my suite. But I’d gotten over that pretty quickly. The plantation house wasn’t particularly homey, but for now, it was home. And I refused to completely change my habits because of the staff and security hanging around at all hours of the day and night.

      Walking into the kitchen, I stopped dead in my tracks. The room was devoid of Roberto or any other staff. Instead, Jameson, Mason, and Noah were positioned around the kitchen, singing along to “Viva la Vida” as it played over the built-in speakers in the ceiling. That’s right—singing.

      Jameson and Noah were slightly off-key, but Mason’s singing voice was as on-pitch and as silky smooth as his speaking voice. It was beautiful…like him.

      I leaned against the doorjamb and just watched. Clearly, Mason had no concerns about modesty, because he sauntered around the kitchen in tight black boxer briefs and nothing else. Sasha followed after him, her tail wagging and her large tongue hanging out of her mouth.

      When he paused to stir something on the stove, he reminded me of one of those pictures that frequently crossed my social media feed. The type depicting the perfect man—all strong shoulders, muscular back, and enticingly round ass on display while he cooked for his woman.

      Jameson yanked the spatula out of Mason’s hand, bumping him out of the way with his hip, and I had to hold my hand over my mouth to stifle a laugh. I imagined he was thinking something along the lines of what was crossing my mind—there was no way Mason knew how to cook. Why would he? He’d spent the majority of his life with a personal chef catering to his every food-related whim.

      Jameson skillfully took over, and Mason shrugged, retrieving plates and glasses from the cabinet instead. In his charcoal-colored sweats and crimson tee, Jameson didn’t look any less tempting than Mason. Especially since his prowess in the kitchen was always a turn-on. I hadn’t outright admitted as much to him, but I’d get around to it one of these days.

      Noah was dressed in plaid pajama pants and a gray hoodie, his espresso-colored hair cutely disheveled. Sensing my presence, he glanced up from peeling an orange and sought out my gaze.

      I put a finger over my lips to keep him from giving me away. He smiled in acknowledgment, and even from across the room, I could see his exceptionally vivid blue eyes shining with happiness. It was such a rare sight that it hit me like a punch to the gut, making me happy and sad at the same time. I wanted to see that look on his face all the time. I wanted to put an end to his suffering once and for all.

      Mason spotted me, and his face twisted with annoyance. Not the reaction I was expecting. “Damn it, Adele, you’re ruining our plans.”

      “What plans?” I asked, confused.

      He stalked toward me, placed his hands around my waist, and spun me to face the other direction. “Our plans to feed you breakfast in bed.”

      They’d planned to bring me breakfast in bed? That was seriously sweet.

      “Since we’re all already here, why don’t we eat out on the balcony instead?” I suggested. “It looks like a nice morning.”

      He sighed. “Fine. But go put on something warmer. It may be sunny, but it’s still chilly.”

      I swept my eyes down his almost-naked frame. “What about you? Are you going to put on something warmer?”

      His eyes heated with suggestion, and he leaned down to say quietly, “If this was any other morning, I’d let you warm me up in an exceedingly more delicious way.”

      “What’s special about this morning?”

      His expression turned incredulous. “It’s Valentine’s Day.”

      “Oh.”

      Oh. Well, shit. How had I missed that? Perhaps I’d been too preoccupied with borrowing abilities and ghost moms and performing spells I had no business messing with.

      Would they expect gifts? I hoped not, because it was too late now.

      “Right. Well, I’ll go change.”

      He patted my butt. “Good girl. Be quick about it. Breakfast is almost ready.”

      I returned less than ten minutes later, dressed in jeans, boots, and a cozy sweater. The guys and food were missing from the kitchen, so I headed out to the balcony. The early morning air was crisp, but it felt good. For February, it was shaping up to be a beautiful day.

      Taking note of the impressive spread they’d put together, my mouth gaped. A dozen red roses sat in the middle of the table in a gorgeous crystal vase. For food, there was French toast, omelets, bacon, blueberry muffins, and freshly-squeezed orange juice. And, of course, a mug of hot chocolate with exactly five marshmallows sat in front of my plate. I knew it was mine because a small, rectangular gift box was positioned over the white cloth napkin.

      “I can’t believe you guys did all this. It looks, and smells, amazing.” I carefully brushed my finger over a velvety rose petal. “And these are gorgeous.”

      The men remained standing while Noah pulled out my chair for me. I grinned at their well-mannered behavior. “How gentlemanly of you.”

      Mason grinned back. “We try.”

      I stared down at the box on my plate, feeling a strange mixture of excitement and unease. This would be my first gift from any of the guys since making our relationship official. And I wasn’t sure what to expect. Maybe I was overly sensitive about the money issue, but I didn’t like the idea of them spending a lot of it on me. I’d already lived rent-free at the Drake estate and now at the plantation house.

      Jameson snatched the box and set it out of reach. “Let’s save that for after breakfast. The food is getting cold.”

      Relieved, I made quick work of filling my plate. There was too much food to get it all at once, so I vowed to pace myself and try a little bit of everything.

      I took a sip of the hot chocolate first, and my eyes grew wide. “Wow. This is even better than Roberto’s. How is that possible?”

      “I researched the best chocolate for making hot chocolate and had several options imported from Europe,” Jameson replied.

      I shook my head at him. Would this man never cease to surprise me? “It’s incredible.”

      His responding smile was light and happy. “I’m glad.”

      As I made my way through all the food on my plate, I couldn’t help but wish Stowe was here. He would make this otherwise-perfect picture complete.

      “Oh, how is the remodel going?” I asked Jameson as I snuck Sasha a piece of bacon. “I forgot to ask last night.”

      “Good. It should be done by the end of the week.”

      That seemed soon, but now that I thought about it, it had been over three weeks since the SUV had plowed into the front of the house. Jameson had gotten a crew out there right away to inspect the damage and cover the gaping hole in the exterior.

      “Are you guys going to move back in?” I asked him and Noah. I was surprised we hadn’t already discussed this, but it hadn’t come up.

      “No,” Mason answered for them. “Everyone is staying here.”

      I raised my eyebrows as I studied him before turning my gaze to Noah and then Jameson. They appeared fine with what Mason had said.

      “We’ve already discussed it,” Noah said knowingly. “And we think it’s best for everyone if we all continue to stay here for the time being.”

      The three of them were discussing things now? I was taken aback, but not in a bad way. It was a positive thing, especially since that meant Mason had assimilated to his place in the Psych Squad better than I even realized.

      “Assuming you’re okay with that,” Jameson added.

      I smirked at him. “So, you’re asking, not telling?”

      His grin was just as amused. “Of course. When have I ever not asked?”

      I laughed outright at that. “When, indeed. And, yes, I’m okay with that. I’m glad we’re all staying together.”

      That way, I didn’t have to make a choice about where to stay on a nightly basis. Eventually, I’d have to make those decisions. But, for now, I was happy to avoid them.

      Not to mention the safety issues. The plantation was still the best option without joining the others at the commune.

      As soon as I finished eating, Mason retrieved the gift box and set it back in front of me. “Happy Valentine’s Day, little thief. This is from the three of us and Stowe.”

      I picked it up, attempting to hide my hesitation. I didn’t want to hurt their feelings or seem ungrateful. Whatever it was, I would be gracious about it. That’s how I was raised.

      Carefully tearing into the paper, I was relieved to find a simple white box. I’d been half-afraid to uncover Tiffany blue, which would have been too much. Maybe it wasn’t even jewelry. It could be a fancy pen...or a letter opener, perhaps.

      “Oh, wait a second,” Noah said suddenly as he dug his phone out of his pocket. “I was supposed to FaceTime Stowe during this part.”

      My hands froze and I waited while he got Stowe on the line and turned the phone around so I could see him on the screen. “Good morning, Daphne. Happy Valentine’s Day.”

      It was amazing what a difference twenty-four hours could make. He was barely communicating with any of us before our trip to the commune. And now his expression was completely open and even a little excited. He looked like a completely different person. And I couldn’t be happier for it.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day,” I said, smiling at the phone. “How are things at the commune?”

      “Wonderful, though I am sorry to miss today.”

      “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re getting to spend this time with your mom.”

      “Can you two continue this later?” Mason asked impatiently. “Adele was just getting ready to open her gift.”

      “We could.” I placed the box back on the table and leaned back in my chair, intentionally goading him. “But, what’s the hurry?”

      “Oh my god. Why are you so impossible?”

      “Hey! Aren’t you supposed to be nice to me today?”

      “That goes both ways, and you’re being decidedly wicked.”

      “That’s funny, because...” I lowered my voice and bit my bottom lip suggestively. “I thought you were into wicked?”

      Mason’s luscious mouth slowly lifted into a tempting-as-hell, sensuous smile. “Oh, I am.”

      “I hate to quote my sister, but can you two stop it with the fuck me eyes at the table?” Jameson asked, though his tone was teasing.

      “I second that.” Stowe’s voice rang out through the phone, and unlike Jameson, he sounded completely serious.

      “Why?” I asked, turning to face him. “Are we ruining your appetite?”

      “No, you’re making me hard, and my mother could walk in at any moment.”

      My cheeks heated, and Mason and Jameson both laughed. Noah only smiled, though I could tell he was holding in his laughter.

      I picked up the box and peered at it like it was the most fascinating thing I’d ever seen. “Why don’t I open this now?”

      “Good idea,” Mason replied.

      Inside the rectangular box sat a much smaller box. Even more nervous now, I lifted the hinged lid and sighed in relief at what I found inside. A pair of vintage diamond stud earrings from the Art Deco period lay on a bed of velvet. The diamonds were clustered in a rose design, making them unique and absolutely perfect for me.

      They were expensive, but they weren’t thousands of dollars expensive.

      And I loved them.

      I looked at each of my men, knowing my smile was so wide it was probably blinding them. “They’re gorgeous. I adore them. Thank you so much.”

      “Put them on,” Jameson quietly demanded.

      I didn’t waste any time doing just that. After I secured them in my ears, I lifted my hair and moved my head back and forth to show them off. “What do you think?”

      “You look beautiful, as always.”

      Noah was the one who had spoken, his voice soft and adoring. The other guys nodded or spoke their agreement, and I couldn’t stop smiling.

      Best. Valentine’s. Day. Ever.
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      Adele

      

      I sang along with the movie, the lyrics to “Good Morning” as ingrained as my own name. Feeling eyes on me, I glanced at Noah, then Mason and Jameson. “What? My singing isn’t that bad, is it?”

      “No, you have a nice voice,” Noah answered.

      “We just can’t believe you seem to know every word to every song in this entire movie,” Mason added.

      “Why not? Singin’ in the Rain is a classic. What I can’t believe is that none of you have ever seen it.”

      We’d decided to spend the rest of Valentine’s Day in the BAMC, playing games and watching movies. The guys gave me the first pick of movies, and I’d suggested the musical as a joke. But when I found out none of them had seen it, I selected it for real. Classic Gene Kelly and Debbie Reynolds—it didn’t get much better than that.

      “We’re dudes,” Mason insisted. “We like action movies and…action movies.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You do a great injustice to your gender by suggesting that all men only like action movies. What about dramas and comedies? Surely, you like those too.”

      Mason gave me a conciliatory nod. “That’s true. There is The Hangover to consider.”

      “And The Shawshank Redemption,” Jameson added.

      “Oh, yeah. That’s a damn good movie.”

      I looked at Noah. “What about you?” As usual, he was observing rather than speaking up. “What kind of movies do you like?”

      He shrugged. “All kinds, really.”

      “You have to be a little more specific. If you were deserted on an island with one movie, what would you want it to be?”

      “How is he watching it?” Jameson interrupted. “The power on his iPad is going to run out in like a day.”

      “Maybe he has a solar powered charger, I don’t know. That’s not the point.”

      Noah looked at me helplessly, but he eventually said, “Interstellar, I guess. If I absolutely had to choose.”

      “Never seen it.”

      His eyes widened, flashing indigo. “Seriously? It’s the ultimate space opera. Visually beautiful, thought-provoking, great music. How have you never seen it?”

      I smiled at the fervor exuding from him. It was rare to see Noah worked up about anything.

      “Okay, okay, we’ll watch that next.”

      “That may have to wait,” Mason said rather glumly as he looked at his phone. “We have visitors.”

      After a short conversation with his head of security, two guards escorted Sara and Joseph to the BAMC to meet with us. Knowing they’d been involved in the abduction a few weeks ago, I wasn’t particularly wild about seeing either of them. But the guys thought we might as well hear them out, so I went along with it.

      Though Sara could make all of our psychic powers useless, I didn’t believe she was dangerous. And, from what Mason had said, Joseph’s ability allowed him to be an amazing tech guy, but it wasn’t useful for much else.

      Sara stepped hesitantly into the room, followed by an even more reluctant Joseph…if that was possible.

      “Hi, Mr. Gatsby.” Sara’s gaze found mine next, and she waved.

      Mason crossed his arms over his chest. “What are you two doing here?”

      She stared down at her feet. “We want to join you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She flinched, and I didn’t blame her. Mason’s voice resonated with deadly calm, and if it had been directed at me, I might have been tempted to run away. I was rather proud of Sara for standing her ground.

      “Ever since the incident at Mr. Geppetto’s bunker, you and Miss Rose are all anyone is talking about.”

      “So, what? That’s nothing new.”

      “Not like this,” Joseph said, finally joining the conversation. “Everyone thinks you’re going to lead a rebellion against Geppetto and maybe even Intuition.”

      “A rebellion?” Jameson scoffed. “This isn’t Star Wars.”

      Joseph’s cheeks pinkened. Poor guy. He probably thought Jameson was going to incinerate him with the power of his glare alone.

      “Y-yeah, I know. That’s just what people are saying.”

      “Apparently, we’re leaders of the Rebel Alliance, little thief.” Mason shot me a grin. “What do you think about that?”

      “Why don’t we stick with the Psych Squad?” I suggested. “Not quite so much to live up to that way.”

      Mason lowered his mouth into a pout but didn’t argue as he turned back to our uninvited guests. “So, what you’re telling me is that Grace or Geppetto, if not both, sent you to spy on us.”

      Sara shook her head while Joseph stuttered, “Abs-solutely not. They can’t find out we were here.”

      “Pretty sure it’s too late for that.” Jameson leaned against the wall, appearing easygoing and deadly at the same time. It was all about his expression. He could look playful one minute and like an assassin the next. “They’re most likely keeping a close eye on this place.”

      Joseph’s face paled, and Sara’s upper lip trembled. They both looked so young and scared, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for them.

      “Why don’t you two come in and sit down?” I gestured to the table before walking around the bar. “Do you want something to drink?”

      “Water would be good. Thank you,” Sara answered, as polite as ever.

      Jameson followed me to the refrigerator, crowding me. “Have you lost your mind? Have you forgotten what happened the last time you saw these two?”

      “No. But I don’t think I’m in danger of getting kidnapped right now, do you?”

      “That doesn’t mean they can be trusted.”

      “No.” Keeping my voice low, I said, “But Noah is here, and he’ll be able to determine if they’re lying. What else do you want?”

      “To punch that Joseph dude in the face.”

      His eyes were wild and posture rigid. I knew it was probably anti-feminist of me, but I was rather enjoying his caveman routine. He was concerned about me, and I wasn’t about to fault him for that.

      I placed what I hoped would be a calming hand on his bicep. “Simmer down. That boy doesn’t want to hurt me any more than Noah does.”

      He was probably only three or four years younger than me, but looking at Joseph’s terrified face, I felt at least a decade older. In my mind, he was still a boy.

      I grabbed a few bottles of water and handed Jameson a beer. He hadn’t asked for one, but he clearly needed help relaxing.

      After we were all settled around the table—except for Jameson, who went back to leaning against the wall, an epic glower plastered on his face—I decided to send Noah a telepathic message. In case Sara wasn’t already aware that he was a human lie detector, I didn’t want to give him away.

      Are your abilities working as usual? One blink for no. Two blinks for yes.

      Of course, if he didn’t respond at all, I’d know that Sara was already blocking my abilities.

      Noah turned his head toward me, his mouth clearly fighting a smile. Then, he blinked twice. Thankfully, no one was paying attention to us, because the blinks were super obvious. Too bad he couldn’t respond telepathically.

      Have either one of them given any indications of dishonesty so far?

      He replied with one obvious blink.

      Okay, good.

      “So, tell me more about this rebellion,” Mason said, still sounding amused over the term. “What do you think it means, exactly?”

      Sara looked embarrassed. “I don’t know. Maybe that you’re rounding up other psychics to help you.” She looked at me. “And since Adele is a witch, maybe other witches too?”

      She wasn’t far off the mark. Was our plan that transparent?

      Then again, it was the logical thing to do. Strength in numbers. I didn’t know much about battle strategy, but even I knew about that tenant of warfare.

      “And you want to join us?” Noah asked kindly.

      “Yes. We both feel terrible about the things Mr. Fleming and Mr. Geppetto made us do.”

      Between Sara’s light blonde hair and sweet face, she looked more like an angel than an Intuition minion. And now there were tears in her eyes, damn it.

      “We want to make up for it,” she continued. “To help you, in whatever way we can.”

      Is she still telling the truth? I asked Noah.

      Two blinks—yes.

      Noah says she’s being honest. I sent this message to both Mason and Jameson, to keep them in the loop.

      Mason leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “If we allow you to join us, we need assurances that you’re not going to get scared and run back to mommy Grace and daddy Geppetto.”

      Hope replaced the tears in her bright eyes. “Of course. Anything.”

      “You’ll be under constant surveillance. You’ll have to stay in the mansion with the rest of us, and you won’t be allowed to leave the property unaccompanied. Your cell phone and internet activity will be monitored. And...” He paused dramatically. “You’ll agree to daily lie-detector tests.”

      “Like the ones they use in cop shows?” Joseph asked.

      “No.” He tilted his head toward Noah. “Meet Noah Greene, empath and lie detector extraordinaire.”

      They both stared at him, dumfounded.

      “That’s gnarly,” Joseph whispered.

      Gnarly? Was he actually a surfer from the eighties who was indiscriminately dropped into this century?

      Mason snorted under his breath. “Does that mean you agree?”

      Joseph nodded and Sara said, “Yes, we agree.”

      “What about school?” I wasn’t sure about Joseph, but I knew Sara was a college student.

      “I’ll figure something out. Maybe I can convince my professors I have mono or something.”

      Mason stood. “Okay, then. Welcome to The Rebellion.”

      I rolled my eyes. He was seriously going to have to stop calling it that.

      Regardless of the name we used, Sara and Joseph officially joining our cause felt like the start of something we’d only talked about until now. We were banding together. Becoming stronger.

      We could do this.

      “One more thing.” Everyone turned toward me, but I kept my gaze locked on Sara. “I’m going to need to borrow your psychic ability.”
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      Noah

      

      Using my sleeve, I wiped sweat from my brow. “Please tell me that was the last one.”

      I felt Heidi’s answer before she said it. “Sorry. One more.”

      Biting back a sigh, I nodded. I was responsible for vetting all of the psychics who were interested in joining The Rebellion, as Mason had taken to calling it. Adele kept trying to shut him down, but the more she objected to the name, the more the rest of the Psych Squad used it. Except for me. I wasn’t above teasing her now and then, but I couldn’t bring myself to purposely frustrate her. I hated it when she was anything less than content.

      “Noah, this is Pete Richardson,” Heidi said as a man who appeared to be in his late forties entered the room.

      Most of her recruits had been closer to our own age group. Probably because older psychics wanted nothing to do with Intuition, even fighting against the organization. And, it stood to reason that most of Heidi’s friends were in their twenties. So I wondered why this man was an outlier.

      “Hello, Pete.”

      I didn’t detect any nervousness from him. Only sincere interest and willingness to answer whatever questions I had for him.

      “Noah.” He offered his hand, and I shook it, taking note of the rough texture of his skin. This was a man who worked with his hands. “I’d like to start off by saying that I’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this one for a long time.”

      Truth.

      “May I ask how you know Heidi?”

      As she’d done with the prior recruits, she’d quietly left the room after the introductions. She’d told me she didn’t want to make anyone uncomfortable. An audience was never good for full truths.

      He chuckled as he sat down in the chair across from me. “I’m guessing I don’t fit the profile of her other friends?”

      I smiled out of habit. But it wasn’t necessary with this guy. He was totally at ease. I liked that about him already.

      “Not exactly.”

      “My wife was Heidi’s nanny, so I’ve known her since she was this tall.” He lowered his hand until it was only a couple of feet off the ground.

      I thought back. “Nanny Caroline?”

      He grinned. “You remember.”

      “She made the best oatmeal raisin cookies.”

      “She still does.”

      Though I was enjoying talking to Pete, it was time to get down to business. It had been a long day, and I needed to escape. Too many people. Too many emotions.

      “I assume Heidi explained our mission and what we expect of anyone who joins us?”

      “She did.”

      “And you’re comfortable with everything she told you?”

      “I am.”

      Truth.

      “What kind psychic ability do you have?”

      “None. I’m just a regular guy.”

      Well, that was a new one.

      “What makes you want to join our cause, then?”

      He leaned forward, resting his arms against his knees. “I’m a simple man. All I ever wanted was to run my carpentry business and support my wife and children. But we were never able to have any children of our own. The ones she’s cared for have become our family.

      “I’ve had to sit by and watch them grow up scared of their own shadows. Afraid to be themselves.” He shook his head. “It’s not fair.”

      Sincerity rang through his words, just as it emanated from his soul. By the end of his speech, I was struggling with disappointment. If he’d even hinted at a falsehood, I wouldn’t clear him to join the team. As things stood, I wasn’t in a position to deny him because he was a ‘regular guy.’ But I also hated to drag him into a fight that wasn’t even his.

      “You understand that what we’re doing is dangerous?”

      “Yes.”

      Truth.

      “My own guardian was killed while helping us out. And my girlfriend’s father was murdered.”

      His expression didn’t falter. “I understand.”

      Truth.

      “Is there anything else you need to tell me about your history or intentions regarding our mission?”

      “No.”

      Truth.

      “Okay, then. I don’t have any further questions for you. Heidi will be in touch.”

      He stood. “Thank you for your time.”

      Once the door shut behind him, I slumped down in my chair. Although his had been the easiest of today’s interviews, I was relieved to be done.

      There was a reason I’d spent most of my adult years as a veritable hermit. I needed the time alone to prepare for even the short stints in public. In the last few months, those short stints had turned into the norm.

      And I was plain exhausted.

      But I wasn’t about to complain. Everyone was doing their part, and this was mine.

      In fact, Adele was doing more than her part. More than she was even owning up to. I knew she wasn’t feeling as confident about the spell she’d performed to increase her powers as she was letting on. But I wouldn’t pressure her about it. If she wanted to talk, she would come to me.

      “Hey.” Heidi re-entered the room and handed me a tall glass of ice water. “I thought you might need this.”

      I accepted and drank greedily. Being around so many anxious people meant my mouth was now dry as dust. “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “Of course. Anything else I can do to help?” She held up her hands and wiggled her fingers. “I’ve been told I give a pretty mean back rub.”

      A flock of tiny butterflies started fluttering around my chest—hers, not mine. Shit. I’d picked up on a few snippets of interest from Heidi, and I’d hoped they were merely a result of us working so closely together. But now I wondered if she’d just been doing an admirable job of hiding her emotions from me.

      Either way, she wasn’t hiding them now.

      “Heidi—”

      “No, wait. Let me say something first.” She took a step toward me, her big, blue eyes revealing the hope growing inside of her chest. I could feel it. “I know it’s complicated because of Jamie, but he has Adele now, and I’m certain he doesn’t have any feelings for me anymore.”

      Disappointment. She couldn’t hide that one.

      “But I’m over him,” she added. “We were never a great fit, anyway. I knew that…deep down.”

      Truth.

      “Heidi—”

      She stepped forward again, perching on the arm of my chair. Before I could draw away, she placed one hand on my shoulder and the other on my cheek. Damn it. How had she moved that fast?

      I pushed up out of the chair to get away from her and began forming a response in my head. But I stopped when I realized she wasn’t feeling rejection or disappointment or even anger.

      No, she was a bundle of shock and confusion.

      The change was so abrupt, I found myself taking a step back toward her. “Heidi? What is it?”

      She shook her head. “No. No, it can’t be.”

      “What can’t be?”

      Her eyes finally returned to mine. “Adele. I thought she was meant for Jameson. But I was wrong. She’s meant for you.” Now, pain and jealousy trickled through her consciousness and into mine. “Or is she meant for you and Jameson?”

      I dropped into the chair opposite of where I’d been sitting.

      Jameson had made it clear to Heidi that he was with Adele, but no one had bothered to explain that Stowe, Mason, and I were with her too. Apparently, that was up to me.

      “What makes you say that?” I kept my voice as neutral as possible. “You had a vision?”

      Heidi’s visions were quite different from Jameson’s, but that didn’t mean they were any less accurate. In fact, they were probably more accurate. Just not as clear…until they were.

      She chewed on her bottom lip, clearly uncertain. “Years ago, when Jamie and I were together, I kept seeing a vision of a rose in his aura. It was a unique rose—I’d never seen one that color. A deep red with hints of pink and gold. I didn’t understand exactly what it meant, but I knew, without a doubt, that it was tied to his destiny. It represented the woman he was supposed to be with.”

      A deep red with hints of pink and gold...that was almost exactly how I would describe Adele’s hair to someone, if I had to put the color of her uniquely beautiful hair into words.

      “Did you tell Jameson?”

      “Not at first. Part of me was hoping that it had something to do with me. Something that didn’t make sense yet. But, deep down, I knew better.” Her gaze became distant again. “Later on, when things started falling apart between us, I told him about the rose. Used it against him. Not that he deserved my anger.” She shrugged. “I’m not proud of how I treated him, but I was in a bad place.

      “Anyway, the moment Jamie introduced Adele to me, I knew.” Her gaze sharpened on my face, and I felt a bit of accusation mixed with resignation. “I just never expected to see that same rose connected to your destiny.”

      Warmth radiated through my body—my own emotions this time. I’d sometimes wondered if I’d pushed Adele—all of us, really—into a relationship that wasn’t the best choice. It had seemed like the only solution once I’d started to detect her feelings for multiple men and vice versa.

      But this was the first time I’d received some kind of external confirmation that I’d done the right thing by encouraging it. Adele was destined for me and Jameson. And I believed with everything in me that she was destined for Stowe and Mason as well.

      “Adele is with us, not only Jameson,” I blurted.

      Heidi’s already-big eyes widened. “And by us, you mean…?”

      “Jameson, Stowe, Mason, and me.”

      “Oh my god.”

      More shock. A little horror. And a healthy dose of jealousy.

      I didn’t blame her for the reaction. It was natural. Human.

      It didn’t make her a bad person.

      “I’m sorry for…” She trailed off, obviously knowing I was feeling everything she felt. “I’m just surprised, and I’m not sure how to feel.”

      “It’s okay.” I gave her an encouraging smile. “It’s a lot to take in, I know.”

      “You can say that again.” Her cheeks turned red as embarrassment flowed through her. “I’m sorry. I never would have come onto you if I’d known.”

      “Really, Heidi. Don’t worry about it.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      I slowly stood. Regardless of that rather uncomfortable conversation, I was glad she knew the truth now. There wouldn’t be any more room for misunderstanding.

      But I was ready to go home. I needed a long shower and a quiet night alone in my room. Or, even better, alone with Adele.

      As Heidi walked me out, she paused in her steps. “Noah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you do me a favor? Can you not mention this to the others?” She crossed her arms protectively over her chest. “It’s just, we all have to work together, and I don’t want things to be more awkward than they already are.”

      I placed a hand on her upper arm and gave it a friendly squeeze. “I won’t say a thing.”

      “Thank you.”
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      Adele

      

      “Why is this so difficult?”

      I knew I was whining, but I was tired. And frustrated.

      Sara released a breath that I was almost certain would have signified annoyance if she wasn’t so polite. “It’s because you keep trying too hard. You have to let it happen.”

      I flopped down on the couch in the BAMC and stared up at the ceiling. “That makes no sense. How will I ever be able to suppress powers if I’m not trying?”

      Though it felt like much longer, in reality, I’d only been at it for a little over an hour. That was nothing in a typical developing-and-learning-to-control-a-psychic-ability timeline. I’d spent that much time in a single yoga lesson with Noah.

      But ever since my powers had started increasing at every turn, I hadn’t needed to make that much of an effort. So the fact that I was struggling to use the ability I’d borrowed from Sara was seriously aggravating.

      I clearly had some sort of mental block. And I didn’t like it.

      Mason—who had been making himself look like Captain Holt from Brooklyn Nine-Nine—dropped the illusion and spoke to Sara. “Why don’t you give us a few minutes?”

      Her expression brightened. Probably because she was ecstatic to escape my whiny presence. “I’ll go check on Joseph. Text me if you need me.”

      Once she was gone, Mason lifted my legs up so he could join me on the couch. He planted a hand on my upper thigh and rubbed leisurely circles with his thumb. Heat rushed to my center, and I bit back a groan. Mason and I were still taking things slowly. So slowly that they were beginning to feel glacial. He was making me crave his touch, and he damn well knew it.

      “I have an idea,” he said, his silky voice suggestive.

      “Me too.” I didn’t even care that it came out as a purr.

      His chest rumbled with laughter. “An idea about how to activate your newest ability.”

      “Does that idea include making out?”

      Please say yes.

      He grinned down at me. “It does, as a matter of fact.”

      “Then, count me in.”

      In a move so smooth it had to have been practiced, he flipped his body so that it was hovering over mine, his strong forearms braced on either side of my head. I stared up into his eyes, glittering with mischief and hunger.

      “Step one accomplished.”

      “What was step one?” I asked, not particularly caring about the answer. I just wanted him to get on with kissing me.

      “Distracting you.”

      Yeah, he was pretty damn good at that.

      “Then, what’s step two?”

      He grinned, his eyes crinkling at the edges. “Distracting you beyond reason.”

      Before I could process his response, his mouth crashed down on mine, and I stopped being able to process anything. I spread my legs and took hold of his belt loops, pulling his body flush against mine. He fit against me perfectly, and I couldn’t help but wonder how he would fit inside of me.

      I wanted to find out.

      But I also wanted to prolong the anticipation. Because all of the foreplay felt so damn good.

      It was a constant push and pull, and I had a feeling the pull was going to win out very soon.

      He deepened the kiss, and I rubbed against his erection tucked safely in his jeans. Unfortunately. I wished I could blink and make all of the layers separating us disappear.

      Mason abruptly released my mouth and drew back. “Now, little thief. Block my powers.”

      Still lost in the feel of his hard body pressed against mine, I didn’t fully comprehend his meaning until he changed his appearance slightly. Instead of his jeans and T-shirt, he wore black slacks and a white dress shirt, unbuttoned at the neck. The change made him no less devastating, and I didn’t want to think about using powers. I just wanted to be with him.

      So, I half-heartedly imagined throwing up my arms in an X, Wonder Woman style. Instantly, Mason’s dress clothes disappeared, and he was back to wearing his T-shirt and jeans.

      I gasped. “Did I do that, or are you messing with me?”

      He sat up, taking me with him. “That was all you.” He grinned. “Try again.”

      Mason made himself look like Captain Holt again and then like Channing Tatum, a young Harrison Ford, and Idris Elba. Each time, I easily blocked his illusions, though I’d been tempted to delay the transformation once or twice.

      “See?” Mason said, looking entirely too pleased with himself. “We just needed to get past your mental block.”

      “How’d you know that would work?”

      “I didn’t.” He smirked. “But I figured we’d have fun while trying it.”

      He reached for my waist but paused when his phone started buzzing. “Shit.” After turning it off, he gazed at me, his expression conflicted. “It’s time for my video chat with Ruby.”

      Since my aunt was currently Elizabeth’s primary caretaker, they’d arranged for daily sessions to check in. Then, he read to his mother over video chat for at least thirty minutes.

      I couldn’t help but admire his devotion. No one would have blamed him if he’d given up on her years ago. But that wasn’t Mason’s way.

      “It’s okay.” I kissed him softly before pushing up from the couch. “I’m going to go soak in the tub for an hour or three.” My muscles were tense from my stressful session with Sara, and I desperately needed the forced relaxation.

      I’d always been a shower person, but my suite had the largest, most luxurious clawfoot tub I’d ever seen. It was turning me into a bathtub person, something I’d previously deemed impossible.

      “Send me a pic?” His gaze swept over me, as though he was imagining me naked. He probably was.

      I laughed but didn’t shut down his request. If I was feeling frisky, I might do just that. “See you later.”

      Back in the house, I started up the stairs but paused when I heard footsteps behind me. I turned to find Noah slowly walking down the hall. His skin was pale and his hair disheveled, like he’d been running his hands through it. He looked beat, but I could tell it was an emotional exhaustion rather than a physical one.

      “Hey. You’re back.”

      He glanced up, and, almost like magic, his coloring improved as soon as our gazes met. “I’m back.”

      I waited for him to reach me, then took his hand as we walked together toward our rooms. “Everything go okay?”

      He hesitated for a few beats. “Yeah. Heidi did a good job finding recruits for us.”

      Recruits. It was still such an odd concept for me. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the idea.

      “I’m glad.”

      “Me too.” He sighed, weariness seeping out of every pore. “You think the others will wait until the morning for an update? I don’t know if I can manage it tonight.”

      “They’ll wait if I tell them to wait.” I was only partially teasing. Jameson and Mason would back off if I asked them to. And I would happily ask for Noah.

      Noah grinned. “My hero.”

      “Are you hungry? I can ask Roberto to send some dinner up.”

      He ran his free hand over the top of his head. “Actually, I’m dying for a shower. Maybe a little later?”

      “I was getting ready to take a bath.” The words slipped out of my mouth before I had time to scrutinize them. But I’d gotten this far, so stopping now wasn’t an option. “You could join me.”

      His steps faltered. “Yeah? You want me to?”

      I nodded. “There’s plenty of room for two.”

      He examined my face, but what he was looking for, I wasn’t sure. He didn’t keep me in suspense for long. “I know that you’re already feeling...well, aroused. Is this about that?”

      Heat immediately blossomed in my chest and traveled up my neck. Of course, he’d picked up on the lingering desire Mason had generated with his little experiment. Noah always knew.

      “No. I mean, we can just take a bath, if that’s what you want.”

      If it was even possible. I’d never taken a bath with a man, and the image I had in my head of the experience was incredibly intimate. Sensual. But that didn’t mean we had to go there. I could be good.

      He gripped my hand and continued toward my room. “I didn’t say that’s what I wanted.”

      I smiled to myself. Thank god.

      While the tub filled and Noah went to his room for a change of clothes, I tied my hair up with a pink ribbon and brushed my teeth. Then, I removed my clothes and sank into the steaming water scented with vanilla bubble bath.

      Almost immediately, the hot water lulled me into a state of contented bliss. I allowed my eyes to close, and the stress of the last few days, weeks, months seemed to fade away.

      The water shifted around me a few minutes later, and I opened my eyes to find Noah already waist-deep in the tub across from me. Too bad. “Hey.”

      “Sorry if I woke you.”

      “I wasn’t sleeping. Just relaxed.”

      He sighed as he sank under the water, his legs on either side of mine. “This is pretty amazing. And I’m not even a bath person.”

      I smiled at him. “Me neither. Well, I didn’t used to be.”

      “Mason knew what he was doing by giving you the nicest room in this entire house. You’re never going to want to leave.”

      “Maybe, but I’d be as happy living in the guesthouse with you.”

      “But I don’t have this tub.”

      “True.” I ran a hand along the sloped side, noting that this one piece probably cost more than an average bathroom. “Think we could get one like it?”

      He took one of my calves in his hands and gently rubbed the skin. “If it meant more evenings spent like this, I’d add on another room to make it happen.”

      Even though he was smiling at me, I couldn’t help but notice the dark circles under his eyes and the pallor to his skin. Being surrounded by so many people had been taking a toll on him. He had to be missing his oasis.

      I sat up and removed the bath pillow from behind my head. Slowly moving forward to keep from splashing too much water, I leaned over him and placed it behind his neck. “Here. This will help.”

      I noticed his eyes scan my soapy breasts, but I moved back to my side before he could touch them. The point was to get him to relax, though it pained me to keep my hands to myself.

      “Lie back. Close your eyes.”

      His grin grew. “I like you bossy.” Then, he did just as I’d commanded, leaning his head against the pillow and closing his eyes with a contented groan. “This feels amazing.”

      I smiled as I watched him. The opportunities to study Noah without his perceptive blue eyes searing into me were rare.

      But some of my happiness diminished as I thought about why he was so drained. I’d asked him to interview the prospective team members, knowing how difficult it would be for him. Yet, he never complained. I had no idea how he dealt with it day after day, year after year.

      What I did know? I wanted to take all his suffering away.

      So, I did.
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      Adele

      

      I mentally threw up my Wonder Woman arms to block Noah’s empathic abilities. Since I had no way of knowing if it worked, I watched and waited. His eyes remained closed, his face set in lines that spoke of contentment.

      Minutes passed as I stared at his pronounced cheekbones and the smattering of freckles over his pale skin. If I’d been a man, my intense perusal might have seemed creepy. But I was okay with that. Noah was beautiful at peace. I wanted to soak in every moment.

      His eyes fluttered open but widened when he found me checking him out. “I thought you were sleeping.”

      “No, just watching you like a stalker.”

      His eyebrows puckered together. “But I can’t feel you.”

      I bit down on my bottom lip, trying to hide my grin. “You can’t?”

      He shook his head, looking adorably confused.

      “Good. That means the ability I borrowed from Sara is working.”

      He straightened, making the water surge into miniature waves. “Oh, wow. So you’re blocking my power right now,” he said rather than asked. “I hadn’t even considered that possibility.”

      I had. And, no, it wasn’t because I was selfless enough to consider the benefits for Noah when we were in a crowd of people or when emotions were on high alert. Well, not at first. Because my first thought had been the one that was now occurring to him. I could tell by the way his gaze swept over my face and down to my bare shoulders and the tops of my breasts.

      He cleared his throat. “That means we can…”

      This time, I didn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure we can.”

      His chest heaved, and a smile lit up his face as well. But it was different than his usual smile—it was darker, headier. “Come here, Adele.”

      “Now who’s being bossy?” I asked cheekily as I slowly moved through the water toward him. He grasped me around my waist and pulled me into his lap. Looping my arms around his neck, I sank into him. His hardening cock grazed my lower belly, and it took everything in me not to shift so that he was positioned at my entrance.

      Noah slowly trailed his hands over my ass and up my back. But his gaze never left my face. “You are so damn beautiful. I’ll never get tired of looking at you.”

      “That’s good, because I never plan on letting you get away.”

      I dropped my head and fused my mouth to his. He quickly took control of the kiss, sucking on my bottom lip before nipping at it with his teeth. I tangled my hands in his hair and pressed even closer into him, my soapy breasts rubbing against his chest.

      This was the first time we’d been completely naked together, and I reveled the feel of my softness against his lean strength.

      Unable to help myself, I ground against him, generating delicious friction between us. I knew we should take things slowly, enjoy each other. But my body wasn’t getting the message. It ached for all of him.

      Noah groaned, releasing my lips to gaze at me with heated, worshipful eyes. “It’s like I’m at a disadvantage. I can’t tell what you’re thinking. Or feeling.”

      I laughed. “Welcome to life for the rest of us.” I leaned in and sucked on his earlobe. “But I wouldn’t worry. I love everything you’re doing.”

      He let his hands stray back to my ass and squeezed both cheeks. “You know, just because we can doesn’t mean we have to.”

      I reached between our bodies to stroke his erection. “No, but I want to, and it seems like you do too.” Mentally, I knew that we didn’t have to share our bodies to share our hearts. But I wanted to experience everything with him.

      He threw his head back in obvious pleasure. “Oh, god. Please don’t stop.”

      I increased my speed and pressure, my center feeling hollow where I needed him to fill me.

      “Never mind,” Noah said roughly as he placed a hand over mine to block my caresses. “I need you to stop.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Had I somehow dropped the wall that was holding his ability back? I didn’t think so.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said knowingly, “but it’s not that. As strange as it is, I can’t sense any of your emotions.”

      “Apparently, you can still read my mind, though.”

      “Only your beautiful, expressive eyes.” He lifted my hand from his cock and held it against his chest. “Maybe it’s silly or traditional or whatever, but I want to take you in a bed for the first time. It’s how I’ve always imagined it.”

      My heart pitter-pattered at his words. I liked knowing he’d imagined us together. “There’s nothing silly about you.”

      Noah reached behind my head and tugged on the ribbon holding up my hair. It fell around my shoulders, and I shook it a little while he stared in fascination.

      With trembling hands, he cupped my face and caressed my jaw with soft strokes. “I’m hopelessly in love with you, Adele Rose. I never thought I’d have this with anyone. And I definitely never imagined it could be this incredible.”

      I grinned at him to keep from crying. He was so damn sweet. “We haven’t even done anything yet.”

      He laughed softly. “You know what I mean.”

      I did know. “I love you too, Noah Greene.” I shifted my hand so it rested over his heart. “You’re my always.”

      With our bodies pressed together, his extraordinary eyes piercing my soul, I couldn’t love him any more.

      People observing us from the outside wouldn’t believe me. Or understand what I had with him. But the fact that I loved other men didn’t detract one iota from my love for Noah. It was undeniable, a law of nature.

      I forced myself to move out of his arms and carefully step out of the tub. We both hurriedly dried off, then he took my hand and led me into the bedroom. The lights were already dimmed, casting a soft glow over Noah’s somewhat sharp features.

      He pulled the covers back before turning to me, his smile more playful than I’d ever seen it. I wondered at it until he moved quickly, disposing of my towel and picking me up to lay me on the bed in one seamless move. My laughter died in my throat as he dropped his own towel and I got my first look at his fully nude body.

      Noah was lean perfection, his muscles sleek and defined. His narrow waist was emphasized by the deep V leading to his undoubtedly impressive package. And his skin was smooth and firm.

      “You’re flawless.”

      He shook his head, his gaze drinking in every inch of my body. “No, you are.” He climbed onto the bed, his movements lithe. Graceful.

      Pressing a kiss to the valley between my breasts, he braced his body above mine. “I want to take my time and explore every inch of you. But this first time, can we—”

      I shut him up with a deep, drugging kiss. “I need you in me, Noah,” I breathed against his lips. I was burning for him, my body a lit Roman candle waiting to explode into stars and light and colors.

      Our mouths still fused together, he slid a hand between my parted legs and stroked my clit with his thumb. I knew he was trying to be a gentleman, to make certain I was ready for him. But I couldn’t be any more ready.

      I reached between us and took hold of his hard length, positioning it at my opening. My body was practically vibrating with need, and I didn’t want to wait any longer.

      Noah groaned, drawing back to look at me. “I don’t have a condom.”

      Oh, god. I hadn’t even thought about protection.

      “I’m on the pill, and I’m clean,” I replied quickly.

      “I’m clean too...” He hesitated, his eyes searching. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Noah didn’t need any more convincing, sliding into me with a smooth thrust. As he began to pump in and out of me, I wrapped my legs behind his back, urging him to drive deeper and deeper.

      “God, Adele. You have no idea how incredible this feels.” He sought out my gaze, his blue eyes bright despite the dim light. “How incredible you feel.”

      In some ways, this was like his first time. He’d had to drug himself to have sex in the past, and I knew he’d hated that. I wanted to give him everything he’d always craved but had never experienced. I wanted our joining to be honest, passionate, freeing.

      “You don’t miss being able to feel my emotions?”

      “No,” he rasped. “Because now I can feel all of you. You’re surrounding me, and it’s so fucking sweet.”

      He gripped my hips, driving into me with a ferocity I never would have expected from him. This side of him was thrilling and so damn hot.

      "Adele." 

      He changed the angle of his thrusts; one hand gripped my knee, pushed it to the bed and held it there. I had no way to control what was happening, he dictated everything. I loved it. Here, I had hoped to free him, but he was freeing me, allowing me to follow his lead and just feel.

      I couldn't hold back any longer. Warmth began to flow through me, growing from my center like a rose blooming.

      Shaking, I cried out.

      Noah pumped into me once. Twice. And then held himself there. He lost his grip on my knee, and I wrapped my legs around his back, wanting to get closer.

      He moaned, the sound harsh and guttural, before he slowed and, finally, stilled.
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      Adele

      

      I woke to a male body hovering over me and warm lips on my stomach. Blinking my eyes open, I smiled at the sight of Noah’s dark head trailing a delicious path down my body. It was a damn fine view to wake up to.

      Remembering everything that had transpired between us the night before, my toes instinctively curled in pleasure and anticipation. Noah had shown me a completely different side of himself. He’d been insatiable, passionate, and even a little rough. He hadn’t held back, and I’d loved every second of it.

      Who knew a man who hadn’t had sex in years, and never without the numbing assistance of over-the-counter medication, would have such amazing stamina? Apparently, he was so used to experiencing every emotion under the sun, he was good at adapting. And I was the lucky benefactor of that particular talent.

      His mouth unexpectedly dipped below my belly button, and I moaned when his warm breath and tongue made contact with my sensitive folds. He teased me with leisurely licks before finally plunging his tongue inside of me. Holy shit. He was so freaking good at that.

      I let my head fall back against the pillow and gripped the sheets as though I was posed over the edge of a cliff, hanging on for dear life. As my climax built, I breathed his name over and over, writhing and bucking off the bed with every flick of his tongue against my clit.

      “Noah, I’m gonna—” My body convulsed, and I lost all sense of space and time as light exploded behind my eyes.

      Noah climbed up my languid form with the grace of a panther, covering me with his deliciously naked body. “Good morning,” he said against my lips.

      Though every muscle in my body had turned to jelly, I forced my eyes open and took in his grinning face. It was almost difficult to believe I was looking at the same man who had dragged into the house, exhausted and defeated, just last night.

      That Noah had been pale and weak.

      This Noah was flushed and energetic. He looked so happy, I physically ached from the sight of it.

      “Adele, we need to talk.” Jameson suddenly strode into the room, stopping short when he spotted a very naked Noah sprawled over me.

      Unlike the last time he’d caught me in a similar position—mere minutes after I’d had sex with Stowe for the first time—I didn’t bother trying to hide my nudity from him. He’d seen it all before, and there was nothing about this situation that made me bashful. If he’d walked in a few minutes earlier, he’d have gotten a show. And I still wouldn’t have been embarrassed.

      Oh, how things had changed in the past month.

      “Guess I need to learn to knock.” Jameson scrubbed a hand over his face. “I didn’t know you two…I mean, I didn’t think you’d had…well…”

      Noah yanked the sheet up over the two of us and helped me sit up. He shot Jameson a satisfied grin. “Adele is able to block my abilities now.”

      Jameson’s expression turned from one of surprise to understanding, and I waited for signs of jealousy or anger or something. The whole juggling four boyfriends situation always felt somewhat precarious, like things could go south at any minute.

      “Oh, right. That makes sense.” Jameson smiled, clearly pleased. “I’m happy for you.”

      I let out a relieved breath. That had gone better than expected. Maybe I’d eventually be able to sleep with more than one of them at a time. Just sleep. Anything more than that…well, I didn’t let myself dwell on that possibility.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked, wondering why he’d appeared so determined when he first entered the room.

      “Did you have a vision? A few minutes ago?”

      A few minutes ago, I’d been coming all over Noah’s tongue. “No.”

      “I guess the shared visions are only when we’re touching, then,” he said thoughtfully.

      I pulled the sheet tighter against my chest, suddenly anxious. “What did you see?”

      “One of the men from the bunker, the one we left tied up in the woods. He was sitting outside Heidi’s house, clearly watching her and anyone going in and out of there.”

      “Damn it.” Noah scowled, a rare sight. “He probably followed me there. I told her we should meet somewhere neutral, but she insisted everyone would feel more comfortable at her house.”

      I placed a hand on his knee. “This isn’t on you. She was already on Intuition’s radar before we even thought about involving her.” Thanks to the list Grace found on Andrea’s computer.

      “What do we want to do about it?” Jameson asked.

      “I’ll call Heidi and warn her,” Noah said, moving to the side of the bed and pulling on his boxers. Before standing, he turned back to me and kissed my temple, his expression soft once again. “Last night was the best night of my life, hands down.” He kept his voice low, but I got the feeling he didn’t care if Jameson heard him.

      Smiling, I finally let the barrier fall so he could feel my emotions. Since I wasn’t in a position to use words like “best,” I needed him to sense how much last night had meant to me. How much he meant to me.

      Noah’s eyes glowed an almost-fluorescent blue as he soaked in all of the warmth and love and friendship and desire I felt for him. “Damn, I love you.” He kissed my mouth then practically jumped up from the bed and pulled on the rest of his clothes. “I need to get out of here before I can’t make myself leave you.”

      He definitely didn’t bother hiding those words from Jameson, who chuckled under his breath.

      Once Noah was gone, Mr. Hot and Interrupting crossed his arms and swept his piercing eyes over me. I could imagine how mussed I looked after several rounds of lovemaking last night and then Noah’s morning surprise.

      “Unless you want to be ravaged—again—you’re going to have to get dressed. There’s only one thing I can think about while you look like that.”

      My body heated, and what he was thinking about didn’t sound like such a bad idea. But his purpose for storming into my room to begin with kept me from losing all sense of reason.

      I pulled the sheet free of the mattress and wrapped it around me. “Give me five minutes.”

      He nodded, his eyes still full of bad intentions.

      I scurried into the bathroom and took the shortest shower of my life before brushing my teeth and hair and throwing intentionally unenticing clothes on.

      Finally feeling like my libido would no longer control my actions, I exited the bathroom to find Jameson in the sitting room in my suite, lounging on the couch.

      He sputtered out a laugh when he saw my outfit of sweats, a baggy sweatshirt, and slouchy socks. “If you think there are clothes on this planet that would make me not want you, you’re insane.”

      I shrugged. “It was worth a try.” Slipping the chain with my talisman and the yellow crystal over my head, I sat down on the couch, facing him. “I want to try something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m going to use the spelled citrine to, hopefully, control my visions. I want to see if I can figure out what else Geppetto is up to.”

      “Okay?” I had a feeling he posed it as a question rather than a statement because he could hear the uncertainty in my tone.

      “If we’re touching, we might share the visions. But if you don’t want to—”

      He interrupted by reaching for my hand. “Whatever you see, I want to see.”

      “You sure?” He knew better than anyone that seeing glimpses of the future could be damaging to the psyche.

      “I’m not letting you go through this alone.”

      When he said things like that, the world floated away, and nothing existed but the surprisingly thoughtful, often frustrating, annoyingly handsome man before me. Jameson Drake was all I could see.

      But I didn’t let myself get distracted...at least, not much.

      Clasping the crystal with my other hand, I closed my eyes and focused all of my energy on visualizing what Geppetto and his minions were up to.

      A pretty woman with blonde hair is sitting at a bar, turned on her barstool to face another woman around her age. They’re drinking cocktails and talking. Laughing.

      While the second woman tells a story, the blonde discreetly glances around the room, like she’s searching for someone. When she catches sight of a man dressed all in black sitting by himself at a table in the corner, watching her, her body stiffens.

      I recognize him as one of the guards from the bunker—the one we’d left tied up in the woods.

      The blonde turns back to her friend, but her gaze eventually strays to the man once again. When she sees that he’s still watching her, she retrieves her phone from her purse and shoots off a text message.

      The scene changes, and a couple comes into view, their hands intertwined. Even from the back, I immediately recognize the woman as Jem, her ponytail high, multi-colored strands shimmering in the sunlight.

      She and Michael walk into a boutique, and a moment later, the same man in black crosses the street and leans up against an SUV parked right outside the shop. He’s not even trying to hide the fact that he’s watching Jem and Michael.

      It doesn’t feel like surveillance…it feels like stalking.

      After the scene faded to black, I opened my eyes to find Jameson looking at me with a grim expression. “I think we need to move up our timeline.”

      He didn’t need to explain further for me to understand his meaning. Though we hadn’t exactly been sitting around twiddling our thumbs, we also hadn’t seen the need to rush bringing the new recruits on board. But if Geppetto was ordering his minions to actively stalk us, we couldn’t afford to keep the car in park. It was time to drive.

      “Did you recognize the blonde woman?” I asked.

      “No. Maybe she’s one of the recruits?”

      “We’ll have to ask Noah.”

      Jameson leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “We’ve got this.”

      I wound my arms around his waist and leaned into him. I sure hoped so.
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      “Was her hair long and curly?” Mason asked.

      The entire crew—Mason, Jameson, Noah, Jem, Michael, Nathan, Sara, Joseph, Heidi, and I—was gathered in the BAMC to discuss our next steps. And Stowe was once again appearing through video chat.

      At Mason’s question, I thought back to the vision, picturing the woman in my mind. Her hair had been pinned up, but there had been curly wisps around her face. “I don’t know if it was long, but it was definitely curly.”

      “Show me,” he demanded.

      “What do you mean?”

      His answering expression was full of patience, but I also detected a hint of exasperation. “You can create any illusion. So, make yourself look like the woman at the bar.”

      “Oh.” Duh.

      While I could technically create illusions outside of myself—like that very first trick when Mason had made a bunny appear in the park months ago—it was simplest to change my own appearance. Something to do with having more control over my own aura than thin air. At least, that’s the way Mason had explained it.

      I conjured the image of the woman in the bar and imagined not just looking like her but being her.

      “Kayla,” Mason said a moment later. “We need to get her here today. Because if she’s not going to join us or IFG, she needs to be prepared to fend off Geppetto on her own.”

      “Okay.” I dropped the illusion and turned to Heidi. “What about the recruits? How soon can we meet with them?”

      Unlike the other times I’d been in her presence, Heidi appeared hesitant. Diminutive, even. I didn’t know what was up with that, but I didn’t have the time or energy to figure it out.

      She glanced at Noah. “If we can decide on the final list today, I should be able to gather everyone tomorrow. At my house, you think?”

      “They should come here.” Jameson looked to Mason. “If that’s okay with you?”

      He nodded. “They should stay here too. We know that Geppetto is getting ready to start stalking Heidi and Jem and Michael and Kayla and who knows who else, if he isn’t already. It’s the only way to ensure everyone’s protection.”

      “I don’t know if they will all agree to that,” Heidi replied.

      “We can’t make them, but we can encourage it.” Mason pulled out his phone and started texting. “I’ll have my staff start getting all of the available rooms ready.”

      As the group continued making plans, I listened in on the conversation but didn’t contribute. This was all happening so fast. We were really doing this. We were banding together to take on the Collectors.

      And even though I knew the success of our plan wasn’t entirely up to me, it sort of felt like it. I was the one with the power. I was the one with the connection to the coven. I was the one who was the object of Geppetto’s fixation. Well, me and Elizabeth.

      “Daphne.”

      Stowe’s voice through the iPad sitting on the end table next to me broke through my reverie, and I turned to face him. “Hey.”

      You okay? he asked telepathically. I was probably more grateful than even Stowe that the spelled crystal had worked. I liked hearing his voice in my head.

      Yeah. I just can’t believe this is all happening.

      Me either. He moved closer to the camera, though he continued speaking only to me. Do you need me to come back?

      I wanted that, so bad, but I wouldn’t ask it of him. He’d only had a few days with his mother. It wouldn’t be right to steal him from her so soon.

      No. But I do miss you.

      His gaze bore into me, full of love and maybe a little yearning. I miss you too.

      “You two know that’s totally creepy, right?”

      Jem spoke loudly enough that I diverted my attention from the tablet. “Did you say something?”

      She rolled her eyes and pointed between me and Stowe. “You’re being weird right now. You’re just staring at each other through a fucking iPad, all googly-eyed and shit.”

      “We were talking telepathically,” I retorted a little too defensively. We weren’t being weird.

      “That doesn’t make it any less creepy for those of us who have to witness it.”

      “I think it’s sweet,” Sara piped up. “It’s like you have your own secret language.”

      “Except they’re still communicating in English,” Nathan said, staring at the girl like she was the one speaking a secret language.

      I hadn’t spent much time with the guy yet, but he didn’t seem like the type to mince words. He wasn’t openly rude...more unfailingly honest. And there were definitely worse things.

      I still needed to get the four-one-one on him from Megan. There seriously weren’t enough hours in the day.

      “Are we good?” Jameson asked, clearly ready to be done with this meeting. I couldn’t blame him. It was rather chaotic with so many of us.

      Everyone nodded, and the group broke. I glanced back at the tablet to find Stowe still watching me.

      Talk later? I asked.

      He gave me an obvious once-over. Yes, and you should keep the iPad handy.

      His voice was low and gruff, like he’d spoken them in my ear rather than in my head. Agreed.
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      Stowe

      

      “So, tell me about Adele.”

      I glanced up from the game on my iPad to find that my mother’s attention was still on her cross-stitching.

      My mother.

      Even though we’d spent the last few days together, and I’d known she was alive even longer, my brain still stumbled over the word. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to seeing her. Hearing her voice. Being able to speak to her.

      Having a parent return from the dead was something that just didn’t happen.

      “I’m surprised it took you this long to ask.”

      While waiting for a response, I studied her, relieved to notice that her skin seemed to be returning to a normal color. And she wasn’t so gaunt. The ladies of the Rose coven had been feeding her almost constantly. It seemed that even after all these years, my mother’s ingrained manners hadn’t disappeared. She couldn’t seem to say no to any of the home-cooked meals or freshly-baked goods. Or maybe she didn’t want to. Who knew what kind of meals Geppetto had been feeding her for all of these years.

      I probably should ask her about her time with him, but I didn’t want to bring it up. I figured she’d share when she wanted to. If she ever wanted to.

      “I didn’t want to pry.”

      “You’re my mom. Isn’t prying your motherly prerogative?”

      She finally paused in her cross-stitching to look at me, her smile sad. “Maybe it used to be. But look at you.” She waved her hand up and down to indicate my large body…that was growing larger by the day. I was going to have to start running laps around the commune if I wanted to keep in shape. Or stop eating so many snickerdoodles. “You’re a man now. And I can’t expect you to share everything about your life. Especially after all this time.”

      A sharp pain started in my chest and spread outward. It was so unfair. If only I’d known she was alive…

      If only I’d inherited my ability to send telepathic messages from her instead of my dad…

      If only she’d brought some kind of defensive psychic ability to the table.

      But, no, she’d been helpless against Geppetto. Though the psychic world considered it an offshoot of telepathy, she had what laypeople would probably classify as incredible intuition. She had a tendency to sense what living things needed—humans, animals, and plants included. It wasn’t an exacting ability. More like, she just knew when I’d needed a snack or warmer coat or even a hug as a child. Her garden had been amazing, and she’d kept goldfish alive longer than was even reasonable.

      “Ask me anything you want. I’m an open book.”

      “Okay, then, tell me about Adele,” she repeated. “Are you two…”

      “A couple?”

      She nodded.

      The question made me wonder if she’d heard something. The women of the coven didn’t strike me as the gossiping types, but one could never tell. And even though Adele was technically one of their own, her choice to be with four men had to be scandalous to a bunch of effectually-cloistered women.

      “Adele is…” I had trouble finishing the thought. I’d never been particularly expressive when it came to this stuff. “She’s everything. My friend. My girlfriend. My forever.”

      Okay, maybe I had the slightest bit of poetry in me, because that had sounded pretty damn eloquent.

      My mother smiled, and I was pretty sure her eyes were glistening. “I’m happy for you. I’d like to get to know her better.”

      Adele had been hesitant the times she’d talked to Mom since the rescue. And I wasn’t entirely sure why. She said that she didn’t want to overwhelm my mother, that she wanted to give her space to recover. But I thought there might be a little more to it. That she might be nervous to spend time with her.

      They just needed to get to know each other.

      “She would love that. And you’ll have plenty of time once we get past…this.”

      There wasn’t any reason to go into more detail. Geppetto was on everyone’s mind, even if we were currently as protected from him as possible.

      He sure as hell was on mine. And not because of the reason people would assume. It wasn’t about revenge for keeping my mother prisoner for all those years. Well, that too, obviously. It was because I knew the madman wouldn’t rest until he’d gotten to Elizabeth, which meant getting to Adele. And the fact that he’d taken her once was bad enough. We couldn’t let it happen again. Yet, I was doing nothing to help, hiding on the commune.

      Mom stared off into the distance. “I think she put a spell on me. In the bunker.”

      I sat up straighter. “Really? What kind of a spell?”

      Adele hadn’t mentioned anything about that, but then again, she still didn’t have any of her own memories of that time. Maybe she didn’t know.

      “I don’t know, exactly. But I felt something when she touched me. It’s difficult to explain, but it felt like energy I hadn’t felt in years pushed into me. And when Geppetto was ready to leave the bunker, his men couldn’t get into my room. It was like an invisible wall separated us. So he left me there.”

      I’d wondered why Geppetto left my mother behind. Letting her go didn’t seem like his way. But this? This made sense.

      It was all Adele.

      God, I loved that woman.

      “Can I ask you something?” Since she’d brought up Geppetto and the bunker, now seemed as good a time as any. And there was one thing in particular that I was dying to know.

      “Of course.” Though the words themselves were confident, I heard the hesitation in her voice. I would ask this one thing and then drop it.

      “How did you survive the explosion that...” Killed everyone else, including your husband. I couldn’t seem to make myself speak the words aloud.

      Her responding smile was sad. “I was out back, smoking a cigarette. You may or may not remember, but your dad had been on my case for ages, trying to get me to quit. And I wanted to, but I was struggling. I couldn’t seem to break the habit.”

      “And it saved your life.”

      She nodded. “Though Geppetto didn’t start the fire, he was there, watching. He saw me and apparently decided to take advantage of the opportunity, since everyone would already assume I was dead.”

      That bastard. Every time I thought I couldn’t despise him any more, I was proved wrong.

      “Anyway, I need to thank Adele,” Mom said, changing the subject. “I have a feeling she saved me.”

      Just as that incredible, funny, beautiful woman was determined to save us all.

      “It doesn’t surprise me. She’s the type to think of someone else instead of herself, even in the middle of an abduction.”

      My mother gave me a smile I hadn’t seen since I was a pre-teen. It was wonderful to see. “It sounds like she loves you. She was thinking of you.”

      The warm way she spoke of Adele made me happy. But I also realized that I should probably warn her about the true status of my romantic situation. Not for her sake so much as Adele’s. So she could adjust to the idea before encountering my girlfriend again in person.

      “There’s something you should know.”

      “What? You’re planning to propose?”

      Well, yeah, that idea had merit. But I wasn’t exactly sure how that would work. Would she be willing to legally marry one of us? Or maybe some kind of commitment ceremony?

      Not that it was something I really needed to be thinking about now.

      “No. I mean, I haven’t planned anything like that. The thing is, I love Adele, and she loves me. But our relationship is complicated.”

      “Because your best friends are also in love with her?”

      I stared at my mother in shock. “You knew?”

      “I guessed as much. Just because I didn’t talk that much while I was staying at that mansion didn’t mean I wasn’t listening. I heard the way Noah and Jameson talked about her. You clearly aren’t the only one who is taken with her.”

      “So, then, you wouldn’t find it shocking to discover that she’s dating all three of us? And Mason Montgomery?” I spit it out, not wanting to string this along any further.

      She didn’t say anything for a few long seconds, but she also didn’t look appalled. That was a good sign.

      Eventually, she said, “I’m not sure how to respond to that.”

      My immediate need to defend Adele rose up in me. “It’s not her fault. The timing was strange. She got thrown into this whole Collectors thing, and then her father was murdered, and I think she needed all of us for different reasons. Noah is the one who understands her and knows how to help her. Jameson pushes her, and he gives her someone to push back at. And Mason…it was different for them, I think. He stepped in and was willing to fight by her side, even when that meant putting himself in the line of fire.”

      “And, you? Who are you to her?”

      Only a question I’d asked myself a thousand times. I wasn’t the obvious choice for her. I wasn’t sophisticated or intuitive or mysterious. I was just…well, me. And I fucking loved her. It had to be enough, because I didn’t have anything else to offer. All I could give her was all of me.

      “I’m her heart. At least, that’s what I want to be.”

      I probably should have been embarrassed by the words that spilled out of my lips. It wasn’t the most manly thing to say. But I didn’t care. It was the truth. And I didn’t believe in wasting time putting on a show. Even for a mother who had been absent for almost half of my life.

      Pretty sure her eyes glistened again. “I can’t believe you’ve turned into such an incredible man, and I had nothing to do with it.”

      “That’s not true. How you raised me made all of the difference. I always thought about what you and Dad would think of me. I wanted to be someone you would be proud of.”

      She smiled through the tears now falling down her cheeks. “Your dad would be so proud. I know I am.”

      “Even though I’m currently jobless and homeless?”

      I kept my voice light, though I wasn’t entirely teasing. Sure, I owned a portion of the spa and could go back to working there anytime I wanted. But I wasn’t sure what I wanted anymore.

      Now that I’d spent time away from the Drake estate, as Adele was so fond of calling it, I found myself thinking about a change. I didn’t know what would happen long-term, but I didn’t love the idea of being a perpetual houseguest anymore. I needed to find my own way.

      If only I knew what that was.

      “Of course. The job doesn’t make the man any more than the house where he lives does. Besides, I know you’ve run a successful gym for years. Jemimah told me all about it.”

      I wasn’t even surprised. Jem was the type to brag about me even when I wasn’t willing to. I still wasn’t sure I even had a right to.

      Mom leaned forward to squeeze my arm. “You have no reason to doubt yourself or what you’ve accomplished. You’ve grown into a kind, good-natured, handsome man. Adele is lucky to have you in her life.”

      The pain that had filled my chest only minutes before transformed into a different kind of ache. I’d almost forgotten how nice it was when my mother knew just the right thing to say. Noah had a similar talent, but it was different coming from the woman who had given life to me.

      “You’ll give her a chance?” I tried to keep the hope out of my voice, but I doubted I was successful. I wanted the two most important people in my life to get along. But I also wasn’t willing to give Adele up, no matter what my mother thought about her or her choice in boyfriends.

      “I’m only hesitant about your relationship because I don’t want to see you hurt. But if she’s as wonderful as you say, I won’t be able to help but love her.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled my mother into a hug, experiencing a kind of safety I hadn’t for so many years. It didn’t matter that I was twice her size. She was my mother.

      My mother.

      Damn. I hoped I never got used to that word again. I never wanted to take her for granted, not even for a minute.
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      Adele

      

      What. Is. Happening?

      That was my first thought as I stepped into the BAMC. My second was, what have I done?

      I’d thought I’d gotten used to more people around the plantation. At first, it had just been Mason, Sasha, Jameson, Noah, Stowe, Jem, and me. Then, we’d added Sara, Joseph, Michael, and Nathan. A little different, but not too bad.

      Now? I was having trouble even counting the number of bodies in the former mancave. Former, because the pool table, stadium theater seating, and vintage video games had all been removed to make room for tables, chairs, and even a few cots.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if this many psychics had ever been in a room together. Maybe in decades past, when we didn’t feel the need to keep who we were and what we could do so close to the vest. Before Collectors were a thing.

      It was kind of amazing seeing so many of us in one place, working together. But it was also rather scary. We weren’t only painting a target on the Psych Squad’s backs anymore. We were putting every single one of these lives in danger.

      They were volunteers, sure, but I still felt responsible for them. This congregation was my doing.

      And seeing it come alive made it feel way too real.

      “Hi, Adele,” Sara said with a grin as she walked up to me. I was glad I’d finally gotten her to stop it with the “Miss Rose” crap.

      “Hey, Sara. How are things going here?”

      Mason had put her in charge of organizing food and lodging for all of our new guests, and it seemed that the job suited her. Despite having to give up her brand-new condo and college classes, and the knowledge that Intuition was breathing down our necks, she appeared happy. Enthusiastic, even.

      “Great.”

      “Is everyone moved in?”

      “Yes. And they’re dying to meet you.” She emphasized the word dying, which wasn’t exactly comforting, given the circumstances. “You’re practically a celebrity. Our leader.”

      I wanted to argue but knew there was very little point. “Okay.”

      While the plantation had been inundated with new people over the last day, I’d basically gone into hiding. I’d selfishly retreated to my peaceful suite for one last day before jumping into the fray.

      Not that it was my suite anymore. Jameson and Noah had moved in this morning to make more bedrooms available. Though there was a couch that one of us could easily sleep on, I couldn’t help but hope I’d end up being the peanut butter in a Noah-Jameson sandwich tonight.

      Sara led me over to a table with two chairs on one side and a third on the other. She retrieved a clipboard from a nearby man and gestured for me to take the seat next to hers.

      “Everyone is eager to let you borrow their abilities, so I decided to make a schedule. They’ll take turns coming over and introducing themselves and explaining their ability.” She held up the clipboard. “And I’ll take notes for you to refer to, if needed.”

      I stared at her in surprise. “Wow, you’ve thought of everything.”

      “I try. You ready to get started?”

      No.

      “Let’s do this.”

      She waved a young woman over, who crossed to our side of the room and sat in the chair across from me. She had light brown hair and couldn’t have been much older than eighteen.

      “Hi.” I kept my tone conversational, like I wasn’t about to use her for her ability, whatever it was. “I’m Adele.”

      She smiled shyly at me. “I’m Charity.”

      Charity. That seemed to suit her…definitely better than Grace fit the Wicked Witch.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Charity. Are you settling in fine at the plantation?”

      I’d been told that a few of the guys had opted to stay in the BAMC, but all of the women had rooms in the Big House.

      Charity’s already-large eyes grew even bigger. “Yes, it’s the prettiest room I’ve ever seen.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the wonder on her face. Looked like Mason had another convert. “It is an incredible place, huh?”

      “So incredible. Thank you for inviting me into your home.”

      I thought about correcting her but decided against it. Claiming the plantation was only Mason’s felt like a disservice to my relationship with him. I wanted him to feel like one of the Psych Squad, not like he was his own, separate entity.

      “Why don’t you tell Adele about your ability?” Sara suggested. Apparently, she was serious about sticking to her schedule.

      Charity’s cheeks pinkened. “It’s not that interesting, really. I read people’s auras and get a sense of their mood.”

      “Oh, yeah? What can you tell me about my mood?”

      “Well, um, I would say that you don’t want to be here. Not in a bad way,” she added quickly. “More like you aren’t thrilled about everyone being here for you.”

      I couldn’t help but laughing at her assessment. “Pretty sure you hit the nail right on the head. You’re okay with me borrowing your ability?”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “Absolutely.”

      The rest of the morning went on in much the same way. Though I didn’t particularly want to accept every single ability offered to me, I hated to offend anyone. By not borrowing someone’s ability, I was basically saying it wasn’t worth my time or interest. And that was just rude.

      I thrust my hand out toward the man sitting across from me, once I’d borrowed his ability. I’d already forgotten what it was. “It was nice to meet you, Johnny Degg.” I giggled. “Johnny Degg. That’s almost like Johnny Depp.” I looked him over. “You know, you kind of look like Johnny Depp. Same brown eyes.” I sighed. “He’s so pretty, don’t you think, Johnny Degg?”

      “Um, Adele?”

      At the sound of Sara’s voice next to me, I spun my head and grinned at her. “Sara! Where’d you come from?”

      “I’ve been here the entire time.” She leaned forward and asked, “Are you feeling okay?”

      Was I feeling okay? What a ridiculous question. I felt amazing, like glitter was swirling through my veins.

      “Never better, silly. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Not as good as you, apparently.”

      I glanced around the BAMC, and spotting Jameson and Mason, I jumped up. It had been forever since I’d seen them. Why had they left me for so long?

      I ran across the room and launched myself at Jameson. “Mr. Hot and Frowny!”

      He looped his arms around my waist. “Adele? What’s going on?”

      I looked up, way up, at him and stuck out my bottom lip. “I missed you.”

      “I’ve been right here. You feeling okay?”

      I sighed, exasperated. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? I feel amaaaaazing.”

      He frowned down at me, and I giggled. No wonder he was Mr. Hot and Frowny. His face was so mean.

      I scrunched up my face, trying to look like him. “How do I look? Do I make a good Mrs. Hot and Frowny?”

      Jameson muttered a curse under his breath. Apparently, that was a no. Too bad.

      He moved us both, and I was suddenly surrounded by warmth at my back. I tipped my head up to look into gleaming white teeth.

      “Mason!”

      “What, I don’t get a nickname?”

      “Okay, Gatsby!”

      He shook his head. “No, Addie. Something personal.”

      Addie…Addie…where had I heard that before? I tried to think but came up blank.

      “Like what?”

      “You tell me.” He pulled me tighter against his body, and I wiggled my butt to get even closer. “Careful there, little thief. We have an audience.”

      Audience? I forced my gaze away from his gorgeous face and found an entire room of people watching us. I waved at them. “Hi.”

      Everyone looked away at once, and I scowled. They could have at least waved back. Rude.

      “Adele?”

      I looked back up at Mason. “What, studmuffin?”

      “Studmuffin? Is that the best you can do?”

      “Gum drop? Pookie? Sweetie pie?”

      “Okay, okay, stop.” His laughter made his whole body—and mine—shake, and I felt tingly all over from the sensation. “Maybe I don’t want a nickname.”

      I stuck out my bottom lip and fluttered my eyelashes at him. “Are you sure, sugar lips?”

      He raised his eyebrows at me. “Sugar lips? I guess I can live with that one.”

      “Yay!”

      I spun around in his arms and stood on my tiptoes to taste his mouth. “Mmmm.” I licked at his bottom lip. “You taste like candy.”

      He groaned, but I didn’t stop licking him. More like I couldn’t stop. “More sugar, Mason.”

      “Adele,” he growled as he tried to pull away. “You have to stop.”

      I held him tighter, not wanting to let him go. “No.”

      Arms snaked around my waist once again, yanking me away from my sugar lips. “Hey,” I complained.

      “Come on, Adele.” Jameson tugged on my hand. “Let’s go back to your room and rest.”

      He sounded like he was talking to a child, and I didn’t appreciate that. Not one bit. “I’m not tired.”

      “That’s okay. We can watch a movie or something.”

      “Oooh, can we have popcorn?” Just thinking of the buttery goodness made my mouth water.

      “Sure.”

      “And hot chocolate?”

      “And hot chocolate.”

      I let him drag me away from Mason, but not before I said, “See you later, sugar lips.”

      Jameson snorted, and I glared at him. “What’s your problem?”

      “No problem.” He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “I think sugar lips is an excellent name for Mason. You should call him that all the time.”

      “Oh, I plan to.” I snuggled into Jameson’s side while we walked back to the Big House. “You feel good.”

      He squeezed my waist. “You always feel good.”

      “Like when we’re doing it?”

      He coughed. “Well, yes. Then too.”

      “You really don’t mind that I do it with Noah and Stowe and Mason too? Well, not Mason. Not yet.”

      I couldn’t believe I hadn’t asked him about this. Why hadn’t I? It seemed like such a reasonable question.

      “We don’t need to talk about this right now.”

      “Why?” I stopped to look at him. “Because it does bother you?”

      He pulled me along. “No. Because I’m not sure this is something you would normally bring up.”

      “Yes, I would,” I said indignantly. “I want to know.”

      His frown returned, and I stretched up to smooth out the pucker between his eyebrows. “You’re going to get wrinkles before your time if you keep frowning like that.”

      “Are you saying you won’t find me attractive when I have wrinkles?”

      I pushed at his chest. “Don’t be silly. You could be as wrinkly as a golden raisin and still be hot.”

      He smiled down at me. “Why a golden raisin?”

      “Because they’re yummier, obviously.”

      “Good to know.”

      I snuggled into his side again, soaking up his warmth until we made it inside the house. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “What question?”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “You know what question.”

      Jameson didn’t look at me. “No, your relationship with the other guys doesn’t bother me.”

      “Why not? I’d be insanely jealous if you were doing it with another woman.”

      I’d want to cut that bitch. Maybe I could put a spell on her. Make her hair fall out or grow warts all over her face. I grinned at the thought of it.

      “I don’t know. I used to be jealous of how close you were to Noah and Stowe. But I’m not anymore.”

      “You were? Really?” I grinned even more at that.

      “You don’t have to look so pleased. Jealousy isn’t typically a good thing.”

      I shrugged. “Every girl likes to see her man get a little jealous, even if she won’t admit to it.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. So, why aren’t you jealous anymore?”

      “For a drunk girl, you’re certainly single-minded on this subject.”

      I pulled away from him to plant my hands on my hips. “I am not drunk.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I haven’t had alcohol in…I don’t remember when.”

      “Not on alcohol. On magic or power or whatever.”

      I squinted at him. “Drunk on power? Stop being so silly.”

      Jameson held his hands up in defeat. “Okay, okay. I’ll stop.”

      He opened the door to my suite—our suite—and I plopped down on the couch. My limbs were loose, and I felt so relaxed. But not sleepy.

      I smiled at Jameson and gave him my best “come hither” look. “Wanna fool around?”

      He shifted on his feet. “Well…um…”

      The door suddenly burst open and Jem barreled through. She stared at me like I was a monkey in a cage. “I heard what happened. Are you feeling okay?”

      I lay back on the couch and draped my arm over my face. “I would be if people would stop asking me that.”

      “I’ve got it handled,” Jameson said.

      “I’m taking over.” Hearing the severity in Jem’s voice, I moved my arm and looked at Jem and Jam. I giggled. Jem and Jam. That would never not be funny.

      Jem was literally pushing her brother toward the door, but he stopped her when I said, “Noooo. Stay, Jameson.” I could tell he was almost convinced, so I gave him another sultry smile. “We could have fun together.” I cupped my hand around my mouth and whispered, “In the bedroom.”

      “Okay.” Jem started pushing Jameson again. “I’ll take care of Adele. You go do something useful.”

      A second later, it was just Jem and me in the suite. I crossed my arms over my chest, irritated with my friend. “Why’d you make Jammy leave?”

      “Because I’m being a good friend, and you’re saying things like Jammy right now.”

      “Fine. But we have to watch a movie, and I want popcorn with lots of butter and hot chocolate.”

      “Okay. I’ll call down to the kitchen and have some sent up.” She handed me the remote. “You pick out a movie.”

      I flipped through the movie app and squealed when I saw Moana. “Kakamora!”

      “Kaka-what-a?” Jem asked when she hung up the phone.

      “Kakamora. Coconut pirates.” At the blank look on her face, I threw my hands up. “Please don’t tell me you’ve never seen Moana.”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh my gosh. You’re so missing out.” I pushed play and settled in to watch one of my favorite movies, excited to share it with my best friend.
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      The scent of stale popcorn assaulted my senses, followed by pounding in my head, a dry mouth, and too many aching muscles to count.

      Did I fall asleep on the floor of a movie theater?

      Prying my eyes open, I squinted against the muted sunlight filtering through the blinds and surveyed my surroundings. No, definitely not a movie theater. I was lying on the couch in my suite, covered in a cream-colored chenille throw. Popcorn littered the floor around me, and the television screensaver was on, displaying the world’s most photogenic locales.

      Ever so slowly, I pushed up to a sitting position, nausea rising in my throat and popcorn crunching under my hand. Awesome. Apparently, not all of the buttery puffs had made it to the floor.

      I squinted at the clock across the room. Four-thirty. In the afternoon? It had to be, since my eyes were still adjusting to the sunlight.

      What was I doing sleeping in the middle of the day? And feeling like I’d spent the night throwing back tequila shots like a bachelorette trying to forget about her pending nuptials?

      So bizarre.

      The sound of a throat clearing made me jump, and my gaze swung to where a tall form leaned against the wall next to the door. “Holy shit, Mason,” I croaked, sounding suspiciously like a frog. I held my palm against my racing heart. “You startled me.”

      His mouth lifted into a grin. “It seems that your observational skills aren’t firing on all cylinders at the moment.”

      “You can say that again. What the hell happened to me?”

      I tried to think back, but my head hurt too much. Thinking sucked.

      Mason walked over to the kitchenette and poured water into a glass before heading my direction. He brushed stray popcorn from the couch, then sat down and handed me the glass and two white pills. “Take these. They should help with the headache.”

      I complied, greedily guzzling the water until I’d emptied the glass. “Thank you.”

      He reached over and plucked two pieces of popcorn from my hair. “Roberto can make you more at any time. You don’t need to save it for later.”

      “Very funny.” At least my voice sounded normal again. “Seriously. What happened to me? Please don’t tell me Jem challenged me to a drinking game in the middle of the day.” Because that was the best theory I could come up with, and it was still ridiculous.

      “No, though I’d very much enjoy watching that.” He leaned back, clearly in no hurry to answer my question. “What do you remember?”

      “Nothing, obviously, which is why I’m asking you.”

      He lifted an eyebrow at my sour tone. “So, you don’t remember going along with Sara’s little plan to meet all of the new Pyschs?”

      Sara…Sara…An image of the perky blonde with a clipboard sprang to mind. And then a shy girl with doe eyes. Hope? No, that wasn’t her name. Faith? Still, no. But it was something along those lines.

      “Okay, yes. I do remember that now.” But it was murky. And I couldn’t figure out what happened next.

      “Do you remember borrowing a bunch of psychic abilities?”

      Had I done that? “No.”

      His eyes sparkled with mischief. “Well, you did.”

      “Okay…and, what? That had made me want to drink like a sailor?”

      “Nope, no alcohol was involved.”

      It wasn’t? Then why had I blacked out the rest of the day? And what was up with this intense nausea?

      “From what Megan said, this is something that can happen when you use too much magic in a short period of time. And it was probably made worse by the fact that you were absorbing so much psychic power.”

      “Drunk with power.” Someone had used the phrase, but I couldn’t remember who. It was all so fuzzy.

      “More like high with power, but yeah. Megan apologized for failing to warn you. She said she’s never experienced it herself, so it didn’t occur to her.”

      “You talked to her?”

      “Jem did.”

      Jem. Vague images of a food fight—that had mainly consisted of me pelting her with popcorn while she tried to defend herself and get me to stop acting like a crazy person—flooded my mind. Wow. I really hadn’t been acting like myself. What else did I do? Fill the ice dispenser with jelly beans and short sheet all the beds?

      “Did, um, anything else happen?”

      “You sure you want to know?” The mischief in his gaze transformed into downright delight.

      I shook my head and immediately wished I hadn’t. Now, the room was spinning.

      “Come on.” Mason took my hands and helped me stand. “A shower will do wonders.”

      I whimpered but let him lead me into the bathroom. While he turned on the water, I quickly rinsed my mouth with mouthwash. Even though I’d only slept for a few hours, I didn’t want to risk being close to Mason with pseudo-morning breath.

      Returning to my side, he reached for the hem of my sweater and paused to look me in the eye. “May I?”

      I hesitated for a second, feeling strangely vulnerable. We’d engaged in a number of long, hot make-out sessions, but we’d always stayed fully clothed. Mason hadn’t seen me in anything skimpier than a tank top and shorts, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about getting naked for him now…when I felt like I’d come off a three-day bender.

      He placed a sweet kiss on the corner of my lips. “I’m not looking for anything from you, little thief. Just let me take care of you.”

      Well, damn. How could I say no to that?

      “Okay.”

      He slipped the sweater over my head before removing my jeans and socks. Then, keeping his eyes on mine, he deftly removed my underwear and bra. It took a certain kind of skill to manage that feat, but I didn’t waste even a second on that train of thought. He was clearly trying to be respectful, and I loved him for it.

      Mason Montgomery was doing exactly what he’d promised—he was taking care of me.

      He guided me into the huge walk-in shower until I was standing under the spray. The water was hot, almost to the point of scalding, just how I liked it. My tense muscles immediately eased, and the fogginess in my head began to clear.

      Mason disappeared for a few moments, returning wearing nothing but his Calvin Kleins. My gaze roamed over him, and even in my subdued state, my pulse quickened. I’d never thought white underwear was particularly attractive on a guy. Then again, I’d never seen Mason in nothing but short, tight white boxer briefs.

      Just…damn. I couldn’t think of any other words, but I didn’t need them. I was letting my eyes do all the talking.

      If Mason noticed my perusal, he didn’t show it, reaching for my shampoo instead. He poured a generous amount into his hand before reaching up and lathering it into my hair. I closed my eyes, soaking in the soothing intimacy caused by his fingers lightly caressing my scalp.

      “Mmmm,” I half-moaned, half-sighed.

      Mason chuckled. “Feel good?”

      “You have no idea.”

      He continued for so long, I started wondering if he’d lost track of what he was doing. Wiping a hand over my brow to make sure no soap was dripping down, I opened my eyes. “I realize you might not have much experience with washing girl hair, but it doesn’t take that long to get it clean.”

      He continued staring at the soapy locks. “I know. I just love your hair. It’s like holding fire in my hands.”

      Stunned at his romantic words, I remained still when he tipped my head back to rinse it, letting his fingers slide through the silky strands while the water washed away the soap. His movements were simple; there was nothing inherently sensual about them. But watching him so focused on the task was making my insides quiver.

      Though he’d stayed mostly dry so far, a few rivulets of water streaked down his chest. I followed them with my eyes over the slope of his pecs and the ridges of his abs, and down to his boxers.

      By the time he massaged the conditioner into my hair, I couldn’t take it anymore. He was in no way taking advantage of my nakedness, and though I probably should have been grateful, I wasn’t. I wanted to touch his slick skin, feel it slide against mine.

      Taking hold of his waist, I pulled him toward me so that he stood fully under the spray with me.

      “What are you doing, little thief?”

      “I’d think that would be obvious.” I skimmed my fingers over his lower hips, dipping my thumbs into the waistband of his boxer briefs.

      He closed his eyes, tiny droplets of water falling off his long lashes, and sighed. “That’s not why I’m here.”

      “You don’t want me?” I tried to make the question sound playful, but it came out with more uncertainty than I liked.

      His eyes popped open. “You know that’s not true. I’ve wanted you since the first moment I spied you in that black dress, the moonlight kissing your lovely, compelling face.”

      “Then why haven’t you tried anything more with me?”

      “I’ve never taken it slow with anyone. Never had a reason to.” He placed a kiss on my bare shoulder. “I wanted it to be different with you. With us.”

      Oh.

      He trailed kisses over my shoulder and along my collarbone. “That doesn’t mean I can’t make you feel good.” He lifted his head. “If you’re feeling up to it?”

      Hell, yes.

      “I’m fine now.” Even though I still couldn’t remember most of what happened earlier in the day, my head did feel much clearer. The medicine and hot water must have done the trick. Or seeing Mason’s mostly-naked body. That could shock any woman out of a stupor.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Thankfully, I have it on good authority that you think my lips are quite sweet.”

      What?

      The thought slipped away as he settled his hands on my hips and slowly backed me up against the shower wall. His gaze finally strayed below my neck, and he lowered his head to drag a nipple into his mouth. I rested my head back against the tile and relied on Mason and the wall to keep me upright. My legs were too shaky to do the job.

      He swirled his tongue and sucked, doing wonderful things I’d never even known I wanted. After lavishing his attention on one breast, he moved to the other one. But he didn’t stop there. He slid a hand up my leg and slipped a finger between my thighs. His other hand snaked behind my back, and he squeezed one ass cheek.

      I cried out. If I hadn’t known better, I would have sworn the hands and lips of multiple men were on my body, because I felt him everywhere.

      As he played with my clit, he finally released my nipple and captured my mouth with his. I moaned into his mouth and moved against his hand, creating even more friction. He was doing everything right, and I was already so close, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

      I needed more. More movement. More of him.

      Mason’s tongue slipped inside my mouth, and I sucked on it, imagining sucking on his cock in the same way.

      He groaned, making me think his mind had gone to the same delicious place. His finger on my clit quickened, pushing me over the edge. I came, my orgasm going on and on as he refused to release me.

      “Mason.” I breathed his name as a prayer and a plea. I couldn’t take any more.

      He finally removed his fingers and stepped back. Though sated, I immediately felt the loss. I didn’t want to break our connection.

      Handing me the body wash, he took a long, lingering look at every exposed inch of my body before disappearing through the shower opening.

      “Finish up, and I’ll meet you back here in ten.” Then, after a long pause, he added, “And for the sake of my sanity, please be fully dressed.”

      I smiled to myself as I heard the bathroom door close behind him. If it was any other time, I might have followed him and lured him into my bed. But now that the high of my orgasm was wearing off, I was practically shaking with exhaustion. My head was still clear, but that didn’t mean I was up for marathon sex with Mason. And I had a feeling that’s the only kind of sex I’d be able to have with Mason, at least at first.

      I finished my shower and blow-dried my hair, then pulled on a fresh set of clothes. By the time I returned to the sitting room, Mason was there, looking totally at ease as he set a silver tray full of food on the table. “It’s not quite dinner time, but I thought you might be hungry.”

      As though my stomach heard him, it rumbled with hunger. “I’m famished.”

      Before my butt had even hit the chair, I’d stuffed a thin slice of prosciutto, rolled around mozzarella, in my mouth. I chewed it quickly and grabbed another.

      Mason watched me, his amusement clear. “Guess that popcorn didn’t tide you over.”

      “Probably because most of it ended up on the floor.” And in my hair, I added silently.

      “Do you think you’re up to meeting Kayla after you finish eating?”

      “She’s here?”

      The last I’d heard, the mysterious psychic was backing out of joining the cause now that our timeline had moved up so dramatically. Mason had been determined to convince her, though, and she must have relented.

      “Yes, and I’m pretty sure she’s on board. But she wants to meet you first.”

      I thought about what Sara had said earlier—one thing I could remember, apparently—you’re practically a celebrity. Our leader.

      “You’d be better suited to leading all of us,” I told Mason. As much as the job didn’t suit me, it seemed to fit him perfectly.

      “I’m by your side, whenever, however, you need me.”

      My throat growing thick, I nodded. Thank god he was doing this with me. And Jameson and Noah. Even Stowe. He might not be here in body, but he was here in spirit.

      As if on cue, his voice sounded in my head. I heard about earlier. You feeling okay?

      Yes, I’m much better now.

      You need me?

      Always.

      Except, I didn’t say that. Instead, I said, You’re where you need to be. But can we video chat later?

      Can’t wait.

      Even though his voice in my head made it almost feel like he was in the room with me, seeing his smiling face helped. If this separation was teaching me anything, it was that I didn’t want to live apart from any of the guys. I didn’t know what we’d do, how we’d make it work with all five of us, but we would figure it out. I was choosing to have faith.

      Charity.

      The doe-eyed girl’s name finally came to me, and I laughed aloud. Hope, faith, charity. Those were practically the same.

      Mason gave me a strange look. “Am I missing something?”

      “Nothing important.” I stuffed a piece of homemade French bread in my mouth before standing. “Guess it’s time to meet Kayla.”
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      I ignored the stares as Mason and I entered the BAMC, hand-in-hand. There were plenty of things for the onlookers to gawk at. Mason and I as a couple. Me, in general, because of my psychic-witch hybrid status. Or me, specifically for making a fool of myself earlier. I still didn’t remember everything, but flashes of me throwing myself at Jameson in front of everyone assured me that I’d done enough to earn the extra attention.

      Heidi appeared to be holding court in the middle of the room. She was surrounded by most of the recruits and was animatedly telling a story. The only thing drawing attention away from her was my appearance in the building.

      Mason led me straight to Noah, who was talking to a familiar woman with long, curly blonde hair and a curvy body. Familiar, because I’d seen her in a vision. But she was even prettier in person, her skin perfect and blue eyes shining.

      Catching sight of Mason, she smiled, her gaze raking over him. “I was starting to think you were never coming back.” When she eventually removed her stare from what I was sure had to be the bulge in his jeans, she gave me a curious once-over. “You must be the girlfriend.”

      “Kayla Priest, this is Adele Rose,” Mason said. “Adele, Kayla.”

      Her eyes widened as she looked at him, then me, then back to Mason. “So, you’re dating the legendary Adele Rose. I should have known.”

      “Legendary is a bit of an overstatement.” My hackles already rising, I tried to keep my voice polite. Mason had been working long and hard on recruiting this woman, and I didn’t want to mess up all his efforts now.

      Long and hard…my mind immediately strayed to the sight of him in his white Calvin Kleins. We needed some more alone time, and soon.

      “Don’t be so modest,” she said with a tinkling laugh. “In a few short months, you’ve turned the entire psychic community upside down.” She swept an arm out to encompass the room, which was full of Psychs, some of whom weren’t even bothering to hide their interest in our conversation. “I never thought I’d see anything like this in my lifetime.”

      “The community was already fed up with Collectors. I had very little to do with this gathering.”

      It was true. Mason and Heidi were the ones responsible for recruiting everyone. I wouldn’t have even known where to start.

      Kayla scanned all of the curious eyes on us. “Is there somewhere we can speak privately?”

      Mason gestured to the main garage. “There’s a private office in there.”

      He led Kayla in that direction, but before I could follow, Noah pulled me aside. Now that I was thinking about it, I was surprised to see him in the BAMC at all. He’d been avoiding the throng of people.

      I immediately blocked his empathic abilities as I turned to him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to check on you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You heard.”

      “Yes.” His vivid blues swept over me, as if checking for injuries. “It sounded like you were pretty out of it.”

      “Like a drunk sorority girl at a frat party.”

      He smiled but shook his head. “It’s no joking matter. You might have made yourself really sick.”

      “It wasn’t intentional, I assure you. And I have no intention of repeating the experience.”

      “Not even to borrow Kayla’s ability?”

      I couldn’t promise I’d never borrow it, since Mason seemed to think it was exceptionally helpful. “I’ll wait at least twenty-four hours. How about that?”

      “Okay.” He kissed my temple. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

      I laughed. “Trust me, you were better off.”

      As we walked into the room that was part office, part storage room, I saw Kayla take notice of Noah’s hand on my waist. I resisted the urge to shoot her a cocky smile. Just because I’d, somehow, managed to snag four hotties didn’t mean I should rub it in.

      But it was tempting.

      “I hope you don’t mind if Noah sits in,” I said lightly, dropping the shield around Noah, so he could do his thing. “If Mason didn’t already explain his role, he acts as our human lie detector. He’s already questioned all of our new recruits.”

      She studied Noah. “Really? So, what, you’re a mind reader?”

      “No, an empath.”

      She leaned forward. “Fascinating. I’d love to hear more about that.”

      I gritted my teeth, trying to tell myself she was merely being friendly.

      “Sure,” Noah replied evenly. “Though it sounds more interesting than the reality of it.”

      “I sincerely doubt that.” She fluttered her lashes at him. “I have a feeling I could listen to you for hours.”

      Oh, good grief. So much for giving the woman the benefit of the doubt.

      Mason shot me an amused grin before turning his attention to the blonde bombshell. “Noah’s too much of a gentleman to say it, so I’ll do it for him. He’s taken—don’t waste your time. Now, do you want to tell Adele about your ability?”

      “That’s the thing.” She turned her attention back to me, seeming utterly unruffled by Mason’s blunt statements. “Mason already knows, and I’m willing to share it with you two. But I need the information to stop there.”

      “Don’t tell me you can teleport,” I said, only half-joking. That would be awesome.

      “As far as I know, teleportation is reserved for science fiction. Although…” She studied me. “Can witches teleport or Apparate or whatever?”

      Apparition—the term for magical transportation in the Harry Potter universe. Maybe we could be friends after all…if she stopped flirting with my men.

      “Sorry to say, I’m not aware of a spell for that.” Though, I made a mental note to ask Megan. That would be a seriously useful thing to be able to do.

      “Too bad. Anyway, it’s just that people tend to get a bit twitchy when they find out what I can do. I like to keep it quiet.”

      I thought about what she was asking. We’d required all of our recruits to be open about their abilities, just as we’d decided to be open about our own. Even Mason.

      It wasn’t fair to make an exception for Kayla. But…

      “I won’t spread gossip, but I also won’t lie to anyone, if it comes to that.”

      She considered my offered compromise. It wasn’t much, but it was the best I could do.

      “Okay. I would demonstrate, but I doubt any of you want to be my guinea pig.” She shifted in her seat, appearing uncomfortable for the first time since meeting her. “I can, effectually, put people into a deep sleep with my mind. It’s not an exact science. I can’t predict how long the slumber will last, and I lose energy very quickly. I can usually only put one or two people to sleep at a time. Then, I need a day or more to recover before I can do it again.”

      “How close do you have to be to the person?” Noah asked.

      “Around ten feet. Again, it depends on the situation and person. Some people must have a kind of natural immunity to my power. For them, I have to be closer, and it won’t last as long.”

      “What’s typical, time-wise?”

      “Anywhere from six minutes to about two hours.”

      Noah continued to pepper her with questions, including his usual ones to determine her intentions and potential loyalty to the Collectors.

      Meanwhile, my mind wandered. Mason was right—this was an ability we needed. I needed.

      If I could mentally disable Geppetto and his minions, we might actually have a chance.

      Once Noah and Mason were done asking Kayla questions, I gave her my most pleading look. “Please join us. I think you know this already—it’s why you’re here—but you can do a lot of good. This is an extraordinary chance for you to help shape the future of psychics in Virginia. To make life better for those who come after us.”

      She finally gave me a truly genuine smile. No pretense, no envy. Just acceptance. “I’m in.”
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        * * *

      

      “Grace called me.”

      It was the morning after the “high on power” incident, and Mason had gathered the original Psych Squad, plus Michael, in the kitchen for a private discussion.

      Jem groaned. “What did she want this time?”

      “She wants to meet in person. Particularly, she wants to meet with me and Adele, but she was kind enough to extend an open invitation to the rest of you.” Mason’s tone was dry. Amused, even.

      “Did she give a reason for this meeting?” Jameson asked.

      “She says that she wants to help us with Geppetto.”

      Jem let out a loud snort, and Michael looked at her, clearly surprised. Apparently, he hadn’t seen this side of his girlfriend yet. “Oh, please. Why would she help us when all she’s done is try to use us? Well, use Adele.”

      “She said she would explain in person. But, honestly, I think we should hear her out. Grace has always been a straight shooter, and even if she has ulterior motives, I’d like to know what they are.”

      “Yeah, it’s called a trap,” Jameson said. “I would think that would be fairly obvious.”

      Everyone seemed to look at me at once, clearly waiting for my opinion. But I was still trying to form one.

      This wasn’t the first time we’d suspected Grace of setting a trap for us. Yet, it hadn’t actually been a trap last time. Maybe it wouldn’t be again. I wanted to be optimistic, but I also knew we were better off expecting the worst. Being prepared was necessary for staying alive.

      “I agree with Mason. Whatever Grace is up to, we’re better off knowing than waiting to be blindsided. We just can’t let ourselves fall into her trap, if that’s her intention.”

      Jameson glared at me, but I also saw a hint of admiration there. He liked that I didn’t want to cower in fear from any of the bogeymen in my life. “Somewhere public, then.”

      “How about the botanical gardens?” I asked. “Where we met Andrea that time?”

      He shook his head. “Too deserted. We need a place where there are guaranteed to be a lot of people around.”

      “Like the boardwalk,” Jem suggested. “There’s nowhere more public in the area. But it’s still possible to have a private conversation.”

      “I like it.” Mason reached for his phone. “I’m setting the appointment for two hours from now. I’ll get a security team in place before notifying Grace of the location.”

      “Who all is going to the meeting?” Noah asked.

      “Mason, Adele, and I will go.” In a somewhat old-school Jameson move, he crossed his arms, his stance and expression both leaving no room for argument.

      “I’d like to go as well,” Michael said. “I know Adele can use my confusion ability, but it wouldn’t hurt to have one more person. And she may need to be focused on something else.”

      Jameson didn’t look convinced, but I was more than happy to have him along. Mason nodded his agreement, so I went ahead and gave him the go-ahead. “Sounds good. Thanks, Michael.”

      While the others continued talking about the plan, Noah took me aside. “Maybe you should borrow Kayla’s ability before you go. I know it hasn’t been twenty-four hours yet, but I’d feel better knowing you had a way to defend yourself and the others.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek. On one hand, I totally agreed. Hers would be a handy ability to have right now. But what if borrowing even one more ability so soon after yesterday’s feast set me off again? The last thing I wanted was to face Grace while I was in an altered state.

      Then again, if something happened to Jameson or Mason or Michael, I’d hate myself. This time, maybe the risk was worth it.

      Noah pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry. I can feel your turmoil, and it’s echoing my own. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “No, you’re right.” My words were muffled against his chest. “I have to take the chance.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

      “I’m sure.” If Noah stayed at the plantation and Stowe at the commune, at least I didn’t have to worry about them getting hurt. Or captured.

      With Noah, especially, that was a distinct possibility.

      He kissed me, not bothering to keep it short and sweet. Instead, he poured his worry and love and support into the kiss, making me feel all of it as though I was borrowing his empathic ability.

      “Be careful.”

      I kissed his chin. “I will. Love you.”

      He placed one last, lingering kiss on my lips. “And I love you.”
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      Adele

      

      I stood facing the King Neptune statue with Mason by my side, while Jameson took up a position off to the side, and Michael sat on a nearby bench. Though I knew a team of Mason’s security guards were watching us, I couldn’t see any of them…which was undoubtedly the point.

      I pulled my hands out of my pockets to clasp them in front of me. Then, feeling silly, I moved them to my side before giving up and stuffing them back in my pockets.

      “Relax, Adele. It’s just Grace.” Mason’s voice was as smooth as ever. Unconcerned, really.

      Yeah, just Grace. The woman who had started the hell of the last few months.

      “You don’t know that. She could be bringing an army with her.”

      “What would be the point? Hurting us doesn’t accomplish anything. That’s always been true.”

      I stared at Neptune’s impressive abdominal muscles and chest, wondering if any women had ever climbed up the rock base to check them out. Or men. There were plenty of men who would be into his exceptional physique. And his massive trident.

      “Adele?”

      I turned my head to look at Mason. “Huh?”

      “Were you even listening to me?”

      “Yes. ‘Hurting us doesn’t accomplish anything.’ I heard you.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

      “I’m sure.”

      After borrowing Kayla’s ability, I’d felt almost constant eyes on me. Clearly, everyone was expecting me to start acting silly again. But, unlike yesterday, when I’d borrowed eleven different abilities, Kayla’s was my only one for the day. Surely, I could handle the one. And I honestly felt fine. I had zero cravings for buttery popcorn or inappropriate displays of affection.

      Since I’d promised Kayla I wouldn’t tell anyone about her ability without good reason, I hadn’t been able to practice it. I was half-hoping Grace would give me a reason to put her into a deep sleep. That sounded rather fun.

      “Incoming,” Jameson called softly, and I turned around to find Grace Morrow and Sheila Clark strolling toward us.

      Mason groaned under his breath, and he didn’t have to explain for me to understand the reaction. He’d admitted to a meaningless fling with the sexy raven-haired beauty. It had occurred months before I’d even met him, but a sliver of jealously still slithered up my spine. I didn’t like the idea of that woman touching my man, even in the past.

      “Mason,” Sheila cooed. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

      “Funny. I can’t say the same.”

      I bit back a smirk at his retort, but unfortunately, the diss didn’t phase her one bit.

      “I doubt that very much.” She slid her gaze up and down my body. “You have to be craving a real woman by now.”

      Real woman? What was this, a bad 90s soap opera?

      Mason ignored Sheila all together and asked Grace, “What is this about? We don’t have all day.”

      Michael stayed on his bench, but Jameson moved forward slightly, probably so he could hear the conversation. I couldn’t blame him—this ought to be good.

      “Exactly what I told you on the phone. I want to help you with Geppetto.”

      “And why would you do that?” I asked, malice dripping from my voice. I could never play on the same team as this woman, no matter her intentions. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t interested in hearing them.

      “Because he’s been ordering me around from behind his computer for one too many years. Did you know that I’ve never even met the man?”

      Seriously? After all these years of doing his bidding? That was kind of sad...for her.

      “That’s too bad.” I gave her an exaggerated smile. “You two would make an adorable couple.”

      I heard Jameson snicker from yards away but didn’t look his direction. I kept my eyes on Grace, trying to hear pieces of her thoughts. It was one of the abilities I’d borrowed yesterday. Johnny Degg could hear fragments of people’s thoughts, but only while maintaining eye contact. I’d had just a few minutes to test it—and the rest of my new abilities—so I couldn’t be certain it would work.

      She can be such a sarcastic bitch. But I have to hold my tongue. I need her. I’m so fucking tired of being dicked around by her and Geppetto and all of these other idiots.

      Well, well. Grace had quite a mouth on her...in her private thoughts, which weren’t quite so private anymore.

      “If Geppetto is out of the picture, I automatically take control of Intuition,” she said aloud, her cool voice giving no indication of her derisive thoughts. “I’ve earned it. That’s why I’m offering to help you.”

      “What, precisely, are you proposing to do?” Mason asked.

      “I’ve convinced Sheila to agree to join your little group of misfits. Surely, you can find a use for her.”

      Was that the best she could do? Sure, Sheila could control people. But only unsuspecting people. That would be no help against Geppetto or his minions.

      “And…” Mason prodded. Apparently, he was thinking the same.

      “And, you let me know how else I can help.”

      “Do you know Geppetto’s location?” I asked.

      She clenched her jaw, and I heard you know I don’t flit through her thoughts. “No.”

      “Do you know who is working for him?”

      “Apart from the usual suspects, no.”

      “Do you know anything remotely useful to us?”

      I listened for more thoughts, but I couldn’t catch any. I did, however, take note of the hate brewing behind her eyes. Grace wasn’t my biggest fan…how sad.

      “I might not know how to find Geppetto’s current location, but I do know him. Better than anyone. He’s laying low right now, which means he’s working on something big. You need to strike soon.”

      Tell me something I don’t know.

      “I can help you set a trap,” she offered. “He would never doubt my loyalty.”

      “What if he’s watching us right now?” Mason crossed his arms. “He might think we’re working together.”

      Grace smiled, and it contained all the coldness of an iceberg. “I’m not stupid. He already knows about this little tête-à-tête. I told him I was calling a meeting to discuss a potential compromise. You give Geppetto what he wants, and he and Intuition will stay out of your life forever.”

      He knew we were here? I wasn’t exactly surprised, but the knowledge still made chills break out on my skin. We were in public, sure, but that didn’t feel like sufficient protection against Geppetto.

      “And what is it that he wants?” I forced myself to ask.

      I knew the answer—Elizabeth Montgomery on a silver platter. But I wanted to know if he’d told Grace. I held her gaze, challenging her, and it paid off.

      Fuck if I know, she thought. Fuck if I care.

      “That’s between you two.” Her tone was cool, and I had to hold back a laugh. Hearing bits of her thoughts was more entertaining than I would have expected. She didn’t seem like such a threat anymore. “So, do we have a deal?”

      Never.

      Then again, wasn’t it better to make her think we did? She was right—we needed to act quickly against Geppetto. Which meant we only needed to string Grace along for a little while. That shouldn’t be too difficult.

      Let me handle this. I sent the telepathic message to Mason and Jameson. Trust me.

      I paused, giving them a chance to object. When neither of them spoke, I took a step toward Grace.

      “Okay, but I want you to shake on it.” I glanced at Sheila. “Both of you.”

      As much as it pained me to admit it, I did want to borrow her pseudo-succubus ability. And that meant I needed to touch her.

      Sheila curled her upper lip. “How do I know you won’t put some vile, witchy spell on me?”

      I smiled sweetly. “Guess that’s the chance you’ll have to take.”

      “Just do it.” Grace sounded exasperated as she spoke to her right-hand woman, and my smile grew. This was turning into the most fun I’d had in a while. Well, outside of the bedroom. And bath. And shower.

      Grace extended her hand, and for the first time in weeks, I wished I was wearing gloves. I really didn’t want to touch this woman.

      With the aplomb of a veteran stateswoman, I accepted the offered handshake. “We have a deal.” Realizing I needed to make this scenario more plausible—Grace knew I wouldn’t agree to work with her without considerable incentive—I added, “And I expect the whole of Intuition to stand with me.”

      As soon as the words slipped from my lips, a strange sense of déjà vu swept over me. Well, damn, Jameson’s vision had come to pass after all. He’d seen me agreeing to work with Intuition, and I was doing just that. Sort of.

      Grace nodded, so I turned to Sheila. With a massive sigh, she took my hand. In a blink, I’d already borrowed her ability and allowed our contact to break. Like stealing candy from an exceptionally bitchy baby.

      “Okay, then,” I said, stalling. I hadn’t gotten this far into my plan. How to make them believe I was truly bringing them into the fold without actually doing so...

      My thoughts were spinning, but they suddenly came into focus as dread settled in my chest and a short flash of the future crossed my vision.

      Before I could react, I became aware of several things at once. The elderly couple attempting to take a selfie in front of the Neptune statue. Mason standing next to me, Jameson a few feet behind me, and Michael still seated on his bench.

      And the location of a sniper on the roof of a building across the street.

      We were out in the open, with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

      I focused on the sniper, trying to put him to sleep, but even without enhanced vision, I could tell it wasn’t working. He was still in position.

      I was too far away.

      Thinking quickly, I reached for the citrine hanging around my neck and held it against my palm. If ever I needed to be able to enhance my power, it was now.

      I tried again, and this time, I saw the man slump against the wall.

      But not before he’d gotten off a shot.

      I heard screams.

      And terror permeated every crevice of my being.
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      Jameson

      

      The unmistakable sound of a gunshot filled the air, followed by the shocking sight of bodies crumpling to the ground.

      Adele still stood in front of me, appearing frozen in place.

      I shot forward, wrapping her in my arms and lowering us both to the ground.

      Ignoring the screams and chaos surrounding us, I scoured Adele’s body for blood. Seeing none, I released a ragged breath. “Holy shit, woman. You scared me.”

      She didn’t respond, so I finally lifted my gaze to her face. Her skin was pale, even for her, and her eyes glassy. She didn’t even seem to know I was there.

      Fuck.

      Drawing on my basic first aid training, I carefully prodded the back of her neck for a head wound. Nothing.

      Was this just shock?

      “Adele,” I said gently. “Can you hear me?”

      Her unseeing gaze remained unchanged. The nearby shouts seemed to get louder, so I forced myself to turn my attention away from my girlfriend. If the gunman was still in the vicinity, we needed to get out of here.

      As I scanned the area, my eyes fell on the crumpled bodies of Grace and Sheila. And then Mason.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Not again.

      I hadn’t heard any more shots, and as I took in the scene, confusion filled me. There had to be fifteen bodies lying on the ground. But there was no way that many shots had rang out. I would have heard them.

      What the hell happened here?

      “Jameson!”

      At the sound of pounding of feet on pavement, I turned to find Michael sprinting toward me. “What happened?”

      I shook my head at him. “I have no fucking clue. Check on Mason, will ya?”

      I knew I should do it myself, but I couldn’t tear myself away from Adele. She still wasn’t looking at me, and her entire body was shaking now. It had to be shock.

      Michael knelt by Mason’s side and checked his pulse. “I think he’s okay. His breathing and pulse both seem normal. No visible injuries.”

      “You’re sure? No gunshot wounds?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “What about those two?” I tipped my head toward Sheila and Grace, who were sprawled on the ground behind me. Not that I particularly cared about their wellbeing, but we needed to know what we were dealing with.

      “Oh, shit.”

      Detecting a touch of hysteria in Michael’s voice, I shifted so I could see behind me. He was kneeling in between Grace and Sheila, but his gaze was transfixed on the middle of Grace’s chest.

      And now I knew why.

      I’d been so focused on Adele, I’d failed to notice the crimson liquid seeping from under her body and staining the concrete around her.

      “She’s dead?” I asked, though I already knew the answer. I didn’t need a closer look to figure out that much.

      “Yeah, she’s dead.”

      I couldn’t say I was sorry. “How about the other one?”

      His face now a greenish hue, Michael turned away from Grace to focus on Sheila. “Same as Mason. She seems fine. Like she’s just unconscious. Or sleeping.”

      This was fucking weird. Taking stock of the other people in our general vicinity, I found a lot of the same. People were checking the fallen bodies, appearing more confused than anything.

      What had made everyone fall like that? It didn’t seem natural. It seemed…supernatural.

      Sirens wailed in the distance, snapping me out of my bewildered trance. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

      A familiar black SUV squealed to a stop next to the curb, and I let out a relieved sigh. Mason’s security team. Thank god.

      After instructing Michael to make sure Mason made it into the SUV, I lifted Adele into my arms and began walking toward the vehicle. I tried to keep her body shielded with mine as much as possible, but there was no way to fully ensure her safety.

      I didn’t like not knowing what had happened to the gunman, but we couldn’t wait any longer. We couldn’t risk a lengthy police inquiry, not when this entire situation stank of Psych involvement.

      Once Michael, Adele, Mason—who was still unconscious—and I were within the safety of the SUV, I told the driver to gun it. Police cars and ambulances were already arriving at the scene, and we didn’t have even a moment left to spare.

      When I was certain we’d escaped without being spotted, I turned my attention back to Adele. She was sprawled across my lap, her head cradled in my arms. Finding her finally looking at me, instead of nothing, some of the tension in my shoulders eased. She was okay.

      “Hey, there.” I smoothed wayward strands of hair away from her face. “You feeling better?”

      She blinked at me. “What happened?”

      Good question.

      “I’m not really sure. There was a shooter, and people fell to the ground. But there had to be something else going on.”

      Her eyes grew wild. “Mason?”

      I placed what I hoped was a comforting kiss against her forehead. I’d never been too concerned with providing comfort…before Adele. Now, I found myself wanting to figure it out. Maybe I should ask Noah or Stowe for tips. Those two knew their shit.

      “Don’t worry. He’s okay. Just…sleeping.” Or something.

      She jolted upright, and if I hadn’t quickly moved out of the way, our heads would have knocked together. “What do you mean sleeping?”
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      Adele

      

      What the hell did I do?

      When I tried to remember, my mind spun with too much information. Too many sensations. I needed to focus.

      The meeting with Grace and Sheila.

      Shaking their hands.

      Borrowing Sheila’s ability.

      The warning of danger and accompanying vision.

      Everything was a blur after that. It had happened so fast. I’d caught sight of the sniper and attempted to put him to sleep. When it didn’t immediately work, I’d grabbed my citrine and tried again.

      Then, the world went fuzzy. As if I was observing it through murky lake water.

      The air crackled and popped around me, like it did when I used magic. But it was different this time. The energy was outside of myself and flowing through me all at the same time. I’d had no control over it.

      I’d been aware and unaware.

      I’d felt powerful and weak.

      Settled and scared.

      Defenseless.

      Paralyzed.

      Grabbing hold of the seat in front of me, I leaned forward to check on Mason. He looked peaceful. Like he was sleeping.

      I’d done that to him.

      “Was anyone else affected?” I asked Jameson. “Grace or Sheila or Mic—” Spotting Michael in the front seat, I cut myself off. At least he was fine.

      When Jameson didn’t immediately answer, I moved off his lap and onto the seat next to him so I could see him better. “What is it?”

      “Sheila was like Mason. But Grace had been shot. She’s dead. We had to leave both of them there.”

      Dead.

      Grace was dead.

      The lyrics to “Ding Dong! The Witch Is Dead” floated through my mind. But they were followed up by remorse. Though there’d been no love lost between me and the woman, I hadn’t wanted to see this end for her.

      And at Geppetto’s hands. It had to have been him.

      So much for him never suspecting her of disloyalty. He must have known she intended to betray him. Somehow.

      And he’d taken her out.

      In public.

      In the most public spot in all of Virginia Beach, to be precise.

      That was truly frightening.

      We were no longer dealing with the careful, levelheaded puppet master. No, he was raising the stakes. And we needed to find a way to match them.

      “I did it.”

      Jameson’s face twisted in confusion. “You…shot Grace?”

      Grace? No. Damn it. My mind was still muddled. And I wasn’t even sure why. Because I’d borrowed two more abilities today?

      “No, I put Mason and Sheila to sleep.”

      “What? How?”

      “Kayla.” I explained her ability and her request to keep it quiet. Then I described my miniature vision and how I’d reacted to it.

      Thank god for Jem’s early warning system. It had saved our asses twice now. First in the bunker and now standing out in the open on the boardwalk.

      I still had trouble believing Geppetto had gone that far. Shit. We were in trouble.

      “There’s something else you need to know.” The solemnity in Jameson’s tone was immediately concerning.

      “What?”

      “You didn’t only put Mason, Sheila, and the sniper to sleep. About fifteen more people fell.”

      My hand flew to my throat. Fifteen more people? How? I’d been completely focused on the sniper. He should have been the only one affected.

      “Oh my god.” My insides grew cold. “What will people think? The police, reporters, oh god, oh god, oh god.”

      In a single moment, I’d undone centuries worth of effort by psychics and witches to stay hidden. Who knew what kind of domino effect my actions would end up causing?

      I might have just initiated the modern equivalent of the Salem Witch Trials.

      “Breathe, Adele. Deep breaths.”

      Jameson placed his hands on my cheeks and leaned in. It wasn’t until he repeated the words several times that I realized my breaths were coming out in short, ragged spurts. It felt like my chest was collapsing in on itself.

      “Inhale, two, three, four.” He wiped at tears that had started dripping off my jaw and onto my shirt. “Exhale, two, three, four.”

      I followed his calm instructions until I could breathe regularly again. But I couldn’t seem to stop the tears.

      What had I done?

      “It’s okay,” he said matter-of-factly. “You know how these things go. The authorities will come up with a plausible explanation for what happened. An electromagnetic pulse or something. No one is going to have any idea a psychic-witch hybrid was involved.”

      I knew Jameson’s words were intended to put me at ease, but I didn’t think anything could accomplish that.

      Not only because I’d created a disaster of such epic proportions. But because I had no idea how.

      Or if I would do something like that again.

      Worse, I didn’t want to admit to my fears. Because I knew what the Squad would say—they’d tell me to get rid of the citrine. To stop using my borrowed abilities.

      But I couldn’t do that. Not when we had to face Geppetto.

      So, I would power on…and use every little bit of faith left within me to trust we’d all make it through this unscathed.
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        * * *

      

      I pictured Geppetto’s face in my mind, willing a glimpse of what he was doing. Anything that might provide a hint as to his location.

      Unfortunately, all I was seeing was the back of my eyelids, like the last five times I’d attempted to force a vision.

      I opened my eyes and abandoned the quarter lotus pose. Clearly, my usual focusing techniques were useless. I needed something stronger, and I knew what that was.

      My gaze fell to the yellow stone laying innocently against my white T-shirt. It looked like a miniscule sliver of the sun, and I was starting to believe it was just as dangerous.

      I’d convince the Psych Squad that I’d have more success generating a vision alone. Even the sound of someone else breathing could be incredibly distracting. So my justification had technically been true. But it wasn’t the main reason I wanted to be alone.

      After the disaster at the boardwalk yesterday, I couldn’t get rid of the sinking feeling that something was up with my powers. And there was a good chance that something was tied to the citrine.

      Still, I needed it. No one else had the ability to find Geppetto.

      As I grasped the crystal in my hand, a shiver ran up my spine. I didn’t like this, but it was the only way.

      Not bothering to return to the lotus pose or practice my extensive breathing techniques, I closed my eyes and pictured Geppetto once again.

      Almost instantly, I’m pulled into an unfamiliar scene. Geppetto stands next to a window, leaning on his cane. The distinct sound of a TV newscast fills the room, and he turns, fixated.

      “Authorities are still investigating a series of strange events that happened at the Virginia Beach boardwalk yesterday. Several of the bystanders have described hearing what sounded like a gunshot, followed by witnessing seventeen people drop to the ground in unison.

      “The only victim of the mysterious attack has been identified as Grace Morrow, an executive at Intuition Financial Group in Richmond, who died of a gunshot wound to the chest.

      “As for the other sixteen people who collapsed, they fell into comas that lasted anywhere from fifteen minutes to two hours. They’ve all been examined by medical professionals, and they aren’t expected to experience any lasting physical complications. The psychological trauma, on the other hand, has not yet been addressed.

      “Conspiracy theorists are coming out of the woodwork, espousing theories that range from a massive government conspiracy to an alien invasion to the work of a coven of witches local to the area. This may be one of those incidents that we can never truly explain.”

      Geppetto smiles, and it’s as if I can feel the evil lurking behind it. “I always knew she would transform from a lowly caterpillar into the most beautiful of butterflies. But this…it’s beyond what I’d even imagined.”

      A man dressed in black, like all of Geppetto’s minions, steps forward from the shadows. “How did she do it? One second, I was lining up my next shot, and the next…well, nothing. I don’t remember.”

      Next shot? Holy shit. Who else was he planning on shooting?

      “She’s gotten her hands on that Kayla woman’s sleeping ability. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe for you,” the man mutters.

      Geppetto walks back to the window, and I can only make out a driveway and trees beyond it. I strain to see more, eventually catching sight of a tan sedan. Squinting, I direct all of my energy on the license plate. C…S…

      Before I could identify any more of it, I was ejected from the vision, my sight growing murky once again while the air around me stirred, audibly crackling. This time, I knew what was happening, but it didn’t seem to matter. I was still paralyzed.

      The murkiness didn’t stay for long. At least, not in the same way. Images flitted through my brain, a confusing jumble of the past and present. Of people I knew and strangers. The images were too vivid. Too loud. Too everything.

      I closed my eyes, then opened them. It didn’t matter. I was once again defenseless against this attack I’d brought on myself.

      Time passed way too slowly as the onslaught continued. When the images finally faded, my entire body was convulsing.

      It was official—my powers were on the fritz.

      And the timing couldn’t be any worse. The rest of the Psych Squad was already working with the entire team of new recruits to come up with a plan to defeat Geppetto and Intuition.

      And they needed me.

      What was I going to do?

      A knock at the door startled me out of my musings, and I looked up to find Noah peeking his head around it.

      “Hey. Sorry to interrupt. I know you wanted to be alone.”

      “It’s fine. Come on in.” I shook out my arms, relieved that I was back to normal.

      Noah slid onto the floor next to me. “You okay? You seem upset. Frightened. I could feel it from outside the door.”

      “It’s been a crazy couple of days,” I hedged, not wanting to outright lie to him. “Hey. What are you doing right now?”

      He smiled softly, making my insides turn to jelly. I loved that smile so much. It was comforting and sexy at the same time. I didn’t know how he did that. It was definitely a Noah thing.

      “Other than avoid the BAMC? Nothing.”

      “You want to go to the commune with me? I need to see Megan, and I miss Stowe.”

      Megan was the only person who might be able to help me with this problem. I didn’t know how, but it was worth a try.

      And I seriously wanted to see Stowe. As soon as we’d made it back to the plantation yesterday, I’d automatically found myself searching for him. His hugs were the best kind of balm for my frazzled nerves.

      “I’d love to go with you.”

      “Good.” I jumped up, suddenly feeling energized. “Let me call Ruby real quick. Then we can go.”

      Once I’d let Ruby and Megan know to expect us, Noah and I walked to the BAMC to fill the others in on our plans. I had a feeling we might encounter some resistance.

      And...I was right.

      “I’m going with you”—Jameson.

      “At least take Nathan along”—Jem.

      “How about one of my men instead? You can blindfold him”—Mason.

      “Listen, everyone,” I said, making my tone as authoritative as possible. “We’ll go out the back way.” Mason had left a truck at the cabin on the property, which had its own dirt road leading away from the plantation. “And I’ll use an illusion to disguise us. We’ll be fine.”

      It took a few minutes, but I got everyone to agree. Everyone except Jameson...of course.

      “You two can’t go to the commune on your own, and that’s final.” His already dark eyes became black pools of heat, and I had to admit that the look was kind of sexy. But just kind of. “Look what happened yesterday. We barely made out of that alive.”

      “That’s why we’ll make sure we’re not seen.”

      “What’s going on?” Heidi asked as she reached my side. Though the conversation had started out as private, clearly it hadn’t stayed that way. That’s what we got for talking in the BAMC, even in a corner of it.

      “Adele is being reckless, that’s all,” Jameson replied snidely.

      “Anything I can do to help?” she asked a little too helpfully.

      “No, we’re good.” I yanked on Jameson’s arm and dragged him away from the rest of the group. Though I was loath to admit it, I typically didn’t mind his bossiness. But, today, I did.

      Noah and I would be fine. We were going to the commune, for goodness’ sake. It didn’t get any safer than that...not for us.

      That certainty was what led me to do something I probably shouldn’t have. Okay, there was no probably about it.

      I touched Jameson’s forearm and said, “We’ll be okay, and you know it. You’re fine with us going to the commune on our own.”

      “Yeah, of course,” he replied immediately before kissing me on the cheek. “Be careful, and I’ll see you later.”

      “Oh, and Jameson? Geppetto is using a tan sedan with a license plate that starts with CS. That’s all I was able to get.”

      “Thanks. We’ll see what we can find.”

      As soon as he walked away, my stomach dropped. Using Sheila’s mind control powers had worked just as I’d hoped. He hadn’t been expecting me to use them on him, so he’d been susceptible.

      And now I felt like shit. Just like Jafar had used his cobra-headed scepter to influence the Sultan in Aladdin, I’d used my touch to influence my own boyfriend.

      I’d become the villain.
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      “Adele, dear, it’s so good to see you.”

      Aunt Ruby wrapped me up in a hug, and I gratefully sank into it. It had been a hell of a few days, and I was more than ready to accept whatever comfort was offered to me. “You too.”

      When I pulled away, I turned toward Noah. “Ruby, this is Noah Greene.”

      “It’s so nice to finally meet you, young man.” Ruby hugged him like they were old friends. “Now I can say I’ve met the entire Fab Four.”

      I laughed. “Fab Four?”

      “Yes. George and I have been working on a name for your suitors, and that was the best we came up with. Personally, I preferred Titillating Tetrad, but George nixed that one.”

      Thank god for George.

      She led us into the house. “Does Stowe know you’re here?”

      “No, I was hoping to surprise him. But I need to see Megan first. Do you think you can entertain Noah while I stop by her cottage?”

      “Of course.” She linked her arm through Noah’s. “George will be down in a few minutes. He’s sitting with Elizabeth. Several of us have been taking shifts.”

      I kissed her on the cheek. “You all are the best. Someday, I’ll figure out how to repay the coven for everything you’ve done for me.”

      “Nonsense. You’re one of us. Family.”

      I glanced at Noah, hoping he wouldn’t mind too much that I was leaving him with Ruby. “Will you be okay here?”

      His answering smile was all the reassurance I needed. “Get out of here.”

      Ruby laughed. “I like you already, Noah. Now, tell me all about being an empath. Don’t tell the others, but I find your psychic ability the most fascinating, by far.”

      Shaking my head at my great aunt, I forced myself to head for the back door. The sooner I talked to Megan, the sooner I could see Stowe.

      Megan opened the door to her cottage before I’d even made it halfway across the expanse of open space between us. “Tell me what’s going on,” she said as soon as I stepped onto her porch.

      I glanced around, glad no one else was out and about. “Can we go inside?” Not only did I not want Stowe to see me, I didn’t want to chance being overheard.

      “Yes, yes, come in.”

      “Is Maddie here?”

      “No, I had Mom take her over to visit ‘Mr. Ogre.’”

      She grinned, and I couldn’t resist a laugh. “She’s still on her Shrek kick, I take it?”

      “It’s gotten even worse with Stowe living here. She watches the movie non-stop and constantly asks to go see him. I’ve had to limit her to one hour a day.”

      Megan sat down at the kitchen table, where the Rose book of spells was already sitting out. She’d probably guessed that I needed to see her because of a magic-related issue.

      “What’s going on? It’s the citrine spell, isn’t it?” She gnawed on her bottom lip, clearly worried.

      “I think so.” I described what had happened, first at the boardwalk and then in my bedroom.

      “This is all my fault. I never should have suggested that spell.”

      “Stop it. Nothing is your fault. You did exactly what I asked of you.”

      “Still…I saw the warning on the spell. We shouldn’t have taken the risk.”

      I shook my head. “Maybe not, but it’s done now. Can you think of anything that might help?”

      “We have to destroy the crystal.”

      She left no room for argument with that statement. It was a foregone conclusion for her, and I understood why. It was the obvious solution.

      But it was also more complicated than that. The citrine was my biggest source of power. Of protection.

      Not for me. Out of everyone, I was the least worried about myself.

      I needed to keep Stowe, Noah, Mason, Jameson, and Jem safe. Not to mention everyone else who had joined our cause. I felt responsible for each and every one of them.

      “Adele.” Megan’s tone held a note of warning. “Seriously, I think we should destroy it.”

      “I know. Just not yet.” She opened her mouth to argue, and I held up my hand to stop her. “I completely understand where you’re coming from, but I need to get us, all of us, through this thing with Geppetto first. He had his most loyal—” Well, loyal until very recently. “...Supporter murdered in cold blood. I have to be strong enough to put an end to this. I’m the only one who can.”

      She sighed. “I don’t like it. But, ultimately, it’s your choice.”

      “Thank you. In the meantime, do you think there’s anything that might help with the strange reaction I’m having when I use the crystal? I won’t touch it unless I have to. But, if I do use it, I can’t risk being basically paralyzed for an extended period of time.”

      She returned to chewing on her bottom lip. “I read in one of the journals about a spell that a Rose witch used to snap her daughter out of a hypnotic state. That might work. But you’d have to perform it on yourself. Do you think you could do that while you’re paralyzed?”

      “I think so?” After thinking it through, I changed my answer. “Yes. When it happened earlier today, I was aware of what was going on. Mentally, at least, I should be able to perform a spell.”

      Over and over, I’d seen that magic was about intention more than anything. As long as I had all of my mental faculties, I should be able to assert that intention.

      “Okay.”

      She flipped through the book for a while before locating the correct spell. After I’d memorized it, I felt a small sliver of my anxiety fall away. Normally, I would have tested the spell, but I was serious about not using the citrine without justification. I had a feeling that the more I used it, the less stable my magic would be.

      “Please don’t tell anyone about this.” I hated hiding things from the Psych Squad, but this was my problem. And I was dealing with it.

      “You know I won’t. Just…be careful. Avoid using the citrine at all costs. You know, unless it’s life and death.”

      Sadly, these days, encountering a life and death situation was more a probability than a possibility. “I will. And thank you. You’ve been an amazing friend to me. I’m racking up a whole list of favors I owe you.”

      She smiled. “You introduced me to Nathan. Consider the debt repaid.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said excitedly, happy for the change of subject. “I’ve been meaning to ask about you two. Sorry I took him away from you.”

      “That’s okay. We’ve been video chatting every night.”

      Video chat…what would we do without it?

      “Every night? Wow. Things must be going well.”

      A dreamy smile came over her face. “He’s just…I don’t know. Everything I’ve wanted. He’s sweet. And amazing with Maddie. He’s not at all turned off by the fact that I practice magic. Actually, he seems pretty interested in it. I think he likes that I know all about his psychic abilities without being a psychic myself.”

      “I’m happy for you. I haven’t gotten to spend much time with him, but I like what I’ve seen so far. Have you thought about what you’ll do if things get more serious between you two? Would you ever consider leaving the commune?”

      “Yes. I haven’t told anyone else yet, but I’m tired of hiding. I want Maddie to be able to go to school, make friends her own age, have a normal life.” She had a determined smile on her face, and I could tell she was at peace with the decision.

      “I’m happy for you. I think it’ll be good for both you and Maddie.”

      “It’s all thanks to you. If you hadn’t shown up, I probably would’ve spent the rest of my life cloistered here. Your courage has inspired a little boldness of my own. Not only by embracing your magic and abilities. But also with your men. It takes a lot of bravery to trust not one but four men with your heart. I admire you for it. You’re an inspiration.”

      Well, damn. Tears pricked at my eyes. I expected the people around me to judge me for my choices, or at least criticize those choices. I didn’t expect acceptance and admiration. But I’d received a lot of both.

      “Thank you.”

      I didn’t know what else to say. There weren’t sufficient words to express how much those few short sentences meant to me.

      “Okay.” She stood up. “Enough of the mushy stuff. Go see your boyfriend before someone lets it slip that you’re here and ruins the surprise. And send my little monster home.”

      “If I can drag her away from Mr. Ogre, I will.”

      Megan groaned. “It’s a daily battle.”

      As I approached the cottage where Stowe and his mom were staying, excitement swirled together with dread. As much as I wanted to see Stowe, I wasn’t particularly looking forward to seeing Tina again.

      Not because I didn’t want to get to know her better. It was just, Stowe had told her about my relationship with the Fab Four—god, Ruby was even getting me to use that name—and now I had to face her.

      It had felt simpler when none of us had any family to worry about. But this was Stowe’s mother. Despite his assurance that she’d taken the news well, I was certain she probably thought I was the modern equivalent of a fallen woman. What would that be…a skanky hoe?

      Whatever the term, it was less than flattering.

      And this was a woman who I wanted to like me. It was important to me, and I knew it was important to Stowe.

      Straightening my shoulders, I injected confidence in my posture as I strode up the front steps. I had faced Grace Morrow and Jared Fleming and Geppetto. I could handle one tiny, frail woman. No problem.

      Hearing girlish squeals from inside, I quietly opened the screen door and stepped into the entryway.

      From my vantage point, I had a direct view into the living room, where Stowe held Maddie above his head while he walked laps around the room. Her arms stretched out on either side of her, she was making loud airplane noises in between giggles.

      I smiled at the duo’s antics, impressed that Stowe could sustain that particular hold for so long. He was obviously strong, but that was a whole new level of strength.

      As he shifted directions, his gaze caught on me, and he froze.

      “Hey!” Maddie whined. “Why’d you stop, Mr. Ogre?”

      “Sorry, pumpkin.” He slowly lowered her to the ground. “I need to see my other favorite girl.”

      Maddie spied me and waved. “Hi, Miss Adele.”

      “Hey, Maddie. Your mom wanted me tell you that it’s time to head home.”

      Her little shoulders slumped, and she sighed like it was the worst news possible. “Okay.” She hugged one of Stowe’s big legs, the only part of him she could reach. “See you tomorrow, Mr. Ogre.”

      He ruffled her hair. “Later, pumpkin.”

      “Grandma! It’s time to go!”

      Maddie ran toward the kitchen, but I was no longer paying attention to her. My eyes, body, and soul were all locked on the man standing across the room.

      He wore worn jeans and a dark green flannel shirt. His beard was more prominent than I was used to, like he hadn’t bothered trimming it. And his smile was happy and warm, making my insides turn to mush.

      Stowe eliminated the space between us in a few long strides. “Daphne.” He pulled me into his ridiculously powerful arms, lifting me off the ground. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “I missed you.”

      My brain understood that it had only been a week since the last time I was in the same room with him. But my heart swore it had been so much longer.

      He squeezed me even tighter against him. “You wouldn’t believe how much I’ve missed you.”

      “You wanna bet?”

      He adjusted his hold so that he could hoist me up, putting us face-to-face. I wrapped my arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his chin. “You’re furrier than usual.”

      “Sorry about that. I would have spent a little more time on grooming, if I’d known you were coming.”

      “I like it.” He had a bit of a mountain man look going on, and I didn’t mind it one bit. “Besides, it was a last-minute decision to visit, and I wanted to surprise you.”

      “Well, color me surprised.”

      “Are you going to kiss me?” Though I could stay in his strong arms forever, I wanted, needed his kiss. It had been too long.

      “You sure you don’t mind the fur?”

      I lifted a hand to stroke the longer-than-usual bristles. They were even softer than I expected. “Not even a little bit.”

      Not needing any additional encouragement, he captured my mouth in a slow, deep, all-consuming kiss. As our tongues collided, his longing was palpable. I absorbed it, making it my own. Time wasn’t on our side, but I didn’t think about the seconds as they passed. I refused to waste any of them with thoughts of goodbye.

      Footsteps sounded on the hardwood floors, and I tore my mouth away from him. Tina appeared from around the corner, and she immediately looked away. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Shit. I’d forgotten all about Stowe’s mom. So much for trying to make her like me.

      Stowe planted one last, soft kiss on my lips before lowering me to the floor. “It’s okay. Did Maddie and her grandma leave?”

      “Yes. They went out the back.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Thatcher.” I smoothed a hand over my hair, more than a little self-conscious. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Her smile was small but appeared genuine. “You too, and call me Tina. I was making myself a cup of tea. Would you like one?”

      I wasn’t much of a tea person, but I wasn’t about to refuse. “I’d like that. Thank you.”

      She disappeared back to the kitchen, and I buried my face in Stowe’s chest and groaned. “Oh my god. She hates me, doesn’t she?”

      Stowe’s chuckle was low. “Stop worrying so much. She doesn’t hate you at all.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Not wanting to get caught in his arms again, I practically dove for the chair and sat, folding my hands primly in my lap. Stowe chuckled again but didn’t say anything as he lowered his big body on the end of the couch nearest to me.

      Tina appeared a few moments later with a tray and traditional tea set. With the grace of someone who had gone through the motions many times, she poured two cups of tea and added sugar and cream.

      I accepted the cup she offered me, and I immediately took a sip, surprised by the pleasant taste and aroma of it. Maybe I could learn to be a tea person after all.

      “So, what brings you to the commune?” Tina asked politely. “Are you here to take Stowe back with you?”

      “No.” I glanced at him. “Unless he wants to come home.” I stumbled a little on the last word. The plantation wasn’t home for him, but I wanted to believe his home was with me. That’s how I felt about him.

      I forced my attention back to Tina. “I needed to talk to Megan, and I wanted to see Stowe. Oh, and I brought Noah along so he could finally meet Aunt Ruby.”

      Stowe grinned. “Is he with her now?”

      “Yes. He hasn’t sent up the Bat-Signal yet, so he must be surviving the encounter.”

      He laughed outright in response. “He can handle himself better than any of us give him credit for. Besides, I’ll always be her favorite. We all know it.”

      I didn’t bother arguing. Ruby had attached herself to Stowe like a cougar and her cub since the first moment she laid eyes on him.

      “Stowe told me that Laura was your mother.” Tina smiled at me. “You look so much like her.”

      “Thank you.” I would definitely take that as a compliment, though I would always believe my mom was much prettier than me.

      It was still strange to think that Tina had known my mom as a teenager. I knew very little about her life back then. She’d never talked about it.

      Maybe I could ask Tina to allow me to view a few memories of them together. Someday. We weren’t there yet in our relationship.

      “And you inherited her love of antiques.” Tina’s gaze was suddenly far away. “We always thought her fascination with relics was so strange. Most teenagers aren’t mature enough to appreciate such things. But not your mother. She lost her mind at a rummage sale.”

      Antiques. Just hearing the word caused a heaviness to settle over me. The shop and estate sales and online auctions had been my entire world for years. And the loss of all of that had been so sudden.

      Most days, I could force myself not to think about it. There’d been too many other losses.

      But that didn’t mean I didn’t feel their absence all the same.

      Technically, the shop—the building and its meager contents—belonged to me again. I could start over. Rebuild. But it would never be the same.

      Whitehurst Antiques was my past.

      And I had no freaking clue what would constitute my future.

      “I’m sorry,” Tina said softly. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.”

      “No, not at all. I love hearing about my mom.”

      Not knowing what all Stowe had told her about my shop, I stopped there. She didn’t need to hear the entire sob story now. There was plenty of time for all of that later.

      “In fact, if you have any stories about her, I want to hear—”

      The bright living room of the cottage falls away as I’m swept to another place. I’m standing on the grounds of the plantation, facing the BAMC. I watch as men dressed in black surround the large barn-like structure, guns drawn.

      If I didn’t know better, I might believe I’m watching a SWAT team in action.

      But I do know better. I know that these are Geppetto’s men, and I know that the BAMC is under attack.

      The front doors fly open suddenly, and a group of Mason’s security team emerges, led by Mason himself.

      Gunfire is exchanged, and as my vision fades to black, I see Mason fall to the ground.

      Back in the cottage, I jumped out of my chair, my heart seeming to take flight in my chest. Forcing my brain to act like a VCR, I rewound the vision and played it back in slow motion, searching. The moment I re-watched Mason step out of the BAMC, I knew we were in trouble. He wore the exact same jeans and distinctive cobalt blue sweater he’d been wearing when I saw him earlier.

      This wasn’t just any vision of the future—it was a vision of today.

      “Adele?” Stowe’s panicked voice broke through my thoughts. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

      “A vision. An attack...men in black.” Shit. It was almost impossible to put my racing thoughts into words. “An attack at the plantation. I’m almost sure it’s going to happen today. I have to let the others know.”

      I started walking toward the door, my mind still spinning with all of the things I needed to do and the order in which to do them.

      “Wait.” Stowe jogged to my side and placed his huge hands on either side of my face. “We’ve got this. It’ll be okay. You warn the others and find Noah. I’ll take my mom over to Megan’s and let her know what’s going on. Then, I’ll meet you out front.”

      I nodded while attempting to process everything he’d said.

      “Adele.”

      I forced my gaze to his, and his unwavering strength seeped into me. My mind cleared, and my fear turned into focus.

      “Don’t you dare leave without me. I’ll be there soon. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Once outside, I made myself stop to call the plantation. I started to pull out my cell but thought better of it. There was a much quicker way to warn the Psych Squad about what was happening.

      After a few deep breaths, I aimed all of my concentration at Mason, Jameson, and Jem. I didn’t want to risk screwing up the message by including too many people.

      Listen to me.

      I had a vision of the plantation being attacked by men in black. Geppetto’s men. It has to be.

      I’m fairly certain it’s going to happen today, while the sun is still up. They were surrounding the BAMC, and they had guns.

      You have to warn everyone and find a way to protect the recruits and yourselves.

      Stowe, Noah, and I will try to get there as soon as possible.

      Someone text me to let me know you received this message.

      And, unless you want me to put a hex on you, please be careful. I love you all.

      My phone immediately dinged with an incoming text.

      Jameson: Message received. Stay there. We’ve got this.

      I sputtered out a laugh. Nice try, Jammy.

      Knowing my most crucial task was taken care of, I started jogging toward the house. I had no idea how much time we had before the attack, but it wasn’t long enough.

      I’d only made it a few steps when a deafening siren filled the air, and I stopped again, tempted to hold my hands over my ears.

      The sound enveloped me, like it was coming from the sky and the earth and even the air.

      It’s like a damn magical alarm.

      As soon as the thought crossed my mind, my chest seized once again.

      Shit.
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      I sprinted the rest of the way to Ruby’s house and burst through the door off the kitchen. Screaming to be heard over the alarm, I called out Ruby’s name then Noah’s.

      The alarm stopped so suddenly, the resulting silence was almost deafening.

      “In the living room,” Noah hollered.

      I found Noah, George, and Ruby standing in front of the large window, looking out. “What is it? What’s going on?”

      Ruby turned her head, her expression disturbingly sober. “We have visitors.”

      Trepidation in every step, I joined them at the window and forced myself to peer out. Instead of seeing the glamour that usually made the front yard appear like the cover of a home and garden magazine, the view reflected reality.

      Two men stood in the driveway, arguing. One was rather unremarkable looking and, of course, dressed all in black. The other had shoulder-length brown hair streaked with gray, a neat beard, and black-rimmed glasses. He wore a navy cable-knit sweater and leaned on a cane.

      I immediately recognized them both from Mason’s memories.

      “It’s Geppetto, isn’t it,” Noah stated rather than asked.

      “Yes, and one of his men.” The one who had psychically caused Mason pain. “What are they doing?”

      “They’re trying to get through the magical wall that surrounds the property,” Ruby answered.

      “Can they?”

      “Not unless one of them knows how to break the spell, which is highly unlikely.”

      “That’s good.” I watched as Geppetto’s minion attempted punching through the invisible barrier with his fist before pointing his gun and shooting at it. Sparks flew, and he jumped back, swatting at his face. I couldn’t resist a snort-laugh at the sight. Served him right.

      Not that this was the time for laughter. This scenario was bad. I was supposed to be headed to the plantation to help the others. But there was no way I could leave the commune with Geppetto at the front door, magical wall or no.

      “What about the rest of the coven?” Noah asked. “Will they come here after hearing the alarm?”

      Ruby shook her head. “They’ll all be in hiding by now. We’ve planned for this kind of event for over a decade.”

      “Good,” I replied. That was a few less people to worry about, at least for the moment. I gestured to the two men, who had gone back to arguing. “Can they see us?” I didn’t want them to know we were here. Not until I came up with a plan.

      “No. The glamour from the outside looking in is still intact. They won’t even see a window here.”

      Now what?

      I could go out there and put them both to sleep before they had a chance to react. In fact, I could probably do it without even stepping outside.

      But what if there were more men out there? Would that give them a reason to attack? Despite what Ruby said about the wall, I seriously doubted it was impenetrable. There might be a way in.

      “Adele!” The faint sound of a voice calling to me from outside snagged my attention. Geppetto was looking straight at the house and calling my name.

      “Can we open a window without them knowing?” I asked. If nothing else, I needed to hear what he had to say.

      Ruby nodded, and Noah leaned forward to unlatch and open one of the windows.

      “Adele, I know you’re here,” Geppetto called.

      How? How did he know? He must have had someone follow us, though I seriously didn’t know how he’d managed it. I’d been so careful.

      “I need to speak to you. And before you do something foolish, like putting me and my associate in one of your clever comas, you should know that I have a whole army of men surrounding the Montgomery Plantation as we speak. Human mercenaries, loyal only to the money I’m paying them when the job is done. I’d hate to have to give them the order to attack.” He lowered his head, like the thought of it pained him. “But I’ll do what I have to.”

      Shit. I knew he wasn’t bluffing, because I’d already seen it. The sight of Mason falling to the ground replayed through my head, and bile rose in my throat. Geppetto had me over a barrel, and he knew it.

      This was so much worse than bad.

      Geppetto lifted his head once again. “You have sixty seconds to get out here, Adele. Otherwise, I’m giving the attack order.” He lifted his watch. “Fifty-nine seconds. Fifty-eight seconds, fifty-seven seconds…”

      I turned to the others. “I have to go out there and talk to him.”

      Noah shook his head. “No, you can’t.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll stay behind the barrier. You have to remain out of sight. I don’t want him to know you’re here, if he doesn’t already.”

      Not that I was hopeful; he knew too much.

      Noah didn’t agree, but he also didn’t argue, so I took that as assent.

      George yanked me into a short but tight hug. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t.”

      On my way out of the house, I sent Mason and Jameson a short telepathic message. I didn’t want Mason to know that Geppetto was here. He’d be panicked about his mother, and I didn’t want him to be distracted when he needed to be completely focused on keeping himself safe.

      I’m pretty sure Geppetto’s men are already there—they’re non-Psych mercenaries. Please be careful.

      I couldn’t say I was on my way this time, which ate me up. But I had to face Geppetto. This was my chance to end this once and for all.

      As soon as I stepped out of the front door, Geppetto smiled. “I knew you’d do the right thing.”

      “Like you have any concept of right and wrong.”

      His smile didn’t falter. “Touché.”

      I walked forward far enough that we could easily speak without getting too close to the barrier. No point in tempting fate.

      “Why are you here?”

      I attempted to hear his thoughts, but he must have been too far away, because I couldn’t pick up on anything. My citrine would likely make hearing them possible, but I wasn’t going to use it unless or until I absolutely had to.

      He shook his head. “It should be obvious. I thought you were smarter than that.”

      “Why don’t we pretend that I’m not smart so you can spell it out for me?”

      “Okay. I’m here so you can deliver Elizabeth Montgomery to me. And, if you haven’t already, restore her memories.”

      Like hell would I ever turn her over to him. I might have done it in a vision, but I wouldn’t in real life. Never. Going. To. Happen.

      “You know,” he said conversationally. “I’d originally planned to abduct your empath boyfriend as a way to encourage your cooperation. But I like this much better.” He waved his hand not holding the cane. “It feels like we’re on more equal footing.”

      Equal footing, my ass.

      “You don’t need Elizabeth anymore,” I said almost on a whim. “You have me.”

      “Oh? Are you a healer now too?” His voice was surprised but his face wasn’t. Clearly, it was an act. “That’s convenient.”

      “No, but as you’re more than aware, I’m able to borrow abilities. Let me borrow Elizabeth’s healing ability, and then I can heal you. Maybe it’ll even be permanent. My powers have gotten really strong.” And unstable. But he didn’t need to know that part.

      “And how do I know that you won’t take me out instead?”

      I gave him an incredulous look. “Are you kidding me? You’ve threatened to sic an army on my friends. Do you think I would risk their lives for anything in this world?”

      He studied me, considering. “Okay, but I want extra leverage. You’ll bring someone you love out past this magical barrier—which is quite inconvenient, by the way—with you.” Geppetto gestured to the man in black. “As you may or may not remember, my associate has the ability to cause significant pain. With his mind. And he also has a gun.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. Whoever I brought with me would be susceptible to torture and possibly worse. But what choice did I have? I couldn’t hand Elizabeth over to this madman. She was completely helpless, and I wouldn’t do that to her or Mason.

      “Fine. I need ten minutes to borrow Elizabeth’s ability.”

      “You have five.” He messed with his watch again. “Tick tock, Adele.”
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      Mason

      

      I surveyed the almost-empty room, still not comfortable with this plan. But it was the best I’d been able to come up with under severe time pressure. At least we’d already decided on an evacuation strategy to get most everyone out of the BAMC, in case it became necessary.

      It had definitely become necessary.

      There was no way to protect everyone here, and my mother’s third-floor apartment was the most secure location on the property. I’d encouraged everyone to go there, to leave Geppetto’s men to me and a small team of my personal security. But, not surprisingly, Jameson, Jem, Michael, Nathan, and a few of the recruits had refused.

      Kayla hadn’t refused, and we could have used her putting-people-to-sleep ability. However, unlike Adele’s magically-enhanced version of the ability, Kayla could only put out one or two people before she needed an entire day to recharge. So, in the end, she wouldn’t have been much help, anyway.

      Seeing Nathan hurrying back through the door, I walked toward him, meeting him halfway. “Did everyone make it to the third floor?”

      In case we were already being watched, I’d maintained an illusion to give the group a chance to make it back to the main house without being seen. But I’d relied on Nathan to get them settled from there.

      “Yes, everyone made it, and three of your men are stationed outside of the apartment.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What can I do now?”

      I liked this guy. Though he wasn’t the most talkative person I’d ever met, he didn’t hesitate to jump in when he was needed.

      “Gather everyone. We need to go over the plan as a group.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      Boss? I wanted to scoff at that. I wasn’t anyone’s boss. But I’d become the de facto leader, probably because this was my house and property and security team.

      “Okay, here’s how this is going to go,” I said a few minutes later as I passed out walkie talkies. Sometimes, old-school technology worked the best. “We’re going to take up positions around the building and watch for Geppetto’s men. I’ll hold an illusion to make sure none of us are seen. Once they break through the BAMC doors, I’ll alter the illusion to make it look like everyone is inside. I won’t be able to hold it for very long, so the main objective will be to lock them inside. I need two volunteers for the main doors.”

      Nathan and one of the recruits, whose name I couldn’t remember, volunteered. He was an older guy, and if I remembered correctly, a non-Psych. I didn’t understand why he would put himself at risk like this, but Noah had said something about him watching Heidi grow up. Love was always a powerful motivator.

      “Once the men are trapped inside, Jameson is in charge of lighting the fuse for the explosives.” I hated the idea of blowing up my precious man cave, but it seemed like the best option, under the circumstances. Again, severe time pressure. “The rest of you need to already be moving. Get as far away as your legs will carry you. Is that understood?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Okay. Any questions?”

      Damn, this plan was simple. Too simple. But I didn’t have time to devise and execute a new one.

      “What if some of the men stay outside?” Michael asked.

      “Hopefully, my security team will take them out. But feel free to arm yourself, if you know how to use a gun. There’s a safe in the garage storage room.” I rattled off the combination. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      “Mason!”

      I turned to find Johnny Degg striding toward us, a scowl on his face. One hand encircled Heidi’s wrist, and he appeared to be dragging her with him.

      “What the hell, man?” Jameson said, his body stiffening. “Let her go.”

      “Not until you hear what I have to say.”

      Johnny stopped in front of us but didn’t let go of Heidi’s wrist. Not that the petite blonde was struggling. She appeared resigned more than anything. And sad, her eyes red from crying.

      “What is it?” I snapped. “We don’t have much time.”

      “I picked up on a few of Heidi’s thoughts, and she betrayed us.”

      Picked up on her thoughts...oh, that was right. He was the mind reader. From what I could remember, he had to hold eye contact to hear the thoughts.

      “What do you mean?” Jem asked, her tone wary.

      “I mean, she’s been in contact with Geppetto. And she put a tracker in Adele’s jacket before she left earlier so he could track her.”

      Jameson and Jem both responded, but I couldn’t hear them over the pounding in my ears. Every muscle in my body tensed, and my vision narrowed until all I could see was the crying woman standing in front of me.

      God, she’d practically handed my mother to Geppetto on a silver platter. And Adele and everyone else at the commune. My lunch threatened to resurface as the severity of this situation took root in my mind. This entire scenario had just evolved from a clusterfuck to a catastrophe like none I’d ever experienced.

      I took a menacing step toward Heidi. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      She shrank back. “I’m sorry. He threatened to kill every single one of the people I helped recruit. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t live with myself if he went through with it.”

      “But you could live with putting Adele and Stowe and Noah, not to mention the coven, in danger?” Jameson asked.

      “Adele can take care of herself,” she replied, suddenly defiant.

      Jem stepped forward and slapped Heidi across the face so hard, she stumbled backward. “How dare you. We all trusted you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Heidi sobbed, holding a hand to her already-reddening cheek. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Geppetto promised he would leave the rest of us alone.”

      “And you believed him?” Jameson shook his head at her, clearly disgusted.

      I’m pretty sure Geppetto’s men are already there—they’re non-Psych mercenaries, Adele said in my mind. Please be careful.

      As much as I was always happy to hear Adele’s voice, in my head or otherwise, her words weren’t welcome. I’d been counting on having a little more time. But if Geppetto’s goons were already here, we would just have to adapt and fight back. We didn’t have another choice.

      “We’re out of time.” I jogged to the window, and seeing movement in the trees, released a string of curses. “We have to get out there now. Silence your walkie talkies. Half of you go out the back door. The other half, follow me. I’ll make sure the illusion is up, so they don’t see us.”

      Not waiting for anyone to respond, I focused on the mental image I needed to project before quietly opening the main door and slipping through it.

      As I inched along the side of the building, I sensed bodies following me but didn’t look up to see who. I couldn’t risk getting distracted and letting the illusion fall. Our entire plan relied on it. We hadn’t even had time to get armed.

      Shit. This was bad.

      To make matters worse, I couldn’t stop thinking about Adele and my mother trapped at the commune with Geppetto. And I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

      This was my nightmare scenario.

      As I watched at least a dozen armed men emerge from the trees and rush toward us, I took a calming breath.

      I had to push my mother and Adele from my mind. That was the only way I’d pull this off.

      Keeping my eyes trained on the approaching men, I waited for them to storm the BAMC and counted down in my head.

      Ten...

      Nine...

      Eight...

      Seven...

      Six...

      Five...

      Four...

      Three...

      Two...

      One...

      It’s go time.
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      Taking Geppetto at his word that I had five minutes, I sprinted into the house and up the stairs, not pausing to speak to Noah, Ruby, or George.

      Once inside Elizabeth’s room, I hesitated, but only for a second. I had no idea if I could even borrow her ability when she technically wasn’t able to use it herself, but I had to try. I’d backed myself into this corner, and now I would find a way out, even if it meant climbing the walls.

      Kneeling beside her chair, I said softly, “I’m sorry for taking your ability without your permission.” As always, there wasn’t even a hint that she’d understood me or even heard. Still, I wanted to say the words. “Hopefully, you’ll understand…when I explain the whole story someday.”

      There was no if. I was going to bring Mason’s mother back.

      I lightly grasped her hand and imagined her offering her healing powers to me. That made it somewhat more palatable.

      A few seconds later, I released her. “Thank you.”

      Praying it had worked, I ran back downstairs and stopped short at the sight of Noah lying on the living room floor, completely still.

      “What happened?”

      “Don’t worry.” Ruby gave me an encouraging smile. “It’s just a little sleeping spell. Completely harmless.”

      “But, why?”

      George walked to my side and took my hand. “He refused to let me go with you instead of him, so Ruby helped me out.”

      I stared at this man who had been a surrogate grandfather, mentor, and friend. He wanted to be the one to cross the magical wall with me. I shook my head, not wanting to accept it.

      “No. It’s too dangerous.” Not that I wanted to take Noah. But he was young and stronger than he looked.

      “You don’t have a choice.” He tugged on my hand, heading straight for the front door. “You’re out of time.”

      I sent Ruby a helpless look, and her smile was a mixture of encouragement and worry. “It’ll be fine, sweetie. Trust in yourself.”

      Knowing I was out of options, I nodded and allowed George to drag me outside.

      As we approached the wall, I narrowed my eyes at Geppetto and his minion. “If either one of you harms a single, silver hair on George’s head, our deal is over. Understood?”

      “Of course.” Geppetto gave me one of his creepy grins. “I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

      George kissed my temple and leaned in to whisper, “Whatever happens, never forget that I love you. You and your mom have been the best parts of my life.”

      I shook my head at him. He wasn’t allowed to talk like that, like he wouldn’t make it out of this alive. Even thinking it was totally unacceptable. We were all going to survive this.

      Me and George, the coven, and every soul at that plantation.

      Allowing confidence to replace all of my fears, I straightened to my full height and strode through the magical wall without even a moment’s hesitation. I mentally threw up my Wonder Woman arms to cast a mental net over the man-in-black’s abilities, suppressing them. As long as he didn’t try to cause anyone mental pain, he shouldn’t even realize I’d done it.

      “What assurances can you provide that your men aren’t already attacking the plantation?” I wished I’d had time to contact Jameson or Mason while I’d been in the house. But the minutes had passed far too quickly.

      Now, I had to rely on glimpsing a peek inside Geppetto’s mind. I didn’t know how else to guarantee he was being on the up-and-up. At least, about this.

      Keeping my gaze locked with his, I waited, and he didn’t disappoint.

      She doesn’t trust me. I love that she’s so cautious and smart.

      I bit my tongue to keep from gagging. I didn’t want to hear his praises, even in his mental ramblings.

      She’ll be a worthy second-in-command. Much better than Grace ever was.

      Was he kidding? How could he believe I would ever, ever work for him? He had to be delusional.

      “I have live video,” he answered aloud.

      He waved his minion over. The man held up a black device with a small screen. It displayed a wide view of the BAMC, with a number of men surrounding it much like in my vision. But, unlike my vision, the doors weren’t opening. Mason wasn’t emerging with his security team. And though the men appeared alert, they weren’t moving in. They were clearly waiting for the command to attack.

      Hopefully, that meant my warning had given Mason enough time to get everyone to safety.

      “See. They’ve only surrounded your little headquarters. They’re not moving in unless I order it.”

      I waited for his thoughts to contradict his words, but they didn’t. Still, that didn’t mean the people on the plantation weren’t in trouble. They might decide to go on the offensive rather than waiting for Geppetto’s men to start the fight.

      Don’t attack without provocation, I said to Mason and Jameson. I’m doing everything in my power to keep Geppetto from giving the attack order.

      I wanted to explain more, but the less they knew about what was going on here, the better. I had to trust that they would listen to my appeal.

      “Okay, let’s do this.” I wanted to get this done as soon as possible.

      Geppetto gestured to two folding chairs that had been placed in the driveway in front of Geppetto’s tan sedan during my five-minute absence. “I thought it might be more comfortable for both of us if we were seated.”

      I ignored his jovial tone. This wasn’t fun and games. “Fine.”

      While I sat, I contemplated the best way to go about this. It was tempting—oh-so-tempting—to attempt the opposite of what he’d demanded of me. He wanted to be healed? Why not make him sicker instead? That seemed like a fitting end for the madman.

      But I knew I couldn’t put the lives at the plantation in even more jeopardy. So, I would go along with Geppetto...and hope to god that he’d eventually experience some type of karmic retribution.

      I half-wondered if I could make it seem like I’d healed him. But there wouldn’t be much point, beyond the immediate implications. He would never let Elizabeth—or me—go if his illness hung on.

      Elizabeth’s healing powers only treated his symptoms, not the disease itself. Would the use of my citrine amplify that power enough to heal his multiple sclerosis? From what I knew about MS, the disease caused the immune system to attack healthy tissue in the central nervous system.

      Was my brand of magically enhanced healing enough to reverse a disease of that magnitude?

      I had no idea. I still wasn’t even sure I’d borrowed Elizabeth’s ability.

      “Adele.” Geppetto’s tone was impatient.

      “I like to practice light meditation before using any abilities,” I retorted.

      “Funny. You don’t appear very relaxed.”

      Maybe because you’re threatening innocent people if I don’t do exactly what you want. I kept that comment to myself, but from the amused look on his face, he could probably guess what I’d been thinking.

      I started to reach for his hand but stopped myself. That was too personal. Instead, I pushed up one sleeve of his sweater and laid my hand on top of his forearm. It took everything within me not to recoil from his touch, but I resisted. Somehow.

      Still undecided, I glanced down at the citrine hanging around my neck. I hated the idea of using it while in Geppetto’s presence. But if the crystal helped me heal him, for real, maybe all of this would finally be over.

      Making a split-second decision, I slipped the necklace under my shirt, so the yellow stone lay against my skin, and closed my eyes. I didn’t know how Elizabeth’s ability normally worked, but I chose to picture his disease as a torn piece of fabric. With bright pink thread—just because I thought that might piss him off—I stitched the fabric back together.

      It was difficult to remain focused, since my intent was all over the place. It needed to be solely fixated on the concept of healing Geppetto. But, how could it when that was the last thing I wanted?

      Well, maybe not the last thing.

      The last thing I wanted was for him to continue terrorizing my friends and family.

      And this was how I could stop that.

      The reminder allowed me to re-focus, and I poured every bit of energy—human and magical—into making this man whole. Not because he deserved it; because I was doing this for the people I loved.

      When the air started audibly crackling around me, I knew I was losing control. Even if I wanted to tear myself away from Geppetto, I lacked the energy. Or ability.

      Megan’s spell.

      My brain felt heavy as I thought about the words to the rhyme. It was taking everything in me to recall them. But as soon as they appeared, I pushed them back out of my brain and into the universe. Or whatever entity was waiting for them.

      The moment I finished mentally reciting the rhyme, the heaviness that had been sitting on my body like a cloud of bricks lifted.

      I opened my eyes and yanked my hand away from Geppetto’s arm, as though his skin had burned me. Whether my attempt at healing him had worked or not, that was the best I could do. I couldn’t use the citrine anymore. At least, not until I was away from him.

      His expression was wary as he slowly stood from his chair and stretched. Then, letting his cane drop to the ground, he walked in a large circle, his confidence growing with every step.

      “You did it.” The hint of wonder in his voice made me sick to my stomach. I didn’t want him to be impressed or amazed. “But did you heal me? Truly heal me?”

      Did I? I couldn’t be sure. But I hadn’t felt any resistance to my intent. So, maybe?

      “Yes.” If nothing else, I needed him to believe it.

      He stopped and stared at me, but I no longer had enough strength to interpret the look he aimed my way. Though the spell had snapped me out of my paralyzed state, as hoped, my body was weakening with every second that passed. I was struggling to keep my eyes open and could feel myself slowly slumping in my chair.

      Shit.

      Geppetto started talking again, but I couldn’t make out his words. It was like trying to hear them with an entire ocean between us.

      Despite my weariness, I caught sight of movement out of the corner of my eye. Shifting my head just enough to discover the source of the movement, I saw Tina running toward us. I wanted to stand up, to shout for her to stop, but it was too late. And I was too sluggish.

      She ran straight through the magical wall and struck Geppetto in the back of the head with what appeared to be a large crystal.

      Having never seen her coming, Geppetto’s eyes widened as he crumpled to the ground.

      Before I could get past my shock, Tina also dropped to the ground, her face frozen in pain.

      I’d seen that expression once—in Mason’s memories.

      In my weakened state, I must have unconsciously released the shield that was suppressing the minion’s powers. Drawing on every piece of strength I had left, I launched myself out of my chair and into the man in black. We both tumbled forward, sprawling on the gravel.

      Reaching for the man’s neck, the first sliver of exposed skin I found, I pressed my hand against him and drew his ability out of him and into me. I didn’t know what possessed me to do it. I didn’t think about it—I just acted.

      When I was done, I didn’t need to hear his yells of fury to know I’d taken his ability. Not borrowed it. Stolen it outright.

      “Adele.” Stowe was suddenly at my side, pulling me into his arms and away from the irate man. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, but now that I was no longer relying on the rush of adrenaline, my body was fading fast.

      “No, you’re not, you brave, stupid woman.”

      “Hey,” I objected, though it came out as more of a squeak than anything.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” The gold flecks in his warm eyes flashed. “You’re not stupid, never that. Reckless, sure. But not stupid.”

      I wanted to tell him to stop worrying. I wasn’t offended. But there was a more pressing matter. “Plantation,” I croaked.

      “What was that?” He dipped his head so that his ear was right over my mouth.

      I repeated the word, and his gaze met mine, a knowing glint there. “I’ll check on them. Don’t worry.”

      “You’re too late,” an unfamiliar voice spoke from nearby. Stowe shifted our position, and I saw the man in black slowly backing away, a sadistic grin on his face. “I just gave the order—shoot to kill.”

      No.
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      Jameson

      

      I stared at the dozen or more mercenaries, not understanding why they still hadn’t rushed the BAMC. They’d surrounded the building but stopped a good ten feet away from it. Away from us.

      Our entire plan relied on them going inside. If they didn’t...fuck. I had no idea what we would do. Mason couldn’t hold this illusion forever.

      I twisted my head to look at him. His expression showed deep concentration. But I was also seeing signs of fatigue.

      Damn it.

      This wasn’t going at all as planned.

      And we were practically defenseless. Not a weapon between the group of us.

      Don’t attack without provocation. I’m doing everything in my power to keep Geppetto from giving the attack order.

      As Adele’s message registered, I barely kept from slamming my head against the wall. That was why the men hadn’t completed their charge yet—they were waiting on Geppetto’s order.

      And Adele, being Adele, was trying to keep that from happening.

      Because she had no idea we needed them to attack.

      I wanted to laugh. I wanted to scream. If only one of us could return her telepathic messages. This one-way communication wasn’t doing us much good.

      Mason sought my gaze, and I immediately knew he’d heard what I’d heard.

      What do we do? I mouthed to him.

      He eyed the landscape, as if searching for a way out of this. I knew he wouldn’t find one, though, without creating it. We couldn’t escape without getting caught. Our footfalls would easily be heard on the crunchy winter grass. We were stuck.

      Nothing, he finally mouthed back. For now.

      I nodded before turning my head to look back over my shoulder. Johnny, Heidi, and Nathan were grouped together behind me. It irked me that Jem and Michael had gone out the back door instead. I didn’t like not being able to keep an eye on my sister. But maybe it was better that way. There seemed to be fewer of Geppetto’s men around back. So it might be safer back there...marginally.

      Heidi met my gaze, her eyes red-rimmed from crying. I could see her silent plea for understanding, but I refused to give her even an inch. Whether she believed her reason was a good one or not, she’d created this fiasco. And Adele was currently dealing with Geppetto one-on-one because of my ex’s actions.

      I would have given anything to be at the commune with her instead of stuck here, doing nothing. Literally. There was nothing worse than feeling, being, helpless when the woman I loved needed me.

      Heidi must have sensed my growing animosity toward her, because her face turned an unfortunate red color. Then, like she’d been holding it back but couldn’t any longer, she released a choked sob.

      Oh, fuck.

      The mercenaries nearest to us began looking around, clearly having heard the sound. After a quick discussion with the man in charge, I heard, “Check the perimeter.”

      That couldn’t be good.

      Movement caught my attention, and I saw Nathan slip off his boots and start walking forward...toward the men with guns. Before I could figure out what the hell he was doing, the one in charge yelled, “Stand down.”

      The mercenaries around him appeared confused but slowly began to adjust their positions so that their guns were trained on the ground instead of the BAMC.

      Realizing that Nathan had used his ability to psychically manipulate speech to give the “stand down” order, the strain on every molecule of my body began to ease. Maybe we would get out of this in one piece after all.

      My relief only lasted a few seconds, though, because a new order rang out, this one too clear to miss—“Shoot to kill.”

      The men were clearly experienced, because they were back in fighting position in no longer than one blink. They began advancing on the BAMC...placing Nathan directly in the line of the man in charge.

      Nathan carefully stepped to the right, but he was too late. Despite Nathan’s lack of shoes, the other man must have heard the movement.

      As soon as I saw the gun swing in Nathan’s direction, I started running to him. Fuck the illusion. Fuck staying hidden.

      Behind me, I heard sounds of sudden chaos that didn’t make sense. But I didn’t turn around. I kept forward, intent on getting to Nathan in time.

      I didn’t.

      The mercenary discharged his gun, and though I couldn’t see the bullet, I had no doubt it hit its intended target.

      I reached Nathan’s side just as he began to slump over. Catching him mid-fall, I slowly lowered him to the ground. The man who had shot him kept going, having never seen either one of us.

      My gaze caught sight of the red blooming across Nathan’s chest and his glassy eyes, and my hope died. Still, I tugged off my sweatshirt and pressed it against the wound. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll get you help.”

      He choked out what might have been a laugh. Or maybe it was just his poor attempt at taking a breath. “Tell...Megan...I’m sorry.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Okay, man. I’ll tell her.”

      Seconds passed like hours as I watched him take his last few, ragged breaths. And then nothing. No movement. No sounds. No life.

      The foreign feeling of tears gathering in the corners of my eyes forced me out of my shocked stupor. Nathan was gone, but this wasn’t over yet, and I sure as hell couldn’t stay here and cry over something I couldn’t change.

      Looking up, I witnessed what had caused the sounds of chaos behind me. Mason had changed the illusion so that it appeared like he and his security team had come spilling out of the front door of the BAMC.

      Mason’s form was lying on the ground in front of the building, but thankfully, I could still see the real Mason leaning against the wall.

      He wasn’t looking good, and I didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to keep up the deception. As soon as the mercenaries realized they were shooting at an illusion, we were royally screwed.
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      Adele

      

      Shoot to kill.

      The words rang in my head until they were part of me. All of me. Shoot to kill. Shoot to kill. Shoot to kill.

      I had to do something.

      Forcing a rush of energy that was probably more magic than anything, I sat up, ignoring Stowe’s protests, and reached for the chain holding the Rose talisman and citrine. This was possibly the stupidest idea I’d ever had, but I didn’t care. It was all I had left.

      Closing my eyes, I zeroed all of my attention on the existing image in my mind of the men surrounding the BAMC. It wasn’t difficult to focus. I didn’t have the strength to think about more than one thing, anyway.

      Gripping the talisman and crystal in both hands, I imagined every single one of those mercenaries falling into a deep sleep.

      Energy crackled around me, louder than ever, and I felt it in me this time. Not in a good way. More like it was attacking me, burning me from the inside out.

      And then I slipped away into blissful nothingness.
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        * * *

      

      I sat up with a start, feeling like I’d been injected with an entire tank of caffeine. Looking around me, it took a second for me to realize I was on the couch in Ruby’s living room, surrounding by well, everyone.

      Everyone who had been at the commune, at least.

      Megan and Noah sat on the floor in front of me. Stowe was standing over me, practically hovering. George and Ruby were sitting in chairs across from me, and the rest of the coven was fanned out, making the large space look small. Maddie and her grandmother appeared to be the only ones missing.

      “What happened? What’s going on?” I held a hand to my chest, where my heart was beating rapidly. Too rapidly. “And why do I feel like I’m in the middle of running a marathon but more than ready to start another one?”

      Megan gave me a sheepish smile and pointed to a smooth, red stone that was attached to my wrist with a thin, black cord. “Sorry about that. I did a revitalization spell, and I might have gone a little overboard. You should start feeling like yourself anytime.”

      “How long was I out of it?”

      “Ten minutes, maybe. Long enough for everyone to gather in here.”

      I felt like I was forgetting something, and as I tried to remember, it all came back to me in a flood. “The plantation—what happened? Are they still under attack?”

      Stowe placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Jem got a text through to me a few minutes ago. She said that the mercenaries were all taken care of, and she wanted us to call as soon as you were awake.”

      He didn’t immediately reach for his phone, so I waved my hand impatiently at him. “Call, then.” Another thought hit me, and I said, “Wait. Where’s Geppetto? And what about your mom?”

      It hadn’t occurred to me that Tina wasn’t in the room until that moment. Was she okay?

      “Slow down.” Stowe chuckled lightly. “Mom is fine. She’s currently enjoying watching an imprisoned Geppetto.”

      “So, he survived?” I couldn’t tell if I was disappointed or not. Part of me thought death by blow to the back of the head would have been too quick, too easy, for him.

      “Yes.”

      “What about his minion?”

      “Sorry. He got away during all of the commotion.”

      In other words, he got away while I’d been in the middle of fainting. “Okay. Now, call Jem already.”

      Stowe bent down to press a kiss to my forehead, clearly not irritated with my impatient, somewhat irrational, behavior. “Done.”

      He did as I demanded, holding the phone out in front of him. “Hey, Jem. Adele is awake, and I put you on speakerphone. With everyone.”

      “Everyone, everyone?”

      “Yes. Except my mom and Geppetto. They’re in the other room.”

      “Well, okay, then.”

      “What happened there?” I asked, interrupting their niceties. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Adele. I’m so glad you’re all right.” Her sigh signified her relief. “And it’s a long story, but you should know that you put all of Geppetto’s men to sleep. I have no idea how you did it from so far away, but you did. We would have been in serious trouble without it.”

      “I’m glad it worked. Is everyone okay?” I repeated the question, frustrated that she hadn’t started out by answering that one.

      No sound came from the other end of the phone, and Stowe’s expression grew concerned. “Jem? You still there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.” She cleared her throat. “Two of ours were shot before the men were taken out.”

      Two of ours?

      Jameson? Mason?

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      “You have to tell us who,” Noah said to Jem, his voice soft and encouraging. “It’s okay.”

      “Nathan-and-Heidi.” She said the names so quickly, they sounded like one.

      I sagged against the couch, my relief to hear any names other than Jameson’s or Mason’s so great, I could have sworn I tasted it. But then my gaze caught Megan’s terrified face, and guilt grew where my fear had once lived. Her skin had gone ashen, and she stared at the phone like it held the answers to the universe.

      I reached forward to place my hand on her shoulder, hoping with everything in me that Nathan was going to be okay.

      “We’ve called an ambulance for Heidi,” Jem continued, her tone bleak. “But...well, Nathan didn’t make it.”

      Oh my god.

      My gut clenched and shame took hold. I’d been too late. If only I’d taken the mercenaries out sooner. Why hadn’t I attempted that immediately?

      It hadn’t even crossed my mind, but it should have.

      I opened my mouth to tell Megan I was sorry, but she was already on her feet, running from the room. Nausea rolled through me as the impact of Jem’s news really sank in. It hadn’t even been an hour since Megan had been talking about how Nathan was everything she’d ever wanted in a man. She’d been so happy, and now...he was gone. Just like that.

      Ruby stood, her face grim. “I’ll talk to her.”

      Noah took my hand and squeezed it gently. “It’s not your fault. You did everything humanly, and inhumanly, possible.”

      I blinked back tears. “It wasn’t enough.”

      “Adele!”

      Jameson’s voice suddenly cut through the quiet room, and Stowe handed the cell to me. “Here. I took it off speakerphone.”

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, thank god. I’ve been so worried.”

      “I’m fine.” I ducked my head, hating that everyone was watching me. They had to be so disappointed in me. “I’m sorry I didn’t help you all sooner.”

      “Are you kidding? God, Adele, you saved us. It was about to get really bad, and you stopped them.”

      I quit fighting the tears, allowing them to fall down my face in earnest. “I’m sorry about Heidi.”

      “Stop apologizing.” He made a scoffing noise. “Besides, Heidi is the last person I’m worried about.”

      “What?” That didn’t sound like him. Even though I no longer worried about lingering romantic feelings, he’d always cared about her. That had been obvious.

      “I’ll explain later.”

      “Okay, but there is one more thing I need to apologize for.” My stomach cramped, but I pushed through. “I, uh, used mind control on you in the BAMC...to convince you that Noah and I would be fine. I’m so sorry. I never should have done that, and I feel awful.”

      Silence stretched between us, and I chewed on my cheek to keep from speaking again. I’d said my piece. I needed to give him a chance to say his.

      “I wish you hadn’t felt the need to do that.”

      I nodded, though I knew he couldn’t see me, and wiped away more tears. “Me too.”

      “Next time...will you just talk to me? Tell me I’m being an ass, if you need to, but be upfront with me. I can handle it.”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay, I need to go. Please take care of yourself. And, Adele?”

      “Yes?” I held my breath, waiting for what might come next. Frustration? Anger?

      His voice deepened, his tone gruffly pleading. “Come home to us.”

      Home.

      Where he was.

      Where Jameson, Mason, Noah, Stowe, and I could be together. That was the only place I wanted to be.

      “I will.”

      I ended the call and handed the phone back to Stowe, surprised to find that only he, Noah, and George remained.

      They were watching me with varying degrees of compassion and concern, but I wasn’t in the mood for either. It was time to finish this.

      “Take me to Geppetto.”

      I wasn’t speaking to anyone in particular, but I figured one of them would comply.

      To my surprise, George was the first one to stand. He offered his hand to me, and I allowed him to help me up from the couch. Not that I needed it. Though my heart was no longer racing, my energy level was back to a more normal level.

      He led me into the kitchen and stopped, turning to me. Placing both hands on my shoulders, he looked directly into my eyes. “I know you’re angry, but don’t do something you’ll regret. Make choices your parents would be proud of.”

      I looked at him through still-watery eyes. “You know how to go right for the jugular, don’t you?”

      His smile was wide. “Only because I know you so well.”

      I stretched up to kiss his weathered cheek. “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head toward Ruby’s greenhouse. “He’s out there.”

      Without another word, I walked toward the glass structure and sent Noah and Stowe a mental message, asking them to give me space. Maybe it wasn’t fair to shut them out of this—they had their own vendettas against Geppetto, after all. But I needed to do this alone.

      I found Tina leaning against the wall, her face serene and eyes on the man who had caused her so many years of pain and heartache. He sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by roses in every color of the rainbow.

      The sight struck me in its incongruity. So much beauty against the worst kind of ugliness.

      Tina stepped forward and pulled me into a hug. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “You too.” I couldn’t resist smiling at her. “Nice work on the...you know.” I couldn’t figure out a tasteful way to refer to her knocking Geppetto out with a blunt object.

      She laughed. “We’re all entitled to one moment of insanity in our lives, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Tina took one last look at the prisoner. “Whatever you decide to do to him, make it count.”

      I nodded, understanding her deeper meaning. Now wasn’t a time to be consumed with hatred or revenge. It was a time to consider justice, in its most basic form.

      “I won’t let you down.”

      Once she was gone, I turned to Geppetto. His wrists and ankles were zip-tied to the metal chair, and there was an entire length of rope surrounding his chest and stomach. That part probably wasn’t necessary, but whoever had taken care of restraining him had probably hoped to make him uncomfortable.

      From the pained expression on his face, I’d guess it was working.

      I took a few steps toward him. “Seems the tables have turned.”

      “You’re not a killer, Adele.”

      His tone suggested confidence, but I detected something else behind the words. Reaching out with the aura reading ability I’d borrowed from doe-eyed Charity, I immediately sensed his terror, and I allowed myself to taste it, savoring it. Not for long. Just a few seconds.

      “I certainly understand why you’d want to believe that.”

      “I have people waiting to hear from me. If they don’t, you and your friends will be in more danger than ever.”

      I smiled at his change in tactics. They didn’t scare me anymore. Fear didn’t breed loyalty, and Geppetto had always used fear to control people.

      Remembering the ability to cause pain that I’d stolen from his minion, I flexed my fingers, tempted to give it a try. If I was going to test the ability on anyone, it should be Geppetto. It was only fitting, especially after what happened to Nathan.

      Make choices your parents would be proud of.

      George’s words echoed in my head, and I closed my eyes for a few seconds, centering myself. I refused to stoop to Geppetto’s level.

      “Tell me something. What really happened to my mother?” I’d waited so long for the answer to this question, and I wasn’t going to wait any longer. “And don’t bother lying. I’ll know.”

      Not technically true, but he didn’t know that.

      He stared at me, and I picked up on his thoughts as he debated whether to tell me the truth. Finally, he decided he might as well attempt to gain my favor by being honest.

      “Your mother made a mistake. She went to an estate sale at the Drake mansion after her friends were killed in that unfortunate explosion.”

      I snorted. “You mean the unfortunate explosion you ordered?”

      He ignored me. “I had one of my people stationed there, and he picked up on the fact that she was trying to read memories through different objects. My guess is that she was looking for clues. She wanted to get to the bottom of what happened to her friends.

      “I had her followed after that. I wasn’t certain of her connection to the Drakes, but I couldn’t take a chance that she would blow everything up.” His lips twitched. “Pun not intended.”

      Anger surged through my belly. He was making jokes? Now?

      “And?” I demanded, impatient.

      “That day—when she was hit by a car—it was an accident. My guy was following her, and he was talking on his cell phone, if you can believe it. He wasn’t paying attention, and he hit her. She died on impact, and he fled the scene.”

      I waited for some indication that he was lying, but it never appeared. And, somehow, without using any kind of psychic abilities, I knew he was telling the truth.

      “You didn’t murder my mom?”

      “No, Adele, I didn’t.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t have, given more time.”

      He couldn’t argue. Even he knew there was no point. History spoke for itself.

      “Thank you for telling me the truth.”

      I didn’t feel anger or relief or really anything. At the end of the day, maybe it had never mattered why my mom died. I’d lost her just the same.

      And that realization was oddly freeing.

      I could continue hanging onto the bitterness and hate. Or I could let it go and be happy.

      I was choosing the latter.

      “You’re welcome,” Geppetto said warmly, suddenly appearing more hopeful. “I can tell you whatever you want to know. We can work together. We can—”

      He stopped abruptly, his aura darkening as I bridged the rest of the space between us, a resolved, cheerful smile taking over my face. I was going to enjoy this.

      I settled my hand over his arm, not even minding the touch this time.

      “Say goodbye to your memories, Geppetto.”
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      Noah

      

      I was watching Adele while she slept.

      Yeah, I was officially that guy.

      But I couldn’t seem to help myself. Yesterday had been one of those days when I’d wondered if I would lose her.

      And to make matters worse, any chance I’d had of helping her through her confrontation with Geppetto was stolen from me. I understood why Ruby had put me under a sleeping spell. She’d been protecting me and, in turn, Adele. But it still stung.

      Feeling powerless was nothing new for me. Yet, that had pushed me to a whole new level of helplessness.

      It had been assuaged somewhat when Adele had crawled into bed with me last night and asked me to hold her. That was something I could do. Something I would always do.

      I stared down at her pale, lovely face, deciding she looked a little bit like a doll when she slept. Her features were too perfect to be real. Her skin was free of blemishes, her lips rosy, her cheeks lightly stained with pink.

      Her brow creased, and I caressed it with my thumb, hoping to smooth it. She tossed her head back and forth, moaning.

      “Adele.” I slid down and pulled her into my chest. “Shhh. You’re dreaming.”

      She continued to struggle, and a disconcerting mixture of pain and sadness flowed into me. I’d never picked up those kinds of emotions from her when she was sleeping.

      “Adele.” I spoke louder, trying to wake her. Whatever was causing her pain, I wanted it to stop. “Adele.”

      She suddenly stopped fighting me, and her eyes popped open. It took her a few seconds to focus on me, but when she did, her body finally relaxed.

      “Hey.” I kissed her cheek, which was warmer than it should have been. “You okay? Are you running a fever?”

      Shaking her head, she pushed her hair away from her face. “I’m fine. I think it was just the vis—uh, dream.”

      Vision? Was that what she started to say?

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      Not a lie.

      “Okay. You want me to call down for some breakfast?” It was still early, but I could always count on Mason’s kitchen staff to deliver food any time of day or night.

      “I’m not hungry.” She shivered, and it seemed that she’d gone from overheated to chilled in only a few seconds. “Can we just stay in bed for a while?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I scooted down on the bed and opened my arm for her. She accepted my offer and snuggled into my side.

      Her emotions were all over the place, and I wasn’t sure what was causing her turmoil. Was she thinking about everything that happened yesterday? Was she still blaming herself for Nathan? I hoped not. As tragic as his death had been, she’d been no more responsible than Jameson had been. Or me or Stowe or any of us.

      But I knew she would continue feeling the loss for a long time, maybe forever. Especially knowing how devastated Megan was.

      “Can I ask you something?” Her voice was timid, making me more than a little curious. What was this woman thinking about? Sometimes, she managed to stump even me.

      “Anything.”

      I heard her hesitation in the resulting silence. But I didn’t push. Instead, I let my fingers trail up and down her arm while I waited. I could be patient.

      “If you had the choice, would you give up your abilities?”

      “Yes.” Though I hadn’t been expecting the question, it was a simple one to answer.

      She released a short laugh. “You’ve given this some thought.”

      “You have no idea.” More than thought. I used to obsess over it. “Before I learned to accept my ability, I spent years mostly alone and miserable.”

      “You’re not miserable now.”

      “No.” Thanks to you. I kept that part to myself, though, because I could tell she sincerely wanted to hear what I had to say on the subject. “And I truly have accepted it. It’s a part of me, whether I like it or not.”

      “But you’d still make it go away…if you could?” I was picking up on a hell of a lot of uncertainty from her now, and I wasn’t sure what it was about.

      Patience. That was my middle name.

      “Absolutely.”

      “You wouldn’t miss getting to basically read people’s minds?”

      I chuckled. “Not at all. Except maybe you.” I kissed the side of her neck. “Knowing—feeling—what you like does have its benefits.”

      Even though we were in the middle of a conversation, my mouth seemed to have a mind of its own. I used my lips to follow a path up her neck, grazing her ear and then jaw as I made my way to her lips. She sighed into me, and my dick twitched.

      My body was telling me to keep kissing her, but my brain was telling me that something was going on with Adele. Though she wasn’t saying much, she was undoubtedly doing a lot of thinking.

      I listened to my brain and forced myself to withdraw from her. “What’s really going on? You can talk to me about anything.”

      “I know.” She sat up and gave me a serene smile. “That’s why I want to do this for you.”
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      Adele

      

      “Do what?”

      Ignoring Noah’s question, I pressed my mouth to his and began dragging his empathy into me, like I was sucking up his very life essence. And, in a way, I was. Noah wouldn’t be the same when I was done with him.

      I knew it was a selfish thought—knew it with every fiber of my being—but I would miss the way he knew exactly what I was thinking and the perfect thing to say, to do, to make everything better.

      But this was the right thing to do. For Noah. For us.

      And that knowledge, seeing a brighter future for the man I loved, was what spurred me on when my resolve started to weaken. I was taking this choice from him, because he couldn’t make it for himself.

      Not because he didn’t want to permanently give up his empathy. Clearly, he did. But he wouldn’t take the chance that I’d get stuck with it. He wouldn’t—I would.

      I felt a little like a succubus as a I continued to kiss him while I stole his psychic ability. But I didn’t want him to see this as me taking something from him. I wanted him to see this as a gift.

      I sensed the moment that my magic began to rebel against me, even though I wasn’t using the citrine this time. It wanted to take me under, to take me over, but I didn’t let it. Instead, I pushed it away from me, knowing the deed was already done.

      When I released Noah’s mouth, he practically fell off the bed in his hurry to get away from me. “What…what did you do?”

      He clutched at his chest, like the place where his supernatural empathy used to reside was now hollow.

      His emotions crashed into me, and I recognized confusion, fear, and most importantly, hope.

      I moved forward and placed my hands over his on his chest. “It’s okay, Noah. You’re free.”

      He shook his head, disbelief and horror and wonder warring for dominance. “Adele, no. How—? Why—? You shouldn’t have—”

      I fused my mouth to his again, stopping the confused words from continuing to tumble from his lips. My chest hurt, and I was sweating, both results of his tumultuous emotions. But I didn’t care. It was worth it.

      And it was worth it when I felt the shift in him. The confusion was still there, but desire and love broke through the surface, pushing the other emotions aside.

      With his passion surging through me, I fell into him, my skin buzzing and my panties already damp. Oh, god. No wonder he’d had trouble lasting. He’d barely touched me, and I was ready to come unglued.

      “Adele.” Noah tore his mouth away from mine to stare at me. “Seriously. You can’t do this. You took my empathy. That means you have to live with it now.”

      I stroked his cheek, scraping my hand on the light dusting of scruff that covered it. “Don’t worry, I won’t have to live with it for long.”

      “I don’t understand. How do you know that?”

      My stomach twisted as pieces of my dream—vision—filtered through my mind. “I’ve seen the future.”

      A knock on the door interrupted us, and I was grateful. I didn’t want to explain more, even to Noah. Not until after it was finished. Over.

      “Come in,” I called.

      Stowe stepped through the bedroom door. “Morning. I wasn’t sure if you would be up already.”

      “It’s been kind of a strange morning.” Noah snorted at that, but I ignored him, rising up to my tiptoes to kiss Stowe’s bearded cheek. “I need to take a shower and get dressed. Will you wait for me?” I looked from him to Noah. “Both of you? I need your help with something.”

      Noah, appearing baffled, yet still in awe of what I’d done, nodded.

      “Do I get to shower with you?” Stowe asked hopefully. I could feel his desire, and it was damn tempting to accept his offer.

      “How about later?”

      “Fine,” he sighed. “But I’m holding you to that. A week was too long to spend apart.”

      Agreed.

      During my shower, I’d expected to obsess about what I was getting ready to do. But any uncertainty I might have been feeling seemed to roll off of me and disappear down the drain.

      This was the right choice. The only choice.

      Without any lingering doubts plaguing me, I dressed and led Noah and Stowe to the other side of the mansion and up the stairs to the third floor. Using a key Mason had given me, I unlocked the door to Elizabeth’s apartment and stepped inside.

      Elizabeth was back in her chair by the window, and her nurse was in the kitchen, clearly in the middle of making breakfast.

      “Hi. Do you mind giving me a little time alone with her?” I hated to interrupt the woman’s work, but now that we were here, I couldn’t bear to put this off for any longer.

      “Not at all.” She wiped her hands on a dishcloth. “I’ll wait downstairs, if that’s okay?”

      “Thank you.”

      Once the nurse was gone, I turned to Noah and Stowe. I could feel their confusion tinged with worry, so I made sure to smile at them. It wasn’t even forced, I was surprised to find. I was completely at peace with my decision.

      “I just need you two to be here, and no matter what happens, don’t interrupt. After...well, after, you can take me to Mason’s room. It’s the closest.”

      “Now, wait a second,” Stowe interrupted. “You can’t say something like that and expect us not to ask questions.”

      I placed a hand on his chest, intending it to be a calming gesture. “I get it, but I’m asking you to trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Adele,” he groaned. “You drive me crazy sometimes. You know that?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. I loved him so much...particularly when I was driving him crazy. “Yeah, I know.”

      Noah slipped an arm around my waist. “Whatever you need from us, we’ll do it.”

      I looked up into his stunning blue eyes and attempted to memorize the feelings of trust and adoration radiating from him. I never wanted to forget them. “Thank you.”

      Stowe took a step closer to me and, not seeming concerned by Noah’s proximity, kissed me roughly on the lips. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you better not be doing anything stupid.”

      “I happen to think it’s the smartest thing I’ve ever done.”

      I drew away from both of my men and walked to Elizabeth’s side, sitting in the chair where Mason normally sat. She looked so peaceful, I almost hated to put an end to that. Life after today would probably be anything but peaceful, at least for a while.

      After one last glance at Stowe and Noah for courage, I reached for the citrine hanging around my neck with one hand and Elizabeth’s hand with the other. Just like I’d done with Tina, I began imagining her lost memories as photos being added to an album.

      The psychic-magical cocktail that I still didn’t quite understand immediately took hold, and I metaphorically sat back, watching as Elizabeth’s memories flowed through me and back to her. But, unlike when I’d gone through this process with Tina, my magic quickly began to stir, like it was restless and wanted to get it out. The crackle of energy I’d become so used to grew louder with every second that passed, until it was deafening.

      Heat traveled under my skin, through my very veins, and searing pain settled behind my eyes. It became difficult to breathe, and I stopped being able to feel my limbs. From numbness or pain, I couldn’t even tell anymore.

      Still, I didn’t release the crystal or Elizabeth. I couldn’t. Not until every missing piece of her past was returned.

      The memories persisted flowing across my vision, a blur of colors and sounds. I lost sense of time and space as the onslaught continued. Blackness clawed at me, but I struggled against it. Just when I was ready to give up, I would see a glimpse of Mason, and my strength was renewed.

      I could survive this.

      I had to hang on.

      When the energy rushing through me finally diminished to a low burn, I no longer had the capacity to decipher whether I’d fully restored Elizabeth’s memories. As the blackness that had been threatening took me under, my body convulsing, I sent up a small prayer that it had all been worth it.
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        * * *

      

      I came to gradually, the world dim and blurry until it wasn’t.

      “Oh, thank god.”

      At the sound of Jem’s voice, I looked around the room, seeking her out. I was back in my suite, and she’d been sitting in the chair in the corner. Now, she strode to me, her expression cautiously optimistic. Or, at least, that’s how I was interpreting it. It wasn’t like I could read her emotions or anything. That ability was gone.

      They were all gone.

      “Noah, Stowe, and my overprotective brother have been hovering every second since you passed out,” Jem said as she flopped on the bed next to me. “I finally convinced them to go get some food. Take a walk. Something. They’ll probably freak out when they realize you woke up while they were gone.”

      I pushed up to a sitting position, surprised to find that I felt, well, fine. Normal. “How long was I out of it?”

      She checked her watch. “Oh, a good twenty-eight hours, give or take a few minutes.”

      Holy shit. I’d been sleeping for more than a day? No wonder I felt better.

      “Do you want to explain what the hell happened?”

      “What do you already know?” I hedged.

      “Not much. Megan came by last night and checked on you. She said...” Jem pulled her long ponytail over her shoulder and started playing with the strands. “She said she thought you were fine physically but not...I don’t know. Psychically or magically.”

      I bit back a snicker at her choice of words. It wasn’t like her to hold back or beat around the bush.

      “How was Megan?” Her name was currently synonymous with sorrow. I couldn’t hear it without thinking of Nathan. And I couldn’t think of Nathan without seeing, experiencing, Megan’s devastation.

      Jem shook her head. “Not good. I don’t think it was healthy for her to come to the plantation so soon after...”

      So soon after Nathan was murdered here. Yeah, I got it.

      “She shouldn’t have come. I was fine.”

      Jem scowled at me. “Well, none of us knew that. Stowe and Noah told us how strange you were acting before the event, and that wasn’t exactly reassuring.”

      “The event? Is that what we’re calling it?”

      She shrugged. “It seemed as good as anything else. Now, will you please stop trying to change the subject and tell me what the hell happened?”

      I sighed. “Why don’t you call the guys back? I only want to go through this once.”

      “What about Mason?”

      My ears perked up at the question. “Why? Is something wrong with him?” Or Elizabeth? Damn it, I hadn’t even asked.

      “No. He’s on the grounds somewhere with his mother, and I didn’t know if you’d want to interrupt. Between him having to deal with what happened at the BAMC and stopping in here to check on you every chance he gets, they haven’t had much time together.”

      “So...Elizabeth is okay?”

      I smoothed my suddenly-damp palms against the sheets as I waited for her to answer. I didn’t merely want the news to be good—I needed it to be.

      “Yeah, Adele, she’s perfect.” Her trademark grin stretched across her face. I hadn’t seen it enough lately, and it instantly made me relax. “Thanks to you.”

      “I’m glad. And, no, don’t interrupt them. Mason needs time with his mother.”

      While Jem messaged Jameson, Stowe, and Noah, I took another shower. Though it seemed like I’d taken one a few minutes before, I needed to wash away the intervening day.

      When I emerged from the bathroom twenty minutes later, Jameson and Stowe were pacing the room like caged panthers. Jem was watching them with amusement. And Noah was sitting back, observing everything and appearing completely at ease.

      Though his skin was still relatively pale against his espresso-colored hair, it looked healthy. It no longer held traces of the strained pallor I was used to seeing. His bright eyes were shining. And he was wearing that half-crooked grin I’d only seen a handful of times.

      He looked incredible.

      Happy.

      Whole.

      Apparently sensing my presence even without his psychic empathy, he looked up, and the half-crooked grin turned into a full smile. If it didn’t sound so ridiculous, I might have even said he was glowing. He was that transformed.

      And my heart jumped with joy. It might have even thrown up a high five.

      “Fuck, Adele.” Jameson crossed the room in no more than three strides and wrapped me in his arms. “You scared us.”

      “I’m sorry.” I breathed in the scent of coffee clinging to his shirt. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”

      Warmth enveloped my back, and I felt Stowe’s arms slide around my waist. “You’re not ever allowed to do that to me again. You got that? I thought you were dying.”

      I lifted my head to look up at him. “What?”

      His round face was somber, but his eyes still shown with affection. “You started shaking, having a seizure or something, and you wouldn’t wake up. I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

      “I’m so, so sorry. But I’m fine now. You don’t have to worry.”

      He shook his head at me. “I’ll always worry about you.”

      That was probably true.

      Noah appeared behind Jameson. “Can I get in there?”

      Stowe stretched out a long arm and yanked Noah into the fold. Surrounded by the three of them was better than being in the middle of a Psych Squad sandwich...and I was going to stop there with the food analogies.

      The only thing missing was Mason.

      “Uh, this isn’t going to get kinky, is it?” Jem asked from across the room.

      I laughed, and Jameson rolled his eyes.

      But knowing she was getting impatient with us, I gave each of the guys a hug before breaking up the circle. We could get back to that later.

      “I’m aware that you all want to know what happened, and I’ll explain everything. But, first, I want you to know that I wouldn’t do anything differently. I’m not upset, and I don’t regret it. Not any of it.”

      Well, except for Nathan. I would never stop regretting that.

      According to Jem, Heidi was going to pull through, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Part of me understood why she’d done what she did—a miniscule part. I’d been known to act irrationally in order to protect the people I cared about. But her actions had directly resulted in the mercenaries showing up at the plantation when they did. Not to mention, the tracker she’d planted on me. So many more people could have been hurt...or killed.

      The one thing I did know? She’d officially pushed Jem, Jameson, Noah, and Stowe out of her life for good. From what Jem had said, the only thing that had kept her brother from storming down to the hospital and reaming her ass was the fact that he didn’t want to leave the plantation while I was unconscious. That particular tidbit had filled me with an inordinate amount of satisfaction, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit it.

      Returning my attention to my audience, I took my time explaining what had been going on every time I used the citrine and my concerns about its instability. I saw frustration on their faces, especially Jameson’s, but no one interrupted.

      Then, I told them everything that had happened the day before...well, I guessed that was actually two days ago now. I didn’t hold anything back, even describing how I’d been tempted to cause Geppetto pain. And, in the end, how I’d come to the decision to steal all of his memories instead.

      “It was partially something George said to me. And Tina.” I smiled at Stowe. “I knew we had to take him out of the equation, once and for all. But I wanted the result to resemble actual justice. I’d already healed his body, and I couldn’t bring myself to reverse that.

      “When it came down to it, taking all of his memories seemed like the only option. After what he did to Tina and Elizabeth, it felt right. And now he won’t ever be able to hurt anyone again.”

      Before I’d even left the commune, Mason had already arranged for a psychiatric institution to take him. And not the pleasant kind, either. He’d be staring at stark white walls for the rest of his life. If he even had the presence of mind to understand what he was seeing.

      That image gave me a little too much pleasure. But I figured I was entitled.

      Jameson’s frown loosened. “If you think any of us disagree with your decision, you couldn’t be more wrong.”

      “My brother is right.” Jem grinned. “I mean, I wouldn’t have been upset if you’d shot him up with some psychically-induced pain first, but you made the right choice.”

      “Hell, yeah,” Stowe added.

      I smiled but still found myself waiting for Noah’s reaction. With or without his empathic abilities, he was my conscience.

      “I don’t mean this to be condescending, so please don’t take it that way.” Noah shook his head, like he couldn’t quite get over something. I wasn’t sure what it meant until he spoke again. “I’m so fucking proud of you, Adele. Everything that happened, everything you’ve done. You amaze me. You knock me off my feet. I’m in awe of you.”

      My eyes filled with tears, and I immediately wiped them away. Damn it. There wasn’t supposed to be any crying today.

      “Um, yeah, what Noah said,” Stowe added dryly. “I second that.”

      Jameson nodded with mock solemnity. “You can put me down for one of those as well.”

      I laughed, grateful for the levity. It would keep me from curling up into a ball of conflicting emotions. But my laugher swiftly died. I needed to get through the rest of it, and quick.

      “Are you still in awe of me now that I’m powerless?”

      Maybe it was ridiculous to be worried about their responses, but they’d befriended me—and the guys had fall in love with me—while my abilities were on the rise. What if they didn’t feel the same now that I was no longer that person and never would be again?

      “What, exactly, do you mean?” Jameson’s voice was soft. Gentle, even.

      “Megan’s suspicions were correct. I’m fine physically. You don’t have to worry about that. But whether continuing to use the citrine caused it, or it would have happened anyway, my powers are gone.”

      This spell should only be used by a witch who is willing to lose more than she gains.

      The warning on the citrine spell made sense now. Except, I hadn’t lost more than I’d gained. Not by a long shot.

      “All of my powers are gone. I’m no longer a psychic. And I’m not sure I even have access to my magic anymore.”

      I thought about explaining how I’d seen it happen in a vision—a series of visions, really—while I was sleeping but decided to keep the details to myself. They felt personal. Like the visions had been presented to me as a choice.

      If I’d stopped using the citrine, stopped stealing and even borrowing abilities, I might not have lost it all. But, then, I’d never have been able to heal Elizabeth. And that had been more important than all the rest.

      Jem was the first one to speak. “Well, I, for one, am relieved. It was getting kind of annoying—you, saving the world all the time while the rest of us watched.” She pulled me into a hug. “You will always be one of us, bestie. The psychic stuff never mattered.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered as I attempted not to cry. Again.

      Stowe picked Jem up by the waist, moving her, before taking her place and pulling me onto his lap. He shifted my position until we were face-to-face. Then, he lowered his forehead to mine, reminding me of a similar moment in the limo, right before our first kiss.

      “You know I never cared about what you can do. I’ve only ever cared about you. Who you are. How you make me feel. And I feel damn lucky to have you in my life. That’s all that matters to me.”

      I brushed my lips over his. “You can’t feel half as lucky as I do. I love you.”

      “Well, how about that?” Jameson moved to my other side. He didn’t remove me from Stowe’s lap but leaned forward and tilted my chin toward him. “This time, Stowe managed to say just the right thing.”

      I nodded, giving up on holding back the tears. “Yeah, he did.”

      “I second them. You, your heart, your love. Those are the only things that matter to me.”

      My chin wobbled, but I didn’t let that hold me back from leaning forward to lightly kiss him. “I love you.”

      Noah knelt down on the floor in front of me, his smile radiant. “I don’t think I can beat either of those speeches. But, Adele, you’re my best friend. My love. My inspiration. And, now, you’ve become my savior. You’ve healed something in me that I’d given up on ever fixing. You own every part of me, and I couldn’t love you any more, even if you could make the stars dance in the sky with nothing more than the brilliance of your smile.”

      Jameson groaned, and Stowe said, “C’mon, man. You couldn’t let me have this one?”

      I laughed, even as I swiped tears from my cheeks. These men. Damn, they were breaking my heart and putting it back together all within a series of breaths.

      Leaning forward, I caressed Noah’s lips with my own. “That was beautiful. And I love you.”

      A throat cleared across the room, and I looked up, startled to find Jem watching us, her arms crossed over her chest. I’d totally forgotten she was there. “Well, that may have been the most disturbing thing I’ve ever witnessed. And the sweetest,” she added under her breath, though it was loud enough for all of us to hear. “Now, can we please go get some food?

      Jameson sighed. “Way to ruin a moment, Jem.” But he stood and lifted me off of Stowe’s lap. “But she’s right. We need to get some food in you.”

      Jem released an exaggerated gasp. “Did you all hear that? Jammy admitted that I was right.”

      “Jammy?” Jameson growled. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      She shrugged innocently. “If Adele gets to call you that, I do too.”

      “When has Adele ever called me Jammy?” He scrunched up his nose, like he’d smelled something rotten, and I laughed.

      Maybe, just maybe, things were returning to normal.

      A new normal.

      A better one.
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      Adele

      

      I thumbed through the clothes hanging in my closet, searching. For months, I hadn’t taken any great joy out of what I wore. I’d been satisfied with jeans, leggings, sweaters, and jackets. Average clothes for an anything-but-average woman.

      But, now?

      I’d only been awake after losing my powers for a few hours, and I was already feeling more like the old Adele.

      Not the girl who was determined to hide from the world. She was gone, and I didn’t see her ever returning. No, I was feeling like the Adele who longed to wander an estate sale and who embraced her quirky, retro sense of style.

      Spotting a long-sleeve dress with a subtle plaid pattern and gold skinny belt around the natural waist, I smiled. Perfect. The Psych Squad would probably tease me about “dressing” for dinner, but I didn’t care.

      Discarding my jeans and sweater, I stepped into the dress, zipped it up, and fastened the belt. Already feeling more like the old me, I slipped on a pair of navy flats with gold buckles and turned toward the mirror.

      Staring at my reflection, I attempted to catch a glimpse of the old Adele. But I still couldn’t seem to find her. Instead of the girl I used to be, I saw a stronger, happier woman. A woman who was ready to face this new and uncertain future.

      Maybe I wasn’t that girl anymore, but I wasn’t Adele, the too-powerful psychic-witch hybrid either. I was something in between, the product of my experiences. Of my losses. And my wins.

      I pulled part of my hair away from my face, like I used to always wear it, before allowing it to fall again. I didn’t intend to hide any part of me. Not my boyfriends or my style choices or my unruly hair.

      This is me.

      And I liked who I saw.

      Checking the time, I realized it was too early to go downstairs for dinner. Without a destination in mind, I left my suite and started walking. When I ended up outside of Mason’s bedroom a few minutes later, I wasn’t particularly surprised.

      I still hadn’t seen him, and I yearned to.

      The door was cracked, so I pushed it the rest of the way open and slipped into the dark room. Drawn to the French doors, I flung them open and stepped out onto the balcony. The air was crisp but not cold, and the sun was getting ready to set, casting a soft glow over the plantation grounds.

      I leaned against the railing and inhaled the sweet scent of honeysuckle mixed with the woodsier scents of pine and cedar. It made me long for more moments like this, when I could sit back and soak up the fresh air and beauty of my surroundings.

      When had I started taking the simple things in life for granted?

      Hearing a click behind me, I spun to find Mason stalking toward me. He engulfed me with his arms—his entire body, really—and I melted into him.

      “Adele.” He nuzzled my neck with his nose. “I—”

      He sighed, his breath warm on my skin. “I just—I’m speechless. Nothing I say could ever...fuck.”

      I drew back, lifting my head to find his eyes shining with unshed tears. The sight made my heart skip a beat, or three. “You don’t have to say anything. I did what I did because I love you. And I’d do it again, a thousand times over, if I had to.”

      He slid his hands up my body until he was cradling my jaw. “I love you so much, little thief. And I don’t ever want to lose you.”

      “You won’t.”

      He lowered his head and fastened his lips to mine. Considering the soft tenor to his voice, I expected a slow, sensuous kiss. But it was nothing of the sort.

      Mason’s kiss was crushing. Punishing. Claiming.

      He kissed me with his entire body, one hand tangling in my hair while the other roamed over my back and ass. His chest heaving, his hips thrusting, and his legs backing me up against the side of the house, I couldn’t decide if he was a study in impassioned restraint or uncontrolled fervor.

      Somehow, he was both.

      And I couldn’t get enough.

      As one of his hands lifted the edge of my dress and slipped underneath, soft warning bells went off in my head. Though we were hidden in the shadows, we were outside, where anyone could happen upon us.

      But almost as quickly as the bells sounded, I willed them out of existence. I didn’t care about anyone else. If someone saw us, he or she could turn right around. The world only consisted of me and Mason. Nothing else, no one else, mattered. Not for this moment.

      His hand traveled up my thigh, and I latched onto his beltloops, tugging him closer. Through his pants, his erection pressed into my belly, and I longed to reach for it. To feel his smooth cock, to stroke it in my hand.

      As I struggled with the button on his pants, Mason brushed a finger over my already-damp panties and groaned. “I need to be inside you.”

      “Please.” It was an appeal and a command all rolled into one breathy plea.

      He didn’t require any more encouragement, tearing off my thong with one aggressive tug. Then, before I’d had time to do more than take a few shallow breaths, he’d retrieved a condom from his wallet, unzipped his pants, and rolled it on.

      With deftness only a man with his level of strength and agility could manage, he lifted my thighs and wrapped them around his waist. He fused his mouth to mine again, as though he wanted to take my breath, my very essence, and keep it for his own.

      I draped my arms around his neck, clinging to him for dear life. He wasn’t inside of me yet, but he was so close I could taste it. I squirmed, begging with my body and then my words. “Please, Mason.”

      In response, he gripped my hips and settled me over his length, plunging inside of me with one powerful thrust. I cried out, pleasure immediately replacing the twinge of pain.

      “You okay?” he asked, his movements frozen.

      “Never better,” I rasped.

      “Thank god.”

      He began moving in and out of me then, sinking into me so deep, I could have sworn I was seeing stars. It didn’t matter that we were both still fully dressed. Or that we were on the balcony, where anyone could see us.

      Our coming together was raw and passionate and exactly what we both needed. We were in the spot where we’d first met, and there was a kind of dramatic parallelism to it that I loved. It felt meant to be.

      When I thought it couldn’t get any better, he swiveled his hips, hitting just the right spot. I dug my fingers into his shoulders as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me. All the while, he pounded into me, urging my orgasm to go on and on, as though he was a hypnotist, and my body was his willing servant.

      As I finally started to come down from the high, he whispered my name before stilling.

      Mason carefully lowered me to my feet, and his eyes skimmed over me, his hands following the same path. “I like this dress.”

      “I think it’s officially my new favorite.”

      He leaned forward, resting his lips on mine. It wasn’t really a kiss. More a meeting of souls.

      I couldn’t remember another time when I’d felt so grounded, so sure of myself and the decisions that had led me here. And I had a feeling Mason was thinking something similar.

      We’d made it. That, alone, was something to celebrate.

      “There isn’t anything I don’t love about you, little thief.” In his smooth-as-silk voice, the words reminded me of a love ballad.

      “Even my lack of psychic abilities?” I couldn’t resist asking. I had to assume he’d already heard.

      “Especially that. Damn, Adele.” He drew his head back a little, so he could look at me. “You do realize that there’s no sacrifice I can ever make, no gift I can ever give that will compare to what you did for me and mother, don’t you?”

      “That doesn’t matter. I love you. This isn’t a tit for tat kind of thing.”

      “I’m sorry. What did you say about tits?” Even in the growing darkness, his white teeth seemed to glow as he grinned.

      I laughed and glanced down at my fully-covered chest. “Pretty sure they’re feeling neglected, now that you mention it.”

      “Well, we can’t have that, can we?”

      He took my hand and led me into his bedroom, where he made love to me a second time, worshipping every inch of my body like it was his job. We didn’t rush, and he made sure to give the girls all the attention they’d missed out on the first time.

      “What now?” Mason asked into the darkness.

      I’d lost track of how much time had passed while we’d given his mattress a considerable workout. But there was no longer even a hint of light filtering through the blinds, and we’d clearly missed dinner.

      “I wouldn’t mind some food.”

      He chuckled and pulled me into his side. “No, what now for Adele Rose? You took out the bad guy and saved everyone. So, what next?”

      Not everyone, I thought, but I didn’t say that aloud. I didn’t want to bring Mason down with that kind of heaviness. Not tonight.

      “A trip to Disney World?” I teased.

      “Oh, I think we can do better than that. Where have you always wanted to go?”

      Everywhere.

      “If I had to pick just one, Machu Picchu.”

      “Peru, huh? Okay, then, we’ll start there. What else?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      It was the truth. For most of my life, I’d never had to ask those kinds of questions. I’d known the answer. I was going to marry a kind, stable man and manage my mother’s antique shop. There was nothing else, and I’d been okay with that.

      Or, I’d believed I was okay with it.

      “I don’t think I want to re-open Whitehurst Antiques, not after everything that’s happened. But I do want to return to my love of the past. Somehow.”

      Mason reached over to turn on the bedside lamp. I squinted in the sudden light, surprised to find an excited smile on his face.

      “Take the plantation.”

      Um, what?

      “What do you mean?” I asked cautiously.

      “I mean, I want you to have the plantation, for you to do whatever you want with it. Make it into a historical landmark or museum or whatever. I don’t care. It’s yours.”

      I shook my head. “No, Mason. No way. This is your home.”

      “Oh, please. This place has never been a real home…at least, not until you moved in. And I don’t need to be that eccentric character who lives in a huge mansion by himself anymore.”

      “That’s right,” I surmised aloud. “You can be whoever you want to be. Do whatever you want to do.”

      He flopped back on the bed. “Yeah, I guess I can. Wow, I have no idea what I’m going to do with myself.”

      I reached for his hand, contentment warming me like hot chocolate on a winter day. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

      We had our whole lives in front of us—Mason, Jameson, Stowe, Noah, and me.

      That wasn’t to say we’d never encounter obstacles or even danger. Both were inevitable.

      But what we did with our lives from here on out was our choice. We wouldn’t be constrained by hidden identities or expectations or insecurities.

      We knew better.

      And we could start our new life with a touch of hope and a whole lot of love.

      A sudden pounding on the door made me sit up straight. “Hey, lovebirds,” Jameson called. “Are you two done having wild, and super loud, monkey sex yet?”

      I buried my head in my hands. It was an instinctual reaction. I wasn’t actually embarrassed. What would be the point?

      “No,” Mason yelled back, though he was grinning. “We plan on having wild, super loud monkey sex all night.”

      “Oh, good,” Stowe said as he pushed the door open. “That means I get to watch.”

      “I’m sorry.” Noah ducked his head as he followed Jameson and Stowe into the bedroom. “I tried to stop them.”

      Stowe dove onto the bed, somehow making the luxurious mattress bounce like it was a trampoline. “You two have been holed up in here for too long. We were getting lonely.”

      Mason raised an eyebrow as Jameson and Noah both found spots on the bed. “Good thing there’s room for everyone.”

      And, there was room for all four of them. In my bed. In my life. And especially in my heart.
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      Adele

      

      “Oh, Adele.”

      I caught Jem’s gaze in the full-length mirror and watched as she wiped a tear. “You look so beautiful.”

      Returning my attention to my reflection, I found that I had to agree. The blush pink gown was the perfect complement to my hair, which was curled and pinned to drape over one shoulder. Though it wasn’t the color of a traditional wedding dress, it was in the style of one. The off-the-shoulder gown hugged my waist and flared into a bell-shaped skirt full enough for a princess. Delicate antique lace accents edged the bodice and hemline, adding an air of soft elegance.

      My future mothers-in-law had been rather dubious about my choice of blush. But this wasn’t a conventional wedding, and I refused to be held to conventional standards. I wanted to look and feel beautiful. That’s all I cared about.

      And this gown felt like me—a modern woman with an undoubtedly classic flair.

      “I do look rather pretty, don’t I?”

      “More than pretty,” Megan said as she entered the room. She handed me a bouquet of blush and burgundy roses that Ruby had grown specially for this occasion. “There. Now you’re perfect.”

      “Not quite.” Jem stepped forward and removed her locket from her neck. She wound the chain around the lace-wrapped stem, her smile wistful. “You can’t have a wedding without that.”

      “Commitment ceremony,” I corrected automatically.

      Jem rolled her eyes. “Oh, give it up already. Everyone considers this a wedding, except you.”

      Megan nodded. “She’s right. You might as well accept it.”

      “Okay, fine.” I sighed dramatically. “I’m getting married. At my wedding. Happy now?”

      They nodded simultaneously, much like twin bobbleheads. Very pretty bobbleheads, in their matching burgundy dresses, updos, and flawless makeup.

      I gazed down at the locket, and with the tips of my fingers, I brushed the angel wings where they met to create a heart. It was almost difficult to believe that this simple piece of jewelry had been the catalyst for…well, everything.

      With the insight that comes from the passage of time, I chose to believe my mom had hidden the locket in her antique secretary, hoping I would find it someday. Like she’d known it would lead me to my family. My home.

      “Thank you, Jem.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Are we presenting Adele with gifts already?” Elizabeth asked as she appeared, followed by Tina. “If so, it’s my turn.”

      I shook my head. “You didn’t need to get me—”

      “Oh, hush.” Elizabeth approached, her smile wide as she inspected me. “You look lovely, dear.”

      “Even in the pink?” I teased.

      “Even in the pink.”

      She reached for my hand, unceremoniously dropping a diamond necklace in it. And not a single diamond on the end of a chain. This was an entire strand of diamonds.

      “Mase said you wouldn’t let him buy you anything this extravagant, but you can’t very well deny me, can you?” She looked at me expectantly, even though she’d already answered her own question.

      “I suppose I can’t.”

      She smiled. “That’s what I like to hear. Now, turn around so I can fasten it.”

      I did as instructed, surprised to discover that the necklace was the ideal accessory. Despite the sheer number of diamonds, they were small, and the effect was dainty. Classy.

      Paired with the cluster rose earrings the guys had given me for Valentine’s Day last year, I looked properly adorned without being flashy.

      “Thank you. I love it.”

      She waved her hand, like it was nothing. “Don’t give it another thought. It’s been stuffed in a drawer for a couple of decades. It’s about time those girls saw the light of day.”

      And by girls, I had to assume she meant diamonds. Elizabeth never ceased to amuse me. Though it had taken a few months for her to mentally and physically recover, she’d bounced back quicker than any of us could have imagined. She was an incredibly resilient, upbeat woman. And I was lucky to have her in my life.

      Elizabeth shooed Tina forward. “It’s your turn.”

      Stowe’s mother shook her head at her friend. “I should have gone first. You can’t expect me to follow diamonds.”

      “Well, lucky for you, we all know that Adele isn’t all that impressed by shiny objects. Unless they have historical value, of course.”

      Everyone laughed, including me. These women knew me well.

      Tina held out a rectangular box, and I took it, immediately lifting the lid to peer inside. A pair of white lace elbow-length gloves lay on a bed of navy velvet.

      “I wore them at my wedding and had them restored. I thought you might like to…” She trailed off, sounding nervous.

      “They’re incredible.” I slipped them on, loving how they completed my ensemble. Now that they were on, I couldn’t believe I’d ever imagined not wearing gloves. It would be like Dorothy without her ruby slippers.

      I’d experienced Tina’s psychic intuition on too many occasions to be surprised. She inherently knew what a person needed, and she was very adept at supplying the right thing to take care of it.

      Tina beamed at me. “You look beautiful, Adele.”

      I gave her a hug, careful not to smoosh any part of me. “Thank you.”

      “Okay, okay.” Elizabeth clapped her hands together. “We all need to get going.” She looked at Jem and Megan. “Can I trust you two to get Adele there on time?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Megan replied politely.

      Once my almost-mothers-in-law were gone, Jem gave me a final once-over. “Are you ready? Do you need anything before we leave?”

      I looked around the room, then checked my reflection one last time. “No, I’m ready.”

      Once the words were out of my mouth, I realized they held more meaning than I’d intended. I wasn’t only ready for the ceremony. I was ready for the new adventure awaiting me.

      Despite all of the supportive people in my life, I knew there would always be plenty of others who wouldn’t understand my choice to commit myself to four men. But those people didn’t concern me. I was happy. Mason, Jameson, Noah, and Stowe were happy. Our little family unit worked for us. And that was all that mattered.

      As we walked out of my bedroom, a meow sounded from the hallway, and Jem released a shriek. She scooped the kitten up and held it away from her, like Santiago—named after Noah’s favorite Brooklyn Nine-Nine character—intended to claw her eyes out.

      “What is she doing here?” Jem whined. “She’s supposed to be trapped in her daddy’s house.”

      I scratched under the little sweetheart’s chin. “You know she goes where she pleases.”

      “What’s the point of having six houses if you can’t keep the darn cat confined to one of them?”

      “I don’t have six houses.”

      Technically, Mason, Jameson, Stowe, Noah, and I jointly owned one house that consisted of six separate-but-interconnected buildings. One for each of us, plus one that acted as a common area. Mine was in the middle and had access to the others by way of individual glass walkways.

      When the guys had first approached me with the blueprints, I’d assumed it would be too futuristic and cold. But I shouldn’t have doubted them.

      Mason, especially, had thrown considerable influence and money behind hiring the best architects and designers to create the ideal home for all five of us. He’d even had the clearing next to the creek—where we’d picnicked with Stowe—expanded to make room for the sizable dwelling.

      And the exterior reminded me of the former Drake mansion, with its bright white siding and black shutters. While the interiors of the individual buildings were constructed within the same architectural style, they each reflected the taste of the person who “lived” there.

      We’d only been in the house for a few weeks, but I already loved it. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

      For the first time since watching my childhood house go up in flames, I felt truly at home.

      “Can you imagine what would have happened if she’d gotten her claws into your dress?” Jem said, drawing my attention back to her and the kitten.

      “Santiago wouldn’t have done that. You’re a good girl, aren’t you?” I cooed.

      “Oh, please. You get into the limo, and I’ll take care of this little hellion.”

      I laughed. Jem was more bark than bite. She’d insisted that she would never be a cat person, but I’d caught her snuggling with the lovable kitten on more than one occasion.

      Sasha was the only one in the family that didn’t immediately take to Santiago. If I didn’t know better, I might have even said the humongous dog was a little frightened of the kitten. But even she had warmed up to the ball of fur, and I had a feeling they were well on their way to becoming best friends.

      The drive to the venue passed quickly. The girls attempted to convince me to drink a glass of Champagne to relax, but I declined. I didn’t want to take a chance of spilling on my gown minutes before the ceremony. Besides, I didn’t need to relax. I was completely at ease.

      I wasn’t struggling with reservations or even nerves.

      My feet were toasty warm.

      “I still can’t believe you own a historic plantation, and you’re getting married here instead,” Jem whined as the limo pulled up to the Norfolk Botanical Garden.

      “Yeah, a plantation I go to every day for work.”

      Shortly after the Fall of Intuition, as we’d come to call the events of last year, Mason and I had collaborated to turn the plantation house into a private museum-slash-event center. Once the painstaking restoration of one of the upstairs wings was complete, I’d opened the house up for tours five days a week.

      Elizabeth and Tina lived in the other wing, and they ran the event part of the business. They were already discussing turning their wing into an upscale bed and breakfast.

      Now, I spent most of my time coordinating with area museums and private collectors to attract special collections to the museum. It was the most fun I’d ever had going to work, and that was saying a lot since I’d always loved my job at the antique shop.

      I’d learned the hard lesson that change could be good, even when it came on the heels of crushing heartbreak. I’d weathered the storm, coming out the other side stronger and more at peace with myself and my place in the world.

      As we drove through the back gates of the garden, I soaked up my surroundings. It had become one of my favorite places over the past year. Noah and I had shared many sunrises here, and the five of us had enjoyed as many sunsets.

      Besides, what could be better than a spring commitment ceremony—okay, wedding—in a garden?

      “If you’re so keen on the plantation as a wedding venue, you and Michael should get married there,” I told Jem. Though I kept my tone light, I wasn’t kidding. I would love to help host a wedding for her there.

      “Now, wait a second. Who said anything about marriage? We’re taking it slow.”

      “That’s not the impression I got when I visited you two at the beach house last week. You seemed pretty domesticated.”

      Though I technically still owned Andrea’s beach house, Jem had been living there for almost a year. She and Jameson had made the difficult decision to sell the Drake estate. Though they could have easily afforded to keep it, they’d both felt it was time to move on.

      Jem had finally asked Michael to move in with her last month, and despite what she said about going slow, I wouldn’t be surprised if Michael proposed by summer.

      “Yeah, we’re just one step away from adopting a puppy.” She was joking, but that didn’t sound like a bad idea.

      I caught the wistful expression on Megan’s face, and my stomach churned, as it always did when I thought of her and Nathan.

      It had been a rough year for her, but I’d noticed a marked improvement in her countenance over the past month or so. She’d even gone on a few dates with one of my dad’s former co-workers. We might have “randomly” bumped into the cute firefighter at a coffee shop in Whitehurst one day. As I’d hoped, they’d hit it off, and I could see them becoming an item.

      “Oh, Megan, I forgot to ask you. Who’s watching over the shop today?”

      The longing on her face fell away as she turned to me. “I closed down for the day. I didn’t want to ask any of the women in the coven to miss your wedding, and my new employee isn’t quite ready to handle it by herself.”

      I’d gifted Megan the deed to Whitehurst Antiques and told her to do whatever she wanted with it. She’d refused at first, of course, but I eventually wore her down, and she opened a retro apothecary shop. She sold a variety of local handmade items, as well as crystals, tarot cards, herbs, candles, and other kitschy items that appealed to tourists. From what I’d seen, she and the other women in the coven who helped her out with it got a kick out of their status as witches hiding in plain sight.

      And we’d been known to perform a spell or two there after hours. I’d discovered that I still had the ability to use magic, in its most basic form. I could execute simple spells, like the temporary charms on crystals Ruby had taught me in the beginning.

      Even then, it was only for fun. I had no desire to delve any deeper into the practice of magic. It had served me well when I needed it, but now I was done with all of that.

      I got to experience plenty of magic just living my everyday life.

      “I’m sorry you had to close, but I’m glad everyone is getting to attend.”

      She smiled at me, and I was relieved to see sincerity shining from her eyes. “Your wedding is definitely a good enough reason to close shop for a day. We’re celebrating.”

      Yes, we were.

      The limo came to a stop, and Jem and Megan both got out before helping me and my massive dress climb out of the back. I spotted George waiting for me and waved.

      “We’ll go make sure everyone is ready,” Jem said. “Don’t dawdle too long. We’re on a schedule.”

      “Yes, taskmaster.”

      She feigned cracking a whip. “You got that right.”

      As I slowly made my way to George, he stared at me, seemingly frozen in place. “Adele.” He shook his head. “You couldn’t look any more beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I kissed his cheek, then directed him to wipe off the lipstick stain I’d left there. I didn’t want to get my pristine white gloves dirty. “Are you ready to do this?”

      He nodded. “But, first, I want to say something. We both wish your father was here to walk you down the aisle, but I am incredibly honored to be his stand-in. He would have been over the moon right now.”

      “You really think so?” Even though I was at peace with my choice in life partners, I couldn’t help wondering what my parents, particularly my dad, would have thought about this unconventional ceremony.

      George took both of my hands in his. “He would have seen exactly what I see—four men who light up every time you walk in the room. Men who cherish and protect you even without vows telling them they need to. He would have seen more love than any one person could expect to encounter in several lifetimes. So, yes, I do think he would have been over the moon. Both of your parents would have.”

      I felt water gathering at the corner of my eyes and scowled at him. “Stop it. You’re not allowed to make me cry right now.”

      He chuckled. “Okay. I’ll stop.” He released my hands to offer his elbow. “Are you ready to stun your men speechless?”

      I slipped my arm through his. “Absolutely.”

      If someone were to ask me later what I remembered most about the ceremony, it wouldn’t have been my two best friends preceding me down the aisle as a single guitarist played a simple rendition of “Songbird” by Fleetwood Mac. Or the humor and delight Maddie generated when she pranced down the aisle, tossing rose petals in the air, with an exceedingly well-behaved Sasha at her side.

      It wouldn’t have been seeing Tina and Elizabeth, Chief Mackenzie, the coven, or Sara, Joseph, Michael, and the other psychics I’d befriended standing there, supporting me. Or Aunt Ruby’s words of inspiration and love as she presided over the ceremony.

      It wouldn’t have even been the vision of the sun setting behind the gazebo, which had been covered in fragrant, beautiful roses for the occasion.

      All I would remember was the sight of my men standing tall and proud at the end of the aisle. They’d each selected a different cut of tux, but I could never choose a favorite. Just like I would never choose between the men themselves.

      I didn’t know who to look at first, so I soaked up all four before leisurely making eye contact with each of them. Stowe’s were filled with tears, making me want to drop my bouquet and throw my arms around my big teddy bear. Mason and Noah were both smiling. And Mr. Hot and Mine was as intense as ever.

      I couldn’t believe we were standing here together. That they were committing themselves to me, just as I was committing my future, my love, my life to them.

      But I also couldn’t imagine anything else. With or without a ceremony, we were in this together. All five of us. Not only me and each of them, individually.

      We were a unit. A team. A family.

      Among their other vows, they’d promised me a ring like none other, and they didn’t disappoint. The moment Stowe slipped it on my finger, I took a moment to inspect it. It was vintage, of course—a large pinkish-red emerald-cut ruby, set in platinum and embellished with small square and round diamonds.

      “It’s perfect.”

      Once Ruby pronounced us “husbands and wife,” they took turns kissing me. Noah, Mason, Stowe, then Jameson.

      As I headed back down the aisle on Jameson’s arm, I teased, “I can’t believe you agreed to go last.” The guys had told me they were arranging the order of everything ahead of time, so I didn’t have to worry about it. And I’d happily left that task to them.

      He smiled down at me. “That’s because now I get the first minute alone with you.”

      Tugging me behind a wide oak tree, he gazed at me with an expression I’d come to know well. It was his “I would do anything for you” look. His eyes did that molten chocolate thing I loved, his eyebrows dipped, and his plump lips curved up just enough to remove any sign of a frown. I was a fan, to say the least.

      Jameson ran the tips of his fingers over my bare shoulders, making me shiver. “Nothing could have prepared me for this future with you. I didn’t believe I was capable of pure happiness. You’ve proved me wrong.”

      He held the back of my head and brushed his mouth over mine, once, lingering but not pushing for more. It was the sweetest kind of promise.

      “You know you’ll have plenty of time to make out later, right?” Mason said lightly as he came up behind us. “We have a reception to get to.”

      “Like you won’t attempt to get her alone sometime tonight,” Jameson retorted.

      “And let’s not forget about the honeymoon,” I added.

      “Oh, trust me, little thief.” Mason grinned as he took my hand. “We’re thinking of little else.”

      Though I’d taken several trips over the past year—Machu Picchu with Mason and Stowe, San Francisco with Jameson, and a quiet week with Noah at his cabin in the mountains—we hadn’t all gone anywhere together.

      So, I was looking forward to our two weeks in Bora Bora, for more than the obvious reason. We’d gotten pretty adept at making time for each other, but we led busy lives. It would be nice to slow down and just be together.

      I was a little surprised that Jameson, in particular, was willing to take that much time off work. After the Fall of Intuition, he and Jem had decided to return to the spa. Although they were technically co-directors, Jameson had a tendency to take over, something that didn’t surprise any of us. He had yet to learn the meaning of delegation.

      Stowe also went back to working at the spa, but instead of managing the gym, he decided to devote his time to doing what he loved—personal training. He’d quickly earned a reputation as one of the best in the area, and his client waiting list was growing by the day.

      Noah was the only one of us who was doing exactly the same thing as before the Fall. He’d always loved his job designing websites, and he preferred working from home. Even though he didn’t have to deal with sensing emotions anymore, he would always be an introvert and crave alone time.

      Mason tugged on my hand, drawing me away from Jameson. “Come on, little thief.”

      I nodded, but turned back to Jameson first, offering him my other hand. He accepted it, and the three of us walked to the reception tent together, Stowe and Noah joining us along the way.

      Before I’d even had a chance to take my first sip of Champagne, my great aunt appeared. “May I steal your bride for a few minutes?”

      Stowe leaned down to kiss her wrinkled cheek. “Only if you bring her back in one piece.”

      “I’ll do my best, big man.”

      I followed her to the corner of the tent, where she produced a small gift box.

      “Here you go, dear. It’s not a proper wedding gift, since it’s only for you, but I wanted you to open it tonight.”

      “You didn’t have to get me anything. Performing the ceremony was more than enough.”

      “Oh, just open it.”

      I laughed. “Okay, okay.”

      Lifting the top of the box, I found a soft velvet bag. I tipped it over, dropping a pendant and long silver chain onto my hand. Taking a closer look at the pendant, I realized it was actually a locket with a rose identical to the one on the Rose talisman etched into the silver.

      “I know you don’t wear the talisman anymore, but I thought you ought to have something with the family symbol.”

      I had a complicated relationship with the Rose talisman. It had helped me out of more than one jam. But I hadn’t felt comfortable continuing to wear it. I had no idea if what had made it react so strongly to me still lived inside of me, buried somewhere deep. And I hadn’t particularly wanted to find out.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Open it.”

      I flipped open the locket, smiling as soon as I realized it folded out, making room for four separate photos—Stowe, Jameson, Noah, and Mason. They were each dressed in their wedding tuxes and smiling at the camera.

      “This is incredible.” I wrapped my arms around Ruby, hugging her tight. “Thank you, for everything.”

      She patted my cheek. “You deserve the best.”

      “You too.” I caught sight of George across the tent, tickling a giggling Maddie. “Good thing you found him.”

      She followed my gaze and sighed happily. “Guess I better go save little Maddie from my crazy husband.”

      “You better.”

      Stowe appeared, his hand outstretched, as the first notes of “Unforgettable” started playing. “Dance with me, Daphne?”

      “I’d love to.”

      I followed him out onto the small dance floor, smiling at our guests before I turned my full attention on my husband.

      Husband. Wow, that was going to take some getting used to.

      “Do you remember the first time we danced together?” he asked as he held me close.

      “At the masquerade ball, yes. I was astonished you knew how to dance so well.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, and I was pretty proud of myself for taking you by surprise. That’s not something I get to do often.”

      “Not true. I was shocked by how much I liked you from our first meeting. I don’t think I’ve ever taken to someone so quickly.”

      His brown eyes shone with pleasure. “Really?”

      “Really. I remember being struck by your smile. Well, after I got done drooling over your abs.”

      He came to a full stop. “What?”

      I laughed at the astonishment on his face. “Yeah. I saw your shirtless torso first, and I couldn’t believe a six pack could look like that in real life. I was even tempted to reach out and touch it.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “If only I’d known that. I would have found a reason to shed my shirt every time you were in the room.”

      “You can do that now. I won’t complain.”

      “Noted, wifey,” he said as he started leading me around the dance floor again.

      “Wifey?”

      “I thought I’d try it out. What do you think?”

      “Honestly?” I tilted my head to look up at my strong, sometimes silly, always wonderful husband. “I love you so much, you can get away with calling me whatever you want.”

      He rested his forehead on mine. “Ditto.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s time to cut the cake,” Sara whispered, clearly not wanting to interrupt my conversation with Megan and her mother.

      I excused myself, catching Sara’s hand before she could scurry away again. She’d been like a super peppy Energizer Bunny all evening—she was even wearing pink. “Thank you for everything. You did an amazing job with the wedding.”

      The young Psych and I had gotten close over the past year. In the aftermath of the Fall of Intuition, she, Joseph, and a number of other former Intuition employees had approached me about taking control of the psychic arm of the company. With Grace gone and Geppetto wasting away in a psychiatric hospital, they’d been without a leader. And, having no idea that I’d sacrificed all of my powers, they still saw me as that leader.

      I’d all but laughed in their faces, but the request had given me an idea.

      I’d wanted nothing to do with picking up the pieces of Intuition, or even the greater Psych world. But, Mason? He was the perfect person to take control.

      And take control, he had. He purchased Intuition Financial Group and broke it up into a dozen pieces, selling off every one. Even if the remaining psychics involved in the company had wanted to rebuild, there was nothing left to piece back together. They would be forced to start over from scratch.

      Mason had then taken the money he made from the sale and used it to help support displaced psychics. People like Sara and Joseph, who never wanted to be involved with Grace or Geppetto or any of the Collectors but who also didn’t know what to do next.

      Though Mason had fallen into the role, he was eating it up. He’d already formed a new company, Montgomery Consultants, where he was putting his job placement skills to use. But he was no longer matching psychics with Collectors. He was matching them with their dream jobs or dream universities or even dream volunteer organizations.

      He’d hired Sara as his assistant and Joseph as his tech guy. Even Michael had joined the company, working as Mason’s lead consultant.

      It couldn’t have worked out any better.

      Sara, being the organizational genius she was, had offered to coordinate the wedding plans, and I’d happily accepted. She’d been more than a lifesaver; she’d made my dream wedding a reality.

      “You should find Mason,” I told her. “He’s got something for you.”

      We’d purchased her and Joseph tickets on the Mediterranean cruise she’d been talking about for months. Mason had even agreed to give them paid leave for the occasion. After the honeymoon, of course. She was probably going to lose her mind when she opened the tickets.

      “Okay. As long as you head straight for the cake table.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m on my way.”

      As I approached the table, I found Noah waiting for me. “You chose cutting the cake, huh?”

      “You know how much I love cake.” He grinned, looking as excited as a kid in a candy store.

      “That, I do.”

      I still remembered the first bite of non-vegan cake he’d eaten after I’d stolen his abilities. His eyes had rolled back in his head, and the sound that came out of his mouth instantly made me wet. That was the first time I’d understood the enjoyment some men get out of watching a woman eat. Observing Noah rediscover food was the ultimate aphrodisiac. I’d even gone so far as to ask Roberto to prepare special trays to deliver to our room when we were going to be alone together.

      As a result of giving up his strict vegan diet, he’d filled out some, making him even more handsome. I had a feeling he would always be lean, but his face wasn’t as angular, and no one would ever call him skinny. He’d continued with his daily yoga sessions, and he looked healthier than ever.

      Not concerned about our audience, we cut the cake together and fed careful bites to each other with our hands. This was me and Noah, after all. We weren’t about to unceremoniously smash cake into each other’s faces.

      “I love how happy you are about cake,” I said, shaking my head at him. He hadn’t stopped smiling for even a second.

      He loosely wrapped his arms around my waist. “My happiness has nothing to do with cake and everything to do with you.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, and he laughed. “Okay, maybe ten percent cake and ninety percent you.”

      I laughed. He was so darn cute. Pressing a soft kiss to his lips, I said, “I’ll take it.”

      After another kiss, or three, Noah led me to a chair that had been positioned directly in front of where the guys were sitting.

      Mason stood, taking a microphone in hand. “As you may have noticed, we grooms assigned ourselves specific tasks this evening. It is my great pleasure to toast our lovely Adele.” He turned to me with an impish grin and smiling eyes. “Adele Rose, I could go on and on about how gorgeous you look, how lucky we are, and how much we’re looking forward to spending forever with you. But words only mean so much. Actions speak so much louder.

      “So, instead of waxing poetic about your enchanting eyes and glorious hair, I’m going to present you with your wedding gift. And, no, I won’t call it a commitment ceremony gift, even for you.”

      Gentle laughter rolled through the crowd, and I shook my head at him, amused.

      “There are two parts. The first is that the four of us have decided to follow the Rose family tradition, and we’re already in the process of changing our last names to Rose.”

      My breath caught in my throat as I stared first at Mason and then Noah, Stowe, and Jameson. They were all grinning broadly, clearly proud of themselves.

      I laughed, a little from shock but also from gratitude. We’d decided I wouldn’t take any of their names—how could I ever choose? But it never occurred to me that they’d willingly take mine.

      Thank you, I mouthed to them.

      “Now, on to the second part of your gift.” Mason turned to the guests, explaining, “When Adele and I decided to turn the plantation into a business, we vowed to funnel the proceeds into a variety of non-profit organizations.” He aimed his dark gaze back on me. “I know you believe all of the funds are already being distributed on a monthly basis, but they’re not.”

      What? What was he talking about? We’d spent countless hours researching the organizations and choosing the appropriate distributions for each.

      “I can see your confusion, but don’t worry. I haven’t been hiding the money away to purchase that Aston Martin I’ve had my eye on.”

      The guests chuckled again, but I didn’t let my gaze stray from Mason’s. Where was he going with this?

      “Instead, it’s been transferred to a brand-new organization. Rather than explaining, why don’t I show you?” He found Sara and nodded in her direction.

      A second later, a banner unfurled from a wire running behind where Mason stood. A gorgeous logo that looked suspiciously like the talisman rose bordered the words, “The Adam and Laura Rose Foundation.”

      Adam and Laura Rose...my parents.

      Mason started speaking again, but I didn’t hear the words. I was too busy standing in my monstrous dress and making my way to him. Wishing I could throw myself into his arms, I settled on wrapping my arms around his waist and squeezing him with everything in me.

      Mason chuckled and fake-gasped. “Can’t breathe.”

      I finally released him, and he peered down at me, his face unusually soft. “I love you, Mrs. Rose.”

      I laughed. “I love you, Mr. Rose.”

      He grinned. “I rather like the sound of it. Though Montgomery is now my middle name, so feel free to call me Mason Montgomery Rose.”

      “And I love the sound of that.”

      He cradled my jaw in his hand. “Me too.” Then, he lowered his head and pressed soft, supple lips to mine. People started cheering us on, and I didn’t mind one bit.

      When we finally pulled apart, Mason said, “Don’t forget to thank Stoahson.” Stoahson—Mason’s nickname for Stowe, Noah, and Jameson collectively. Somewhat ironically, it also worked for Stowe, Noah, and Mason, but he didn’t seem to care about that. “They’ve been working with me for months to get the foundation going.”

      “Oh, I’ll thank them too. Don’t you worry.”

      He mock-scowled at me. “You didn’t give me a chance to make my actual toast.”

      “I know.” And I definitely didn’t care.

      “Raise your glasses to the Roses,” I heard Jem say loudly behind us.

      “To the Roses,” everyone echoed.

      The Roses.

      I could barely wrap my head around it. Not just the fact that they’d taken my name. But that I was married to the loves of my life. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t a legal marriage. It was real.

      And, as my husbands surrounded me, I knew it was forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bonus Scene

          

          Jameson and Adele Meet Cute
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      Jameson

      

      I held my hand above the omelet pan and, deciding it was hot enough, brushed butter over the surface and poured the eggs in. At the loud rumbling in my stomach, I tossed a grape tomato in my mouth and willed the eggs to cook faster.

      It was rare for me to eat this late, even on a Saturday morning, but I’d had a rough night. And maybe two hours of sleep. Fucking visions, I thought, my already bad mood dampening at the memory. They’ll be the death of me.

      As I reached for the spatula on the counter, my phone buzzed in my pocket. The front gate alert? Jem and Stowe were at work, and Noah couldn’t possibly be expecting anyone. He’d actually have to invite someone over first.

      Opening the app to check the camera, my blood ran cold, and my phone dropped from my now-icy fingers.

      It’s her. The woman haunting my waking dreams was here. In front of my house.

      In the light of day, I’d begun to believe she was a figment of my imagination. After all, I didn’t normally have visions of people I’d never met. And I would remember if I’d met her. She had the kind of face that was unforgettable.

      My phone buzzed again from the floor, and I forced myself to pick it up. Deep down, I knew that I could, should, ignore her. That she’d eventually go away. If we never met, the glimpses of the future I’d seen would never come true.

      But the irresponsible, masochistic part of me took over, and I found myself speaking into the phone. “What is it?”

      “Um, hi,” she said timidly. “I’m trying to reach Patricia Drake. Is she home?”

      She wanted to see my mother? What the hell?

      “Who wants to know?”

      She looked into the camera and smiled. My heart rate picked up as the memory of one of my visions punched me in the stomach. We were clearly together, and I’d seemed...happy. That wasn’t like me. I’d given up on relationships long ago. What was it about this particular woman that would change everything for me?

      If I let it.

      “My name is Adele Rose, and I work at Whitehurst Antiques. I found something that may belong to Mrs. Drake and was hoping to speak with her about it.”

      Adele Rose. The name fit her.

      “Stop it,” I growled to myself. I was acting like I knew her. And I didn’t. More than that, I couldn’t.

      But if she had something that belonged to my mother? How could I turn her away without finding out more?

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I would just go out there and take whatever she had. Then she would leave. And that would be the end of it.

      “Wait there,” I commanded, not having to try to sound harsh. It came all too naturally, because this predicament? It made a lifetime of predicaments feel like leisurely walks in the park.

      I slipped the phone in my pocket and turned the stove off, ignoring my now-ruined breakfast.

      As I ran upstairs to put on a shirt and grab my keys, my phone buzzed again. I glanced down at the new text message.

      Noah: You know there’s someone at the gate, right?

      Why now, of all times, was he suddenly interested in visitors? He usually ignored all of the security alerts.

      Me: I’m taking care of it.

      My stomach spasmed as I jogged down the driveway and punched the button on my keyring to open the gate. I made sure to stop it immediately, though, because I didn’t want the woman to feel in the least bit welcome. She had to stay away, for good.

      Adele stepped out of her SUV, and I did everything in my power to keep from checking her out...and failed. She wasn’t dressed like a normal woman, at least not one from this decade. She was even wearing gloves, which was just plain weird. Though not surprising, since I’d noticed her gloves in my visions.

      In spite of all of that, she was stunning. Although she was incredibly pale, her skin looked perfect. Not a freckle or blemish to be seen. But her hair was what really drew me in. It appeared soft to the touch and was the most beautiful red color I’d ever seen, making me question whether it was natural.

      She watched me with curiosity, and I wanted to return the favor. To get to know her. But that wasn’t in the cards.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I asked, “What is it?”

      “Is Patricia Drake available? I would rather speak with her directly.”

      Like whenever one of my parents was mentioned, my chest ached. She didn’t need to know that, though. “My mother is dead, so, no, she’s not available.”

      Her eyes, a color I couldn’t quite decipher, filled with sympathy. “I’m so sorry.” She removed something from a small bag and held it in her small hand. “Was this hers?”

      While I immediately recognized my mother’s locket, I couldn’t help staring at Adele’s glove, still struggling to understand what that quirk was all about. “Are you afraid the necklace will give you cooties?”

      Yeah, I was an ass. I had to be.

      “I’m not a fan of germs,” she replied simply. Unapologetically.

      “Yeah, well, I’m not a fan of nosy gingers showing up uninvited at my door.”

      She gestured to the house behind me. “Guess it’s a good thing I’m stuck at the gate, then.”

      I wanted to laugh. She wasn’t timid like she’d seemed at first. But I had to stay on task. “Yes, that was my mother’s locket. Please hand it over.”

      How had she gotten ahold of it, after all these years? Jem would be ecstatic. We’d assumed it had been lost in the fire that killed our parents.

      “What’s inside the locket?” she asked, apparently not taking my word for it. Thankfully, it wasn’t a difficult question to answer. My mother had worn the necklace almost daily for years before her death.

      “A photo of me and my sister.”

      Adele handed the locket to me, and I wanted to thank her. To ask her where she found it and how she knew to bring it here.

      But starting a conversation, any conversation, with her was dangerous. I had to walk away before we had the chance to become any more involved.

      “Don’t come back here,” I said, turning and walking through the gate.

      As I jogged toward the house, I heard her call to me, but I ignored her. Leave, I mentally urged. Please, just leave.

      Inside the door, I stopped in my tracks. Noah was standing there, his expression way too interested. “Who was that?”

      Lies formed on my tongue, but I swallowed them. It wouldn’t do any good to attempt to deceive the empath. He’d see right through me.

      “Trouble in a pretty package.”
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      Mason

      

      Instrumental music drifted up to me, and the cool evening air nipped at my skin. I probably should have been in the security room, keeping an eye on my “guests,” but I’d much rather stay out here, hidden by darkness.

      Besides, my security team was the best money could buy. They’d keep an eye on things, and if any priceless antiques went missing, I’d file an insurance claim. It wasn’t like I gave a fuck about any of it. I’d bought the house furnished, and though I was well-informed on the pieces, I had no real interest in them. They were part of the carefully-crafted façade that made up my life. Nothing more.

      Shrill laughter sounded from the first-floor balcony, and I cringed. I was starting to wonder if my yearly parties were worth the trouble. I’d initially believed they were as necessary as the ostentatious house and grounds for keeping up the façade, but I wasn’t so sure anymore. None of my efforts had made a damned bit of difference. What had started out feeling like a game had stopped being fun years ago. I didn’t even know what was keeping me going anymore.

      Liar, my subconscious yelled at me. I did know what was keeping me going...or, more accurately, who. Just as I knew I wasn’t going to stop this, wouldn’t give up, until I fixed what was broken.

      Detecting movement from the corner of my eye, I turned my head. A woman had slipped through the open balcony doors from my bedroom. I must have forgotten to lock the door, which wasn’t surprising. All I’d been thinking about was making my escape from the revelry.

      I squinted in the darkness, but I needn’t have bothered. The moment her figure was bathed in moonlight, I recognized her. Adele Rose.

      Her invitation—and those of her escorts—had been forged, but I’d instructed my man at the door to let them through. I’d been hearing about the psychic-witch for weeks and was pleased she’d decided to crash. If my intel about her was correct, she was someone I needed to know.

      “Well, how do you like that?” She startled and spun around. “It’s the little memory thief, in the flesh.”

      Her face twisted in a perfect imitation of shock, and I almost felt bad for her. She probably had no idea who I was. But that also made this a hell of a lot more fun.

      “I see that I’ve taken you by surprise.”

      She narrowed her eyes, and I could tell the moment she decided to stand up for herself. “I don’t know who you are, but you obviously have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. She was damn cute. Not that cute was the proper term. More like the ideal combination of unique and alluring.

      Her features weren’t quite classically beautiful. There was something about the set of her eyes and curve of her chin that removed her from that category. And I fucking loved that about her already. I could stare at her interesting features and what was undoubtedly flawless skin for hours and never get bored.

      And that dress...well, I wouldn’t be surprised if every man at the party had lost a few brain cells to lust.

      “You’re a feisty one. I like that.”

      She scowled. “And I don’t care what you like.” Waving her hand somewhat imperiously, she said, “What? Are you too good to wear a mask to a masquerade?”

      I shrugged. “It’s my party. I can do what I want.”

      “This is all yours?”

      Hearing the shock and what I guessed was a hint of dismay, my hackles rose slightly. “What? You think it’s strange that a black man owns one of the largest historic plantations in Virginia? If so, you might be interested to know that the remaining slave quarters burned down several years ago. It was quite the tragedy.”

      “Actually, I was surprised that someone so young owns this place. I was picturing a geezerly type.”

      I pushed away from the wall, needing to be closer to this creature, and I couldn’t even explain why. Women didn’t call to me. It just didn’t happen.

      “I hope you’re not disappointed.”

      Her eyes took stock of my face, and I could tell that whatever she was feeling, it wasn’t disappointment. I wasn’t particularly conceited about my looks, but I also wasn’t ignorant of them. Women swooned in my presence. Not my fault.

      When she didn’t reply, I raised my eyebrows, waiting.

      “I’m not interested enough to be disappointed,” she said haughtily.

      I laughed, again. If she was trying to put me off with that attitude, it wasn’t working. She was becoming more appealing by the second. “Well, Miss Rose, I’m sorry to hear that. I’d rather hoped we’d have the chance to get better acquainted.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I make it a point to know the name of every stunning redhead who walks through my door. Especially the uninvited ones.”

      “Okay, you got me.”

      She made a show of offering her wrists to be handcuffed. Restraints weren’t typically my kink, but my dick jumped anyway. What was it about this woman?

      “Are you going to call the cops, or will you allow me to walk out of here on my own?”

      “Now why would I go and get rid of you? You’re the only interesting person I’ve met this evening.”

      She glanced around the empty balcony. “Maybe that’s because you’re hiding out here.”

      “I like you,” I said, laughing. It was decided. Adele Rose would be seeing more of me, whether she liked it or not.

      “You say that like you know me.”

      “I know enough.” That was a lie. I might have heard rumors and conducted my own primary investigation about her, but I only knew the basics. Where she worked, ate, slept, and with whom. I didn’t know what kind of music she listened to or how she liked her eggs. Once again, I wondered what would possibly possess me to care.

      “And, yet, I know next to nothing about you.”

      Inexplicably drawn to her, I stepped forward. Ignoring her skittish withdrawal, I lifted one of her gloved hands in both of mine and kissed the fabric, wishing it was skin. “Mason Montgomery, at your service. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Adele.”
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      Stowe

      

      “Don’t be an asshole to Adele.”

      Jameson laughed darkly. “When am I ever an asshole?”

      “Pick a day. Any day.”

      This man might be one of my best friends—hell, my brother—but there were times I didn’t understand him. I was convinced he didn’t hate Adele near as much as he pretended to, but he just wouldn’t let up. He seemed determined to make her feel like an outsider, and that fucking sucked.

      I wanted Daphne to feel like she had more than a place to stay with us. I wanted her to feel like this was home. After everything that had happened to her, and especially after her dad’s death, she needed family. And I wanted to be that family. Except, not in a brotherly way...not at all.

      “Just because I don’t want in her pants like you and Noah—”

      I laughed. And not a wimpy snicker, either. This was one of those laughs that actually made my belly hurt. “If you’re not attracted to her, I’ll give up carbs for a month.”

      That was a serious sacrifice. I was in such good shape because of my workout routine, not because I gave up life’s simple pleasures. Bread was essential. And cake.

      “Why the hell would you think I’m attracted to her?” His face was scrunched up so much in displeasure, I had to laugh again.

      “It’s like you think I don’t know you.”

      Ignoring me, he lifted his cell to his ear for what had to be the tenth time in the last hour, and when it just rang, left yet another message. “Jemimah, I don’t know what the hell is going on with you, but you better call me back. Now!”

      That sobered me, quick. Jem had disappeared this afternoon, only leaving a note on the shared calendar stating she’d gone to follow a lead and would be back in a few days. Though she was a big girl and could take care of herself, I understood why Jameson was upset. Now was the time we all needed to stick together.

      “She’ll be okay,” I urged. “This is Jem we’re talking about. She’ll sense any danger before it can catch up to her.”

      He opened his mouth to argue again but stopped when a door shutting then voices drifted to us from down the hall. Adele and Noah appeared a moment later, appearing contemplative but not upset. Their meeting with that Montgomery dude must not have gone too poorly. Unlike this confrontation was about to go, if I knew Jameson Drake.

      “What’s going on?” Adele asked, her lovely voice full of concern.

      Jameson explained Jem’s absence and went on to accuse Adele of sending her off on some wild goose chase...in the most assholeish way possible, of course.

      “Stop it,” I finally snapped, tired of his attitude. “Adele already said she didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “She’s telling the truth,” Noah said.

      Jameson focused all of his displeasure on Noah. “I’m not sure you’re in a position to be the arbiter of truth right now. Not after you lied to us about your plans for the day.”

      “It’s not his fault,” Adele replied, pleading. “I asked him to keep the meeting a secret.”

      “Wow. I wonder why you’d want to keep a meeting with a Collector a secret.”

      “He’s not a Collector…technically.”

      “Oh, and we suddenly care about technicalities?”

      Okay, I’d had enough. Stepping between Jameson and Adele, I said, “Why don’t we take a beat and attempt to discuss this like adults.” I looked at my pretty girl. Well, technically not mine. But I liked to think of her that way. “Will you please explain what’s going on with you and Mason?”

      “Yes, of course. That’s what I was planning to do before Mr. Assface ambushed us.”

      Damn it. I wanted to laugh, but one look at Jameson’s expression told me I’d only be adding flame to the fire. “Excellent.”

      We all sat at the table, and the discussion only got worse from there. I couldn’t believe Adele was actually thinking about working for this Montgomery guy. The idea was ludicrous and way too dangerous. We knew next to nothing about him, and what we did know wasn’t good.

      “So?” Adele said defiantly. “We’re dealing with murderers here. It’s all dangerous. At least Mason is offering a chance. Without him, we have nothing.”

      Nothing? She couldn’t mean that.

      “We have each other.” I wanted to reach across the table and touch her, but I forced myself to keep my hands to myself. “Isn’t that enough?”

      She seemed to consider my words for a few moments before saying, “You know what? I take that back. I’m not considering it. I’m accepting Mason’s offer, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      Well, fuck. She’d told me, hadn’t she?

      I knew I shouldn’t be wounded by her words—that she was still in mourning and under a lot of pressure and not herself—but I was. We’d always been good, even when we didn’t totally agree. Now, I felt like she was pushing me out. And, yeah, that hurt.

      “I’m sorry about Jem,” she said to Jameson, standing. “I’ll let you know if I hear from her.”

      As soon as she was gone, Jameson followed her, and I found myself trailing after them both. Noah called my name, but I ignored him. I wasn’t going to let Jameson make this any worse than he already had.

      Before I made it to them, I heard him say, “I’m not sure why you think you have the right to be angry.”

      “And I don’t know why you think you have the right to treat me like dog shit stuck to the bottom of your shoe. I thought we were past all the animosity and distrust.”

      At the sound of her ire, I paused. Maybe this was one battle I needed to let her fight on her own. Even though it chapped my ass to leave them be.

      “Says the temptress who conned Noah into deceiving the rest of us,” Jameson shot back. “Congratulations. You’ve managed to turn the best of us into a liar.”

      “At least I know how you really feel about me.”

      The sound of footsteps running up the stairs propelled me forward, and it took everything in me not to take Jameson by the throat. Though I was big, I wasn’t one for violence. Not unless it was absolutely necessary. But he was making it feel damn necessary.

      Instead, I crossed my arms over my chest and met him scowl-for-scowl. “You think that’s helping?”

      “Stay out of it, Stowe.”

      “No.”

      He stared at me, stunned. “No?”

      “That’s right.” I stepped forward, using my size to intimidate. It wouldn’t work, but at least he’d know I meant business. “You need to find a way to be okay with Adele, and soon.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or we’re going to have a problem.” And, with that, I walked away before I really did grab him by the throat.
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      Adele

      

      Murder never looked so sexy.

      Or maybe it was just the three men burying the body who looked too sexy for their own good. Stowe, Mason, and Jameson were all shirtless, sweat running in rivulets down their backs and into the waistbands of their too-tight jeans.

      Why were their jeans so tight?

      I shook my head. Like it mattered. I refused to look a gift horse in the mouth, and watching my men's tight asses on display in the moonlight was the best kind of gift.

      A slight twinge of guilt ran through me. I should be feeling a little bad that she was finally gone, but how could I? She'd made my life nothing but hell since walking into it. Besides, guilt was for the weak, and I wasn't weak. Not anymore.

      Mason paused to wipe an arm over his brow, turning to offer me a grin and a jaunty wink. Stowe noticed, and not one to be shown up, blew me a kiss. Jameson, on the other hand, only had a scowl for me. One oddly reminiscent of the first... and second... and third time we met.

      Was he angry? Did he regret what we'd done?

      I started toward him, but before I'd made it a step, I heard my name being called. Was that... Noah?

      I blinked rapidly, daylight replacing the night. Noah hovered over me, his vivid blue eyes half-concerned and half-amused. "Some dream you were having."

      Oh shit...I'd just dreamed that we'd collectively murdered Heidi...Jameson's ex-girlfriend.

      I was officially a horrible person. Meanwhile, even in dreamland, my sweet Noah was too good to help carry out a murder.

      At least one of us was still good.

      "Yeah. Some dream, all right."
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      Noah

      

      “I just need you two to be here, and no matter what happens, don’t interrupt. After...well, after, you can take me to Mason’s room. It’s the closest.”

      I stared at Adele, hearing her words but not quite comprehending them. My mind and soul and body were still whirring after she’d stolen my empathic abilities, and now this was happening. And I didn’t even know what this was.

      “Now, wait a second,” Stowe said, clearly agitated. “You can’t say something like that and expect us not to ask questions.”

      She put a hand on his chest and said softly, “I get it, but I’m asking you to trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Adele,” he sighed. “You drive me crazy sometimes. You know that?”

      The only one of us who appeared completely at ease, she laughed. “Yeah, I know.”

      I walked to her and looped one arm around her waist. She was asking us to trust her, and of course I did. I trusted her with my life and my love. “Whatever you need from us, we’ll do it.”

      “Thank you.” The look she gave me just then was one I would never forget. It held so many emotions, but stunted as I now was, I couldn’t decipher them all.

      Stowe moved forward, without coming between us, and kissed Adele. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you better not be doing anything stupid.”

      “I happen to think it’s the smartest thing I’ve ever done.”

      With those enigmatic words, she walked away and sat in a chair next to Elizabeth Montgomery. She looked back at us for a second before reaching for the necklace hanging around her neck and taking the woman’s hand.

      “Oh, shit,” Stowe muttered. “What is she doing?”

      The question was rhetorical, because we both knew what she was doing. She was restoring Elizabeth’s memories.

      It was a good thing—of course, it was. But that didn’t ease any of my worry. Adele’s warning after we’d entered the room rang over and over in my head. She expected something bad to happen—to her.

      No, not expected. She knew. She’d seen it.

      Still, neither of us stopped her. This was Adele’s choice, and she’d told us not to interrupt. How could we go against her wishes when she’d already saved us all in more ways than one?

      But the longer we watched her, her eyes closed and body twitching, the more my anxiety grew. Something was wrong. This was taking way too long.

      Stowe moved to Adele’s side, reaching her just before she fell to the floor. He gently laid her down and held her as she writhed, her eyes still shut and her face pale.

      I stood there, frozen, my insides turning cold as ice. Stowe glanced up at me, panicked. “What’s happening? Is she having a seizure?”

      That snapped me out of my scared shitless state, and I knelt beside them both on the floor. Stowe was speaking to Adele, his voice higher and breathier than I’d ever heard it. “Please wake up, Daphne. Please.” He kissed her brow and then her cheeks. “You have to wake up.”

      Tears filled my eyes as she finally stopped convulsing, becoming so still she looked like a red haired version of Sleeping Beauty. I reached for her hand, relieved to find it warm but not too warm. Her pulse was slowing, but at least it was still strong.

      “She’s okay,” I said, attempting to convince myself as much as Stowe. “She’s just unconscious.”

      “Are you sure?” His voice shook, and I couldn’t blame him. I felt like the entire world was shaking.

      I breathed deeply on instinct after so many years of daily yoga sessions. Immediately feeling calmer, I thought back to what Adele had told us. “Yes. She was expecting this, remember? She told us to take her to Mason’s room.”

      Looking slightly placated, he shook his head. “No, she should be in her own bed, where it’s familiar.”

      I considered arguing. That was a long damn walk while carrying an unconscious woman. But this was Stowe, and he could more than handle it. “Okay.”

      As I stood, a hand suddenly grabbed my wrist, almost making me squeal like a child. Thankfully, I held that response in and slowly turned my head to look at Elizabeth. She was staring up at me with huge, confused eyes, and my soul filled with compassion for this woman.

      From what Mason had told us, his mother had been unable to speak for something like sixteen years. And there was no way of knowing what had been going on inside her head for all of that time, if anything.

      “Where–where am I?” she asked in a throaty whisper.

      After waving at Stowe to go ahead and take Adele, I sat in the chair next to Elizabeth’s and lightly grasped both of her hands in mine. “Mrs. Montgomery, my name is Noah Greene, and I’m a friend of Mason’s.”

      Her eyes shone with recognition, and my heart swelled with admiration for the love of my life. Adele had done it—she’d restored Elizabeth’s memories.

      “Mason?” she asked in that whisper. “Is he here?”

      “Yes, and I know he can’t wait to see you.”

      She smiled, her face a study in emotions. But I didn’t need my empathic abilities to know she was happy. And, damn, I couldn’t wait to see Mason’s answering happiness.
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      Adele

      

      I stood at the window, watching as Stowe crawled across the grass on all-fours, allowing our little girl to ride him like a horse. Or as a bear, as Laura Belle was so fond of saying. I had to give it to her—comparing Stowe to a bear was the more apt description. But only if we were talking about the oversized teddy bear variety.

      The scene was like something out of a former daydream. Except, Laura Belle had her daddy’s light brown hair rather than my red locks. She still managed to look like a miniature version of me, though, with her pale skin, slim build, and light green eyes.

      Noah joined in the game, pretending to be a creature being hunted down by the bear and his queen. Princess was too passé for my little spitfire. She’d gone straight to queen.

      Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure where she got her vivacious personality from. As far as I knew, I’d never been near that precocious as a child. And Tina assured me Stowe hadn’t either.

      She’d probably gotten it from Mason. Laura Belle might not have his blood running through her veins, but she had all of his love. Just like she had all of Noah’s and Jameson’s.

      The lucky three-year-old was constantly surrounded by people who loved her more than anything. We got strange looks when we went out as a family, and I’d heard plenty of whispers. But I didn’t care one bit. No one could convince me that my little girl wasn’t better off with four loving fathers than just one.

      Stowe started bucking Laura Belle, and she squealed as she tried to hang on. I instinctively put a hand over my eyes, not wanting to watch, though I knew better than anyone that Stowe would never let her fall. And, even if he got a little too rough, Noah was right there to catch her.

      I sighed. Even after six years of marriage to my men, I still had trouble understanding how I’d been so fortunate. This life was so much better, more fulfilling, than I’d been able to imagine on our wedding day. And that was saying something, since I would have sworn that day that I couldn’t get happier.

      Arms slipped around my waist from behind that I immediately recognized as Jameson’s. He rested his chin on the top of my head and chuckled at Stowe’s antics. “I’m surprised you’re letting him get away with that.”

      “Like I have any control over that man.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, right. The only person in this world who has more control over him than LB is you, and you know it. He would bend over backwards for you. Hell, he’d do backflips.”

      “Are you saying you wouldn’t?” I teased.

      His arms tightened around my waist, and I leaned back into him. He might not be my teddy bear, but that didn’t make Jameson any less warm and comfy.

      “There are other things I’d rather do for you,” he said into my ear as he kissed a path down the side of my neck. “For instance, we could work on making one of those.”

      “Those?” I shivered as he bit my shoulder lightly.

      “Yeah, you know. One of those baby things.”

      I laughed. “Right. Baby things.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      As he switched to my other shoulder, I closed my eyes and relaxed even deeper into him. “Unless I’m mistaken, we worked on making one last night. Twice.”

      Mr. Hot and Mine slid his hands from my waist down to my hips, gripping them tightly. “What can I say? I’m dedicated to my work.”

      A throat cleared behind us, and I twisted my head to see Mason leaning against the doorjamb. He grinned and flicked his hand in our direction. “Don’t stop on my account.”

      “We won’t,” Jameson grunted, not bothering to look up at the other man.

      “Actually.” I lifted his hands from my hips. “Can that wait until later?”

      He groaned and pressed his erection into my back. “You sure about that?”

      No. But since I had a plan for this evening that didn’t include what he was proposing, I lifted onto my toes to plant a soft kiss on his mouth. “Later.”

      Glancing back out the window, I noticed Laura Belle’s nanny drawing her away from Stowe and Noah. Right on time.

      I opened the doors to the patio and waved Jameson and Mason forward. “Come on. I have a surprise.”

      Jameson drew his eyebrows together suspiciously but didn’t say anything as he walked outside. Mason stopped in front of me and cupped my jaw in his hands. “You really shouldn’t get me worked up like that with no reward.”

      I scoffed at him. “No one made you watch.”

      His gaze fell to my lips. “You know I can’t resist.”

      That, I did. He and Stowe were my two voyeurs, and thankfully, Noah and Jameson were both accepting of their spying habits. At least, they were now that they’d gotten used to it. At first, Jameson had thrown them out of the room every time they’d tried to watch. But Mason was persistent, and though I’d never gotten Jameson to admit it, I was almost certain he rather liked performing.

      Mason lowered his head and gave me one of his slow, heady kisses that never failed to make me melt. Just as I started to wrap my arms around his neck and deepen the kiss, he withdrew and smirked at me. “Payback, lover.”

      I shook my head at him but couldn’t resist a smile. “You’re such a tease, Mr. Rose.” I didn’t know why, but he always got hot and bothered when I called him that. And if he could be a tease, so could I.

      With a knowing smile, Mason gave me another slow but sultry kiss, then led me outside. “You know you love it.”

      “A surprise?” Stowe asked as we approached. “What kind of surprise?”

      “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise,” I said as I passed him, Jameson, and Noah, heading for a grove of trees beside the creek. It was my favorite spot on the property. Other than the historic mansion, of course. But this one was more private—more us.

      When we reached the place where I’d already set out blankets, a picnic basket, and four gift bags labeled with the guys’ names, they looked even more confused.

      “What’s all this about?” Noah asked.

      “I can’t just want to spend time with my favorite men?”

      “You can,” Stowe answered. “But we usually plan it ahead of time.”

      What he didn’t know was that this had taken careful planning. With all of our varying schedules, it was challenging to get all five of us together without letting anyone know that was my intention.

      Instead of explaining that, I smiled at them mysteriously. “Take a seat.”

      Noah walked to my side and gently took my arm. “Is everything okay, Adele?”

      Oh, my sweet Noah. He might not have psychic empathic abilities anymore, but he’d always be an empath. He was so tuned in to the people around him, he naturally picked up on even the slightest hint of nerves or excitement or worry. That’s who he was, and I loved him for it.

      “Everything is good. Promise.”

      He studied me, his vivid blue eyes still concerned. “You sure?”

      Wrapping my arms around his waist, I lifted my head in invitation. Maybe it was a dirty trick to distract him with a kiss, but I didn’t mind getting a little dirty now and then.

      Taking the hint, Noah dropped his mouth to mine and grazed his soft lips over mine before delving deeper. I opened to him, slowly tangling tongues with him for a few seconds.

      When he released me, he smiled sweetly. “Don’t think I don’t know you’re trying to change the subject.”

      I laughed. “Just be a good boy and sit down.”

      He smacked my ass. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Once all four of them were finally settled on the blankets, I perched on my knees, too excited to fully sit down. “Okay, open your gifts.”

      They looked from me to the small gift bags but didn’t move.

      I sighed. “Do I have to do everything?”

      Mason grabbed all four of the bags and handed off three of them. “There. Happy?”

      “Not until you open them.”

      “But we didn’t get anything for you,” Stowe said.

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Just open them.” I loved my husbands—I really did. But, sometimes, their collective stubbornness drove me crazy.

      A few moments later, they were holding identical silver pocket watches in their hands. The only thing that distinguished the four antique-style timepieces was the name engraved on the back of each watch.

      “This is amazing,” Noah said, clearly admiring the gift. “Thank you.”

      “That’s not all.” I took it from his hands and flipped open a secret compartment that made it both a watch and a locket. “There.”

      The other guys did the same and all smiled at the picture of Laura Belle inside. But when their reactions stayed relatively tame, I growled at them. Literally. This had all gone so much differently in my head.

      “Look at the other photo,” I demanded.

      “It’s a bird,” Jameson replied dryly.

      “No...it’s a stork.”

      When I’d been pregnant with Laura Belle, Jameson had a vision that gave away the surprise before I could figure out how to announce it. So, this time, I was prepared. As soon as I’d gone back off the pill, I’d started working on a plan.

      And, clearly, it was the worst plan in the history of plans.

      The first one to comprehend the meaning, Noah’s eyes grew wide. “You’re pregnant!”

      “Finally,” I mumbled.

      But none of them heard it, because they were all already moving toward me, creating a cacophony of whoops and congratulations and other celebratory noises. Mason made it appear that confetti was falling all around us, and I was pretty sure I saw a flock of storks take flight.

      I laughed as Stowe picked me up off the ground and spun me in a circle. “I’m so happy.”

      “And I’m going to lose my lunch if you don’t quit spinning me.”

      He promptly stopped and gently set me back on the ground, his smile sheepish. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay.”

      Stowe brushed my hair over my shoulder, his expression so tender, tears filled my eyes. “I love you so much, Daphne.”

      “And I love you.”

      “Thank you for our family.”

      I shook my head at him. “It’s not all me.”

      He glanced behind us. “No, but you’re the reason we’re all here. And we have everything we’ve ever needed or wanted. Because of you.”

      A tear made it onto my cheek, and I shoved at him. “Damn it. Stop making me cry.”

      He kissed the tear from my cheek, and peppered kisses over my face before taking my mouth. As always, Stowe had the ability to make me feel so many things at once. Mostly, I felt cherished. By him and Mason and Noah and Jameson.

      They made me feel safe. Adored. Loved.

      And, in return, I got to be their everything.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading The Collectors series! Next up, you should check out Stolen Song, a fae reverse harem standalone that’s co-written with Ripley Proserpina.

      

      
        
        My voice doesn't charm forest animals...

        It predicts death.

        That's right—I'm a banshee. And I’m locked up in Nightmare Penitentiary with no hope of escape. I don't expect to be rescued by handsome fae princes, either, since the last ones I had a crush on put me here. 

        Now, the princes are here to rattle my cage, and they’re just as handsome and judgmental as I remember. I’d tell them exactly what I think about them, but in addition to stealing my freedom, they’ve taken my voice.

      

        

      
        Stolen Song releases on April 6, 2020!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from Autumn

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed The Collectors, I would truly appreciate it if you would share your thoughts by posting a review.

      To learn more about me and my future projects, please visit my website or contact me at autumnreedauthor@gmail.com.

      Also, don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter for sneak peeks, behind-the-scenes details, and information about upcoming releases!

      

      Autumn
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