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        Twenty-Two Years Ago

      

      

      The bad men told her if she cried again, they’d hurt the other children. She pulled the covers over her head and cried as softly as she could, hoping the blankets would muffle any sound.

      They said her family was all dead and that they were her family now. Them, and the other kids who would soon come. She even had a new name—Morgana Smith. That’s what they called her and if she didn’t answer to it, they hit her or drained her magic. It hurt. Then she was weak and could only sleep.

      Her daddy told her she only had a little bit of magic right now because she was little, and she would get more when she was a teenager.  He said that’s how it worked with all people born with magic. But that was a long time away. She wished she had her full magic now—then she could flash home.

      One day she would be powerful like him and Mommy. Maybe someday she’d be able to flash as far as Daddy and Mommy. She shook her head, it hurt too much to think of them.

      She squeezed her eyes shut to stop the tears and tried to think of something else. Second grade. That was a good thing to think about. She was going to start second grade after the summer holiday and she had a lot of friends at school. She liked playing with them at recess.

      Then she remembered she wouldn’t be going to school with her friends. Her throat felt tight, and her stomach hurt. She wiped away the new tears. There had to be something she could think about to make her happy… Cupcakes.

      She loved cupcakes. Chocolate ones with lots of sprinkles. Her mommy would conjure them. No, she wouldn’t think about her family. She’d remember the ingredients and one day she would make them herself.

      She yawned and hugged her pillow. Maybe she could think of other recipes and not think about the bad men.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Eighteen Years Ago

      

      

      Morgana struggled against the ropes holding her wrists to the wooden arms of the chair. She knew it was useless. The bad men had used the special magic rope and it stopped her powers, the meager amount she had. Someday she would show them they couldn’t tell her what to do.

      Her powers were supposed to be getting stronger now because she was eleven. That’s what Mirek said and he was fourteen and knew a lot more than she did. He kept track of things like that and knew how old everyone was.

      They’d been told to call him Mark, but he’d refused to answer to it. At first, they would punish him, but he didn’t care. He took the beatings until Zeus and Snake finally gave up and he got to stay Mirek.

      She shivered at the thought of the bad men. They weren’t always around, but they scared her and she hated them. She’d tried to fight them, but then they’d hurt her by slapping her around or by draining her magic.

      So many days, like today, she felt useless and wondered why she was even alive. She wasn’t good at anything and when she tried to help, she always caused trouble. Even cooking didn’t make her helpful—she’d forget an ingredient or burn something.

      Zeus reminded her every chance he got that her weak magic made her useless.

      Every day had become the same—trying to escape punishment and failing. Her life had become a monotony and the days, weeks, and months melded together. She only knew the seasons were changing because she was sometimes allowed outside into a small backyard. They had been somewhere with cold winters and hot, sticky summers. Morgana liked the fall the best—cool breezes and leaves changing colors on the trees she could see over the back fence. Until everything had changed.

      A couple months ago, she’d moved with the other kids to someplace hot. Everyone in the new compound spoke Spanish and she didn’t understand very much of it. Mirek thought they were in Mexico since he remembered reading about it for a school project and they’d passed a landmark he saw in one of the books/

      She’d learned some Spanish from watching Sesame Street and Dora the Explorer when she was little, but that was a long time ago. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d watched TV.

      At their old place—in a basement—they got to watch movies all the time. When their tutor wasn’t there and they didn’t have to study, she watched princess movies. She wished she was watching a princess movie now, and not sitting in a room by herself.

      Sometimes Zeus or the other men would leave her tied up for what felt like hours. Letting her mind wander was the only thing that kept her sane. Her memories were becoming harder and harder to hold onto—she didn’t remember much of her family anymore. And every time her power was drained, she felt groggier and knew she’d lost another memory.

      Letting out a big breath, she looked down at her wrists. She could see still healing wounds and old scars underneath the rope. She used to fight to try and to get free, but it had been useless. The only thing she’d managed to do was hurt herself, so she’d learned to sit and wait until someone came for her. She wished for it and feared it at the same time.

      Footsteps sounded outside the door and she lifted her head, then shuddered as Zeus walked in. “Morgana, I heard you’ve been defiant again. We can’t have that.”

      She was pretty sure he meant she hadn’t been following his men’s stupid orders. And she wasn’t going to. She lifted her chin and stared right into his eyes.

      She’d learned years ago that Zeus hated when someone didn’t respond to him. Even though he hadn’t asked a question, she knew from experience that he wanted her to say yes.

      “I’ve been tolerant with you, Morgana, but my patience is running thin. Today you’re going to learn when someone tells you to do something, you will do it immediately.” He stepped further into the room and towered over her. “I heard you hate spiders.”

      She lasted three minutes before her screams could be heard throughout the compound.
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      Morgana Smith had been free for 320 days.

      She was physically free and yet she felt just as trapped as she’d been for over twenty years.

      But she wasn’t free from the relentless pounding in her skull that threatened to drive her insane and prevented her from sleeping. She wasn’t free from the feelings of shame that came with her magic being so weak it was useless. She wasn’t free from the missing memories and the worry of not knowing who she was or where she came from.

      The lack of memories was the worst. She could only remember the last year before she’d been rescued, the year she’d spent with Zeus. After her rescue, she’d learned his real name had been Louis Copeland, and the day he died was one of the happiest of her life. At least, from the life she remembered.

      Every day she woke and wondered if it would be the day she remembered something about her past. And every night she went to bed disappointed, wondering who she was and where she belonged and if there were people who missed her. People she’d miss if she remembered them.

      Ben Davis, the head of the FBI’s magic task force, told her that over the past twenty to thirty years, there’d been dozens of magic families killed after their magic was siphoned. The magic task force knew that children were taken, but they had no idea how many. If civilian police or FBI were alerted to the crime first, the information didn’t always make it to them, so he feared that there were even more missing children than they knew about.

      Ben had his team investigating the missing children’s cases, but so far there was no one fitting her description. Even photos age-progressed by twenty years hadn’t come close.

      As she watched the sun start its rise over the Rocky Mountains, she wondered if today would bring answers. She’d been in Blue Mountain, Colorado, for almost two years now and each day she watched the sunset, she wondered the same thing. Her first year there, she was trapped inside without windows and hadn’t felt the sun on her face.

      Since her rescue ten months ago, she’d watched it rise and felt its warmth every chance she got.

      Blankets had become one of her favorite things. She couldn’t remember having a special one growing up, or more than one at a time. Now she had lots to wrap herself in when the weather was cold. Blankets someone had conjured because she couldn’t. She couldn’t even conjure a cup of coffee.

      Today a sweatshirt was enough to protect her against the chilly end-of-August morning. After several hours of fighting against the constant throbbing in her head, she’d finally given up and had come down to her usual spot and curled up on a chair.

      She loved the back patio of the Williams’s restaurant, The Magic Plate. The Williams family owned three tall buildings they were renovating with offices and shops on the bottom level and condos on the higher floors. Meredith, the cousin in charge of all the renovations, had shown Morgana around the buildings. She’d fallen in love with all the plans for making the buildings into a community—something she’d yearned for.

      Guilt swamped Morgana when she thought about the family’s generosity—they’d rescued her, given her a condo, and a family. They didn’t even expect her to work, but she did anyway, helping in the bakery owned by Reece, one of the cousins, and the restaurant.

      “Figured I’d find you up and thought you might need this.”

      Morgana looked up, shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand. Rowena stood beside her with two mugs of coffee. “Thanks,” she said, taking the proffered drink. She inhaled deeply and took a tentative sip as the steam hit her face.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” Rowena asked.

      Morgana shrugged and sipped her coffee. Rowena, along with her cousins Meredith, Jo, and Jo’s brother Reece, were in a similar situation as Morgana since they too were all learning more about who they were. The cousins knew where they came from, but last year they’d learned that they had been spellbound since they were children. They had grown up not knowing they were magic. They hadn’t even known magics existed.

      The knowledge had changed all four of their lives, especially Jo’s and Rowena’s. Jo now worked for the magic council and Rowena had decided to change the direction of her practice. She was still a psychologist but now worked almost exclusively with magics. Morgana was one of them. Sometimes.

      “I’ve got an early client this morning, so I can’t stay long, but it’s nice to have company,” Rowena said.

      Morgana eyed her friend suspiciously. “Just coffee and company, or are you going to put on your psychologist hat because I haven’t made an appointment with you recently?”

      Rowena chuckled. “Just coffee and company… for now.”

      Morgana snorted and took another sip. “It’s been quieter since Jo and Simon left for Budapest, but it’s nice having Jack and Meredith back from their honeymoon.”

      “I expect we’ll see them at dinner tonight, and Reece is around somewhere too. As much as I love my cousins and their partners, I can’t keep track of them anymore with everyone able to flash here and there.”

      One more thing Morgana couldn’t do—flash. She looked down, letting her hair fall over her face to hide her shame.

      Rowena took a sip of her coffee and then turned wide eyes to her. “Oh, Morgana, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I didn’t mean to boast. Not everyone can flash.”

      “It’s okay. Maybe Jack and Meredith and the other council leaders will figure out what’s wrong with my magic. Or maybe they won’t.” She didn’t want to give up hope, but how long should she hold out? Another month? Another year? Forever? At what point would hope in the hopeless start to hold her back?

      She looked out over the mountains, loving the way the sun reflected off the peaks, and decided to enjoy the moment. “Is Meredith organizing the dinner tonight or does she need help?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she looked at Rowena and they both burst into laughter. “Right, dumb question.” Meredith was an organizer extraordinaire and made it seem effortless. “Well, maybe I’ll still ask if I can help.”

      “Good idea. I think it’s going to be a large crowd tonight and I love seeing who shows up.”

      Weekly family dinners in the restaurant were a tradition and it seemed the invitation was open to all the magics the Williams family knew. Morgana liked meeting new people and catching up with those she’d met in the last year. One person in particular—Damon Stone. He never seemed to miss a weekly dinner if he could help it. He was best friends with Meredith’s husband, Jack, and had grown up with all the cousins.

      He was sexy and bossy, friendly and annoying, giving and controlling. Yes, he was good-looking, but the bossiness was enough to cancel out his hotness. She’d been bossed around her entire life and now she refused to let anyone else control her. Damon seemed to live to tell her what to do. Ten months ago, she promised herself she would never be controlled again.

      No one said she had to be at the dinner, but it was the one time each week when she felt like she had a family she belonged to. There’d been so much loss and turmoil over the last year, and she wasn’t the only one who clung to the normality of the dinners. It was a time to be with friends and family and cherish the time they had together.

      One of the people they’d lost had been Meredith’s mother, Elise. The fact that she’d died while rescuing Meredith and Morgana from Louis Copeland still sat heavy with her. Several months before, Jo and Reece’s mother had died. But at least amidst all the tragedy, Reece had been saved from his death bed after a he’d been struck by spell while unbinding another one.

      She took another sip from her mug as movement caught the corner of her eye.

      The coffee mug slipped from her fingers, shattering on the patio.

      Brown liquid oozed into the cracks between the tiles, but Morgana gave it only a fleeting thought. Her entire focus centered on the black spider crawling across her left white sneaker.

      The world around her receded as her gaze stayed locked on the spider. Rowena’s voice was distant, as if she was calling to Morgana through a long tunnel.

      Her vision blurred and there wasn’t one spider anymore; there were dozens of them as she was thrown back into the past.

      She’d been tied to a chair. Her ankles and calves secured to its legs, her arms fixed to the rests, and another rope around her torso.

      At first it was just a dozen or so spiders, sending threads of terror spiraling through her body. When she was scared, her magic came close to the surface, and with just a small spell, someone could siphon it from her easily. They then took the little power she had within themselves. Morgana would be weak for days, sometimes weeks, until her magic regenerated.

      The special magic rope limited her movement and prevented her from using her magic but still allowed her captors to drain it from her.

      Zeus would conjure spiders onto the floor and then direct them toward her. When she wore shorts, she’d shudder at the feel of their legs inching up over her skin, like small, hairy predators invading. As horrific as that was, long pants were worse. The little creatures would get trapped between her clothing and her skin, invisible attackers working their way up her body.

      The older and stronger she became, the more spiders they had to use to incite fear in her. The more fearful she was, the easier it was to drain her pitiful amount of magic. Her heart would start pounding so hard she could hear the blood passing through her ears—a literal thump, thump, thump—and looking down she would see her chest moving up and down through her clothing. Her arms trembled, causing the magic rope to rub back and forth across her wrists, tearing her skin like jagged little teeth. Sweat broke out on her skin, prickling at her forehead and running down between her small breasts. Her vision would become darker and narrower and a voice in her head whispered, “This is what dying feels like and you are going to die alone.” There was nowhere to escape to and nothing to slow the panic that overtook her.

      She refused to die. It had taken months, but she’d practiced over and over until she’d learned to shut her mind off to the little crawlers. She’d go someplace deep in her thoughts where all feeling melted away.

      The tactic had worked until they’d switched to biting spiders. They bit into her flesh, small bites over and over again, never-ending, like they would consume her one bite at a time. The death of a thousand tiny bites.

      She would scream until her throat was raw and her voice was too hoarse to make a sound. The pounding of her heart would worsen. Her breathing would feel restricted and she’d shake uncontrollably as the spiders climbed higher. They continued onto her chest and neck and eventually onto her face, forcing her to shut her mouth and squeeze her eyes shut tight.

      She would sit silent and unmoving, her eyes watering from squeezing them so hard, and wonder if the torture would ever end. That was when the biting would finally stop.

      After one particularly brutal session of enduring hours of bites, she laid on the cool bathroom floor, her stomach empty after she’d puked for what felt like hours, and a realization came to her. The more she moved and screamed, the more agitated the spiders became. They were attacking what they thought was a threat in order to protect themselves.

      From then on, she never moved.
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      Damon Stone leaned his hands against the brick wall of the Williams’s building and stretched his calves, swallowing a groan.

      “Too much for you, Damon?” Meredith asked from beside him.

      “No.”

      “Really? The look on your face says something different,” she said, elbowing him playfully in the side. “And I had to slow down the last couple of miles.”

      “Bullshit.” He laughed, bending to elbow her back. He’d known Meredith for as long as he could remember, but they’d become closer friends in the last year. “I’ve just been sitting too much lately.”

      “Yeah, right.” She laughed again as she reached for the door of The Magic Plate. “I said you didn’t have to come with me, remember? I’m perfectly safe running on my own. I did it for years when Jack wasn’t around, you know.”

      “I know.” He grabbed the door from her as she walked in and followed her into the air-conditioned interior. The place was empty at the early hour, but the quiet was sometimes a welcome reprieve from the craziness of his life.

      They always ended their run at the restaurant, more times than not grabbing a drink or breakfast. Sometimes others joined them. “Maybe I’ll just join you and Jack more often to give you a run for your money.” It would give him an excuse to run into Morgana—which would be both a pleasure and a torture. He was drawn to her in a way he’d never been drawn to another woman before, but she frustrated the fuck out of him. She was beautiful to look at with her long, straight blond hair, light gray eyes, and curvy body, but he wasn’t a shallow man. He was attracted to more than her looks. The juxtaposition of her shyness and strong backbone was sexy as hell. She was also kind, and sometimes when she concentrated, she bit into her lower lip and all he could think about was picking her up and taking her someplace where they could be alone. He’d soothe that lip of hers with his own.

      “Sure, fit us into your busy schedule, Mr. Businessman.”

      Meredith’s comment brought him back to the present and he had to remember what he’d last said. Joining their run. Right. “Funny coming from you, Kettle.” Meredith was busier than several people combined between running her business and co-leading the North American magic council with Jack. They both chuckled since they knew he was right.

      “Want to just conjure a coffee and sit out back? I think Rowena said she’d come for a coffee before her first client.”

      “Sure, lead the way.”

      Meredith pushed open the door at the back of the kitchen that led to the patio, and the sight greeting them had all thoughts of coffee fleeing his mind.

      Rowena was kneeling in front of Morgana, talking softly, but not touching her. “You’re in Blue Mountain. You’re safe, Morgana. What you’re seeing isn’t real.” Rowena repeated the words again and again, offering Morgana reassurances.

      Rushing to Morgana, he knelt down beside Rowena on the brick patio. He reached up to touch Morgana on the leg, but Rowena gently knocked his hand down and shook her head at him.

      Morgana’s light gray eyes were open and unfocused. It was as if she had gone somewhere deep into her memories.

      His protective instincts kicked into high gear whenever he was with Morgana. He wanted her to be safe and happy. Yes, he wanted that for everyone, but more so for Morgana. Seeing her happy settled something inside him. He had to force himself to keep his instincts in check and not pick her up and carry her away.

      Seeing her like this made his instincts worse and harder to resist. Her skin was paler than usual, and the ever-present lines of pain bracketing her eyes were deeper. Her long blond hair hung in a braid down her back and wisps floated around her angular face. “What happened?”

      “I think she’s having a flashback,” Rowena said, glancing at him before looking back at Morgana. “Morgana, it’s Rowena, your friend. Damon and Meredith are here too. We’re at The Magic Plate in Blue Mountain. We’re having coffee on the back patio. You’re safe. Listen to the sound of my voice.”

      Rowena continued the explanations, but Damon wanted to push his friend out of the way and hold Morgana. He wanted to be the one to help her through her troubles, defend her against physical threats, and hold her to reassure her that she was safe and that nothing from her past could harm her here.

      Time seemed to crawl by as he watched Morgana. Finally, she blinked, slowly coming back to them.

      He’d been struck by Morgana’s beauty from the moment he’d laid eyes on her, but it wasn’t just her blond hair and light gray eyes. There was something about her that just spoke to him. His magic essence had stirred the first time he saw her, as if reaching for her—like she was a part of him—even though they’d never met before. A first for him.

      Female companionship was a regular occurrence in his life—he was a healthy and attractive male in his thirties, after all—but he’d never been drawn to another person like he was to Morgana. He got a sense like he’d always known her.

      “Rowena? Damon?” Morgana turned her head from side to side then dropped her face in her hands. “Oh my god. I’m so sorry.”

      He pulled one of the patio chairs over and sat, careful to keep his knees from touching Morgana’s. Resting his forearms on his thighs, he hunched over, making himself appear smaller and hopefully less intimidating. He was a big guy and sometimes it was a disadvantage when he wanted to appear non-threatening. “No, Morgana. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      “I need to go.” She pushed out of her chair and hurried to the back door of the restaurant.

      He was out of his chair, ready to go right after her.

      “No. Let her go,” Rowena said, her hand on his arm.

      He was torn between yearning to help Morgana and listening to Rowena’s advice. “She’s scared and embarrassed.”

      “Damon, conjure yourself some coffee,” Meredith said, pulling up a chair next to his.

      He would have preferred a good scotch, but six-thirty in the morning was a little early for alcohol. Coffee would have to do.

      The three of them sat in silence for a moment as they drank their coffees, but the itch to go after Morgana wouldn’t leave him. “Rowena, are you sure I shouldn’t check on her? Her headaches are getting worse. Maybe she needs someone to look after her, at least until the headaches stop.”

      “I know. She’s holding so much in, and except for some superficial stuff, she won’t talk about it. But, Damon, we can’t force her. Morgana has to do this on her own time.”

      Even with her own comforting words, Rowena looked worried, like she wished she didn’t have to follow the advice she dished out. But he knew she was right. It just went against every cell in his body to sit back and not persuade her to get help.

      “Damon, don’t do it.”

      He didn’t have to ask what Meredith meant. “I won’t use my specialty to persuade her.”

      Meredith looked skeptical. “You promise? I’m sure you used your persuasion on me when I freaked out after learning I was magic.”

      Rowena frowned. “Is that true? Did you use it on us?”

      He just shrugged. He enjoyed life too much to admit to a very powerful magic woman that he may have used his magic to persuade her to listen when she didn’t want to. He wasn’t dumb.

      “I’ll let it go for now, but if she doesn’t come down for the dinner tonight, I’ll check on her,” he said.

      Meredith snorted. “I’m not sure that was much of a promise, but okay.”

      He stayed for a few more minutes to chat, then flashed home to get ready for work.

      While he was showering, Morgana’s image popped into his mind, like it’d done every day for the past ten months. But not just in the shower, also in his dreams or in the middle of a meeting. Even when he was reading a book, he imagined what it would be like having her nestled up against him. They’d both be reading and then they would stop to talk about their stories. They would kiss—could see them acting out some of their favorite love scenes.

      Grabbing the body wash, he soaped himself up, then turned the water to cold and rinsed off quickly. He wouldn’t jerk off to Morgana’s image.

      He respected her and refused to let her become an obsession. He just worried it was too late.
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      “Hey, gorgeous!” Morgana looked up as Reece left his office and came to stand in front of her. “You don’t have to keep working, you know. You’ve done a lot today,” he said, giving her one of his heart-stopping smiles.

      After her flashback this morning, she’d escaped to her apartment until her headache had calmed down to just below a tortuous level. Then she’d gotten ready for the day and headed to the bakery to help out.

      Reece understood what it was like to need to hide from others. He’d been spellbound last year while they were trying to remove another spell that had been placed upon him. The second spell had almost succeeded in killing him. Their mutual loss of control and power was something that few people could understand. She felt the shared experience had created a special bond between them.

      The craziness of all the spells that could be put on a person was mindboggling. No one had been able to detect any spells on her: not Jack and Meredith, nor their counterparts around the world. Her magic was just weak, and she had headaches like millions of other people in the world.

      It was something she just had to accept. She returned to the bowl and poured the batter into cupcake molds before acknowledging his comment. “I know. I just like it here.”

      “It’s a good place to hide, you mean?”

      “Yes, that too.”

      “Believe me, I get it.”

      Morgana loved hanging out with Reece. He was easy to get along with and he wasn’t hard on the eyes either—bulging muscles all over and a smile that could make the most jaded woman smile in return. She hadn’t known him before the second spell, but Jo had confessed to Morgana one day that she was worried about her brother. He’d become obsessed with working out and learning everything he could about magic. How that was a bad thing, Morgana didn’t know. She liked this version of Reece and the banter between them was fun and flirtatious, but that’s as far as it went. They’d both admitted their feelings for each other were more like those of a brother and sister.

      They worked in silence for several minutes. Reece’s baking skills were amazing, and she’d learned so much from him when she’d first arrived in Blue Mountain and even more in the last two months since he’d come out of the coma and grown stronger. Her own baking was decent, but her cooking kicked ass, although she stuck mostly to Mexican dishes, which were her favorite.

      Reece playfully bumped her hip to nudge her out of the way as he placed a pan in the upper oven while she pulled one out of the lower oven. “Headaches still bad?” he asked.

      “The same.”

      “Then what happened? You’re a bit more sullen than usual today.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Morgana, I keep telling you, you never have to be sorry. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “Right.” She set the pan to cool on a rack and took the full pan to the oven. “I had a flashback today and Rowena was there. Then Damon and Meredith walked in on me freaking out.”

      He looked at her in understanding. “Again, you don’t have anything to be sorry for. Those things happen, and PTSD is a sneaky bastard. You never know when it’ll creep up on you.”

      “I know… Did what happen to you?...  being in a coma… did it affect you like this too? Do you think you have PTSD?”

      He squeezed the back of his neck and rotated his head from side to side. “Yup, I’ve had my moments.”

      “Okay.” What else was there to say? She wasn’t going to ask someone to talk when she didn’t want to talk either.

      “We’re ready for tomorrow and the family dinner will be soon. Why don’t you take off? I’m going to head out soon too. My staff can close the bakery.”

      “Okay.” She sounded like a broken record. “I’ll see you in a while.”

      She waved to the front bakery staff when she left and headed to her apartment. The bakery was in the bottom of the first of the three Williams’s buildings, and she lived in the third, so it wasn’t far. If she could flash, she’d be there in a moment, but instead she had to take the elevator. Her apartment was a beautiful and spacious unit on the ninth floor with a view of the park across the street. She’d forever be grateful to the Williams family not only for welcoming her into their family and feeding and clothing her, but also for giving her a space of her own.

      She was putting on her shoes to go down to dinner when there was a knock on the door. Since only the Williams family or people vetted by them could get through the spells around the building, she expected it was one of the W’s—shortened from the Little W’s. The name always made her smile.

      Fiona, Damon’s mom, had said they had started calling the cousins by the shared nickname when they were younger because it was easier than listing all their names. It could refer to two, three, or four of them. To Morgana, it spoke of a connection and a past, something she couldn’t remember having herself. She wondered what that would feel like—to have a nickname and to belong.

      She pushed the thought from her mind as she pulled open the door and swallowed her gasp, ignoring the tingle of excitement low in her belly. “Damon, why are you here?” He was wearing a suit and looked good enough to eat. It was just too bad that, like a decadent dessert, he wasn’t good for her.

      “I wanted to check on you. See how you’re doing.”

      “I’m fine. Are you going to the dinner?” Shit. She shouldn’t have asked. Now he probably thought she wanted him there. She did, kind of, but he didn’t have to know that. “I mean, if you’re going, I’ll meet you down there.”

      “Morgana, can I come in?”

      She stepped back, let go of the door, and walked to the kitchen island. The great big piece of granite was enough to put a bit of distance between her and Damon. And by not shutting the door, maybe he’d take the hint.

      Nope—gah! He shut the door and perched on a kitchen stool on the opposite side of the island.

      “What do you want, Damon?”

      “I’m worried about you. How are you really doing?”

      His concern made her feel like bitch since she’d been trying to get rid of him. But if she was around him too often, she feared she’d be putty in his hands. Then it wouldn’t be long before he became bossy and controlling like every other man in her past. Spending more time together would only encourage his bossiness.

      Or he could kiss her. She’d like that, but then the bossiness might follow. It was probably better not to invite too much conversation. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t have a headache?”

      “I’m fine.” She sighed. She was being childish, but if she gave Damon an inch, he’d take a mile and break her down until she was swooning in his arms. That wouldn’t do. Not only was he too persuasive and strong enough to control her, but her headaches were getting worse, making it harder for her to come up with the strength to resist him.

      That was another problem. Even if Damon wasn’t controlling, which he totally was, she couldn’t burden him with her problems. It was probably time she left Blue Mountain. The last thing she wanted was to become an even bigger burden on the Williams family. She’d mooched off them enough already. Her migraines and headaches were getting worse, and she feared she was dying.

      Damon got up and walked around the island. “You’re not fine, Morgana. The headaches are wearing you down, and now you’re having flashbacks.”

      The flashbacks weren’t new, but that was another thing he didn’t need to know about. “Damon, you can’t fix this. Besides, I’ll be okay.”

      He placed his fingers under her chin and gently tilted her head up. She was five foot three, but Damon was a giant. His shoulders were so wide they would have blocked her from seeing the sun if they’d been outside.

      “I want to fix this. I hate seeing you in pain.”

      He was being too nice and if he continued, she’d be the one reaching up for a kiss. “I’m not a real fan either, but you can’t do anything to help. Meredith and Jack and some other council leaders checked me out and if they can’t find an answer, no one can.”

      She should step back so he’d drop his hand, but her feet seemed to have a mind of their own, staying firmly planted in front of Damon.

      Her eyes stayed fixed on his face and she watched his expression soften. She wanted him to kiss her, but she shouldn’t.

      He’d be both forceful and gentle in his kiss. She didn’t know how she knew; she just did. If she went up on her toes, maybe he’d take the hint and lean the rest of the way down.

      He tilted his head slowly toward her. Her wish was going to come true. She could already imagine the feel of his lips on hers. Just then, his lips touched hers in the softest of kisses and she opened her mouth to invite him in. He moved his hands to her hips and tugged her body flush with his. A moan escaped her at the feel of his hard length against her stomach.

      No. Would she never learn? She couldn’t start anything with a man who could control her, especially one who had the magical power to make her do whatever he wanted.

      She took a step back and he dropped his hands. “I need to finish getting ready for dinner.” Her voice sounded breathless to her own ears. She took a deep breath and stood straighter. “I’ll meet you downstairs?”

      He opened his mouth like he was going to protest and then nodded and flashed away.

      Sagging back against the kitchen island, she brought her fingers to her lips. She could still taste him and found she had been right—he was the most decadent of desserts. A dessert that would be no good for her because a treat like that always tasted good while you ate it, but then regret set in later. He couldn’t help it—it was just his nature. But that didn’t stop her from wondering what it would be like to have someone. Someone who was always there for her. Someone who cared when she was in pain and wanted to comfort her.

      Her parents had probably loved and cared for her, but she couldn’t remember them. The W’s cared, but having someone like Damon care for her and love her would be so much different. Love? Could someone like Damon—bigger than life, successful, and controlling—care for her?

      Oh my god. What was she thinking? Of course, he could care for her—while he controlled her.

      She turned around and headed back to her bedroom to finish getting ready for dinner. It was definitely time to start thinking about leaving Blue Mountain, Colorado, and Damon behind. He was making her so crazy she didn’t even know what she wanted or needed anymore.
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      Morgana sat at the end of the line of tables, closest to the kitchen. Another few minutes and she’d have been there long enough for etiquette’s sake to make her escape.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t love the family dinners and being included in them; she absolutely did. But her headache was now at the point of inducing nausea. If she didn’t escape soon, she might end up more embarrassed than she was after her morning flashback.

      “…headache?” Rowena asked.

      “Oh sorry, what did you say?” She needed to pay better attention to the people talking to her or they would know something was up.

      “I asked if you had a bad headache. Morgana, are you alright? You seem distracted tonight,” Rowena asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      “I’m fine, just tired. I got up early this morning to watch the sunrise and then I worked with Reece.” Rowena had seen her up early but didn’t know that Morgana never slept much anymore. No one did since she didn’t tell anyone.

      Rowena leaned over. “I think you’re safe to leave now. You’ve stayed long enough, no one will say anything,” she whispered.

      Morgana hadn’t realized she’d made her desire to leave so obvious, but she’d take the reprieve. “Thanks.” Rowena was one of the nicest people she’d ever met. Morgana just wished she could open up to her about her past like Rowena wanted her to. “I’ll see you later.”

      There was a connecting walkway between the two buildings, and a stairway off to the side of the kitchen would take her there. She looked down, hoping to avoid eye contact with anyone. She was almost at the door when she bumped into a hard chest.

      Morgana looked up from a T-shirt stretched across a fit chest. “Oh, Isaac, sorry, I didn’t see you.”

      He laughed and leaned down. “Because you had your head down and were trying to escape.”

      Startled, she opened her mouth to come up with a lie and saw him wink.

      “Hey, I’m just teasing. This isn’t my family either, and as much as I love being included, so many people at once can be overwhelming.”

      She smiled at him and focused on the door near the kitchen. Almost there.

      “Wait,” Isaac said, moving to stand in front of her.

      “What’s up?”

      “Morgana, you know I’m a magic tattoo artist, right?”

      “Yes. Well… I mean, I know you’re magic and that you’re a tattoo artist.”

      He laughed. “True. But what I meant is my specialty is magical tattoos. I can’t draw them on non-magics, of course…” He ran one hand through his hair and huffed out a breath.

      “What he means is he can create memorial tattoos with embedded memories and tattoos with magical properties,” Kate said, coming up beside Isaac.

      “I know what I do, Kate.”

      “Hmmm,” Kate said under her breath.

      Morgana sensed some tension between the two, but her brain felt like it was trying to ram its way out of her skull, and she didn’t have the energy to figure out what was going on with the two artists.

      She half-turned toward the kitchen, pointing to the door. “I’m, ah, just going to go…” She let the words trail off as she again tried to make her escape.

      Isaac reached out and briefly touched her arm before dropping his hand. “Sorry, Morgana, I wasn’t clear. As Kate said, I can imbue magical properties in tattoos, and because of that, I can sense things in people. There’ve been several times where I’ve had a driven compulsion to put a particular tattoo on a person. I have that compulsion with you.”

      “What? You want to give me a tattoo?”

      “It’s more than that. I’m sensing something different in you and I’d like to discuss it with you.”

      “Different how?”

      He ran his hand through his hair again, but he didn’t appear nervous. “Will you come to my studio tomorrow? I’ve got appointments all day, but I can fit you in at seven p.m. if you’d be willing to talk to me.”

      Morgana had nothing against tattoos, had even thought about getting one, but Isaac sensing something in her made her nervous. What if she really was dying and he could tell? Did she want to know that right now? She would definitely need to leave Blue Mountain if she was dying. She didn’t want to be a bigger burden than she already was.

      She must have hesitated too long because Isaac spoke before she could think of a clever way to back out. “I’ve got to go, but I’ll see you at seven tomorrow,” Isaac said, walking away with Kate without giving her a chance to decline.

      Well, she could always cancel on him tomorrow.

      She turned and was almost at the door when she felt a sensation glide over her back, like warmth and lust all mingled together. Shit. Only one person gave her that feeling—Damon.

      Why now? She’d had enough for one day and her head was killing her. Just as she reached for the doorknob, a large hand covered hers. “Morgana, let me escort you upstairs.”

      Oh for goodness’ sake! She whirled on Damon and almost nose-planted right into his massive, solid chest, he was so close. She gave him a shove with both hands, but he didn’t budge. “For Christ’s sake, Damon. I’m a grown woman. Lots of people with headaches and no magic can get to their apartments on their own!”

      She spun around and yanked on the door so hard it almost smacked into her. Damn, she really had to get a grip.

      Damon didn’t follow her and she was almost disappointed.

      No, dammit! She didn’t want him to follow her. He needed to
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