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      Thank you for choosing this book and deciding to read it. You totally rock.

      I’d like to get to know you better! Each Friday, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      Enjoy your book! <3
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            Chapter One

          

          JACKIE

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me again why we’re driving all the way up here to the Institute on the spur of the moment?”

      Lucas spared me a sideways glance. “Because Cathryn texted me that she needed my help. Our help. And she’s a friend—”

      “Ex-girlfriend,” I muttered.

      “—who’s been very good to us. She’s been working hard to try to figure out what the hell’s going on with me, what I am now, and she’s helped me make some connections.”

      “But she didn’t say why she needs you?”

      “No.”

      “Is something wrong? Is it about . . . what you are?” Yeah, I tended to jump to the worst-case conclusion. It was part of being half-Irish, half-Italian and was ingrained in my DNA.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Well, how did her text sound?”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “It was a text, Jackie. It didn’t sound like anything. It was words in black and white.”

      “Texts have tone. If you were a woman, you’d be able to pick up the subtext.”

      “You might’ve noticed I’m not a woman.” He smirked. “Most days you’re happy about that.”

      “Hmph.” I wasn’t willing to be sidetracked by my boyfriend’s charm just yet. “So Cathryn needs your help. Why am I going?”

      “Because you love me?”  When I didn’t reply and only lifted one eyebrow, Lucas blew out a sigh. “How about because everything’s easier and better for me when we’re together? And because you’ve been working pretty hard since you took over the diner, so I thought it’d be fun for the two of us to have some time alone? And we’ve never gone away together, not really.”

      “That’s because we both have demanding jobs. Well, mine’s a job. Yours is more of a . . . state of being, I guess.”

      “You’re not wrong. But come on. It’s pretty up there, and Cathryn’s putting us up in one of the Institute’s properties. We’ll have privacy, and once I’m done with whatever she needs from me, we can go poke around in the little town up there. Cathryn says there’s an antique fair this weekend. You’ll enjoy that.”

      Damn. He was exploiting my weakness for old stuff.

      “She didn’t mind that I’m coming up with you?”

      His lip twitched. “Uh, no.”

      “You told her, though?” Lucas was a good guy. He never lied to me. But in his efforts to maintain peace between his former-girlfriend-cum-adviser and his current love—that’d be me—sometimes he had to hedge a little. I knew it, but it didn’t stop me from giving him a hard time.

      “Of course I told her.”

      “And she was okay with it?”

      “Ah . . .” He rubbed his jaw with the hand that wasn’t gripping the steering wheel. “Yeah.” His face brightened as though he’d just remembered something. “This morning she texted that she was looking forward to seeing both of us.”

      I stared out the window at the endless fields. It wasn’t any secret that I was still insecure when it came to Cathryn and her relationship with Lucas. Well, who could blame me? Cathryn Whitmore was blonde, petite and absolutely lovely, with the kind of pretty that made men stupid. The fact that she was about fifteen years my junior didn’t help either. And Lucas had known her first—in every way. Although I trusted that he loved me, there were times when I wondered if he ever compared me to his former fling and found me wanting.

      “Are you worried about being away from the diner?” Lucas was definitely trying to change the subject, and I bit back a grin. Men could be so predictable.

      “Not really.” It hadn’t taken me too long to realize that the diner I’d bought from my dear friend’s family after his death ran better when I let the long-time staff handle things. Oh, I was still there daily, overseeing the employees and making sure everything went smoothly, but I wasn’t on-site all the time. And the senior waitstaff was more than capable of being in charge while I was up here in the middle of God only knew where. “They’ve got things under control, and I’m only a text or a phone call away.”

      “Good.” Lucas tapped the brakes and peered out the windshield. “I always miss this turn on the first pass. The sign’s so small that I never—oh, there it is.”

      He swung the wheel sharply so that I slid against the door. I held onto the passenger grip while he slowed the car, navigating the narrow dirt road with care.

      “Carruthers could stand to do some work on this road.”

      “You’re not wrong there. I’m pretty sure it’s gotten worse.” He concentrated on avoiding the bigger holes until everything smoothed out. “Wonder if they had a storm or something.”

      The huge house came into view as we turned out of the trees. My stomach clenched; this place always gave me the creeps. It was beautiful, sure, but I knew it housed more secrets—and more people with extraordinary talents—than anyone might guess. Not to mention the fact that my boyfriend’s ex-lover spent most of her time here. It was her family’s business, as well as their historical home. I might not have had any special powers, but I could definitely feel Cathryn’s presence all over this place.

      “She’s here, right? So the closer we get, the more she can hear my thoughts.” I scrunched up my eyes as though that might keep her out.

      “Yeah, but just use the blocking techniques I told you about. And you know Cathryn doesn’t try to hear you. She uses shielding, too.”

      “That’s somehow not very comforting.” I crossed my arms over my chest as Lucas drove slowly around to the back of the manor and parked the car. I was just about to open my door when another vehicle pulled in. It was a vintage Impala, and I recognized the driver.

      “Hey! It’s Rafe. And Nell.” I’d met the two Carruthers agents the first time I’d visited Harper Creek. They were both considerably younger than Lucas and me, and I’d learned in the months since that they each had very powerful gifts. Rafe was a mind manipulator, who could influence how people thought and perceived time. He had the ability to erase memories, too. Nell could control the elements and astral project; I sensed there was more in her repertoire, but she didn’t talk too much about her power.  They’d visited us in Palm Dunes a few times. Rafe was easy-going and charming; when I was in school, we would’ve called him a chick-magnet. Most women found him irresistible. Nell, on the other hand, was guarded and sharp-tongued. She didn’t trust easily. I’d thought they were an odd couple when we’d met, but there was no doubt that Rafe was completely in love with Nell.  He looked at her as though she’d hung the stars.

      “Well, look who’s here to join the party.” Rafe wrapped me in a tight hug as I stepped away from the car. Releasing me, he glanced over my shoulder. “Hey, Lucas. How’re you doing, Vamp Man?”

      Lucas rolled his
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