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      Today was the day.

      Today, she intended to confess her deepest, darkest secrets to Keaton. It was past time. After all these months together, he deserved to know the truth.

      Stomach in knots, Autumn Thorne cut through the dense woods between their family estates. In the clearing between the two adjoining pieces of land, Keaton would be waiting.

      “Keaton,” she said with a sigh. Her forever love.

      Family legend held that any born of the Thorne bloodline would only have one true soulmate. No other love would they take. It didn’t matter, because Autumn had found hers, and she was more than content. She was blissful.

      Ten months earlier, they both had returned to Leiper’s Fork from their respective colleges. Full of dreams and high hopes for the future, she had uncharacteristically agreed when her best friend, Diane, suggested a casual graduation celebration at the local restaurant.

      Keaton Carlyle had been seated at the long, glossy pine bar with two of his friends and his cousin. With his shaggy dark hair, eyes the shade of the aquamarine waters of the Caribbean, and a quick-to-flash sunny smile, he’d made many women’s hearts flutter.

      Autumn had been no exception. The moment she entered the overcrowded room, Cupid’s arrow lodged in her heart with a resounding thwack. From that very second on, she’d only had eyes for Keaton.

      And he for her.

      She laughed in remembrance of their initial meeting.

      Both had been struck dumb in the presence of the other.

      Wine flowed freely as they hid in the dark corner of the room and ignored everything and everyone. The magic of the alcohol had done its trick and eased them into a flirty conversation. Within twenty minutes, they’d set a time and location for their first date.

      That night had been the beginning of a beautiful relationship. One that far exceeded anything Autumn could’ve dreamed. Keaton was an attentive lover who catered to her every whim, and she adored the very ground he walked on.

      “True love,” she murmured. Rare and precious.

      Last night, he’d hinted at a future together, going so far as to ask what type of stone she wanted should he choose an engagement ring. The answer was obvious: aquamarine to match his incredible eyes.

      When she at last reached the clearing, she found him half asleep on a blanket under the large oak tree. For a moment, she stared, unable to catch her breath. He was beautiful in all the ways that mattered, and he was hers.

      “Hey, babe,” Keaton greeted with a lazy grin. He held out his arm, and she curled into him.

      She rested her head on his chest and listened to his steady heartbeat.

      “Keaton?”

      “Mmm.”

      “Were you serious last night?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      She lifted her head and met his sleepy gaze. “Why are you so tired?”

      “Late night. One of the horses was colicky.” He rolled on top of her and pinned her arms over her head with one of his hands. The other quickly found its way under her sundress and explored the waistband of her panties. He inched his fingers beneath the lace and touched her most sensitive area. “But not too tired to make love to you.” He grinned and lowered his head to capture her lips.

      Autumn broke their kiss before they became too heated. “Keaton, we need to talk.”

      He lifted his dark head to judge her earnestness. “Can’t we talk after?”

      “No. I need to tell you something.”

      “So serious!” he teased, flaring his eyes wide.

      She smiled despite herself. His fun, laid-back attitude was easy to adopt.

      “Will you promise me, whatever I tell you doesn’t leave this clearing?”

      “Of course.” He sat up and pulled her to rest between his long legs.

      “I’ve thought about how to say it a million times. I don’t know how.”

      Keaton ran his index finger along her temple and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Just say it, babe. It can’t be that dire.” He grew still. “Unless you plan to break up with me. Is that what this is about?”

      “No! Goodness, no. I love you, Keaton, and I want us to be together for always.”

      He sighed and hugged her tightly. “For always.”

      Because there was no way to soften the words she needed to say, she blurted, “I’m a witch.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I’m a witch.”

      He laughed.

      A sick ball of dread formed low in her belly. He thought she was kidding.

      “Keaton.”

      Her serious tone penetrated his amusement.

      “Babe, there’s no such thing as a witch.”

      She shifted to kneel in front of him. “There is.”

      “Is this like a Wiccan thing? Where you worship the trees and shit? I’m cool with that; just don’t tell my mother. She might flip.”

      “No, it’s not a Wiccan thing. They aren’t witches in the real sense of the word.”

      “Autumn, come on. I’m too tired for game playing today.”

      A demonstration was in order. “Watch.”

      Autumn held her hand out flat and concentrated. She drew from her element and created a beautiful, glowing fireball. The orange-red flame pulsed and danced in her hand. Smiling, she shifted her gaze to Keaton and froze.

      His horror-filled eyes were locked on the flame.

      Her earlier dread returned with a vengeance. “Keaton?”

      “You’re a witch,” he croaked.

      “Y-yes.” She balled her fist and extinguished the fire. “I’ve wanted to tell you so many times. I⁠—”

      With his gaze still locked onto where the flaming ball had been, he asked, “Do you cast spells and things like that?”

      “Yes. But only⁠—”

      “Love spells?” he demanded, expression hardening.

      Ignoring her uneasy feeling, Autumn laughed, but even to her, it sounded stilted. “No. There’s no such thing as a love spell.”

      “What about an obsession or desire spell?”

      His angry intensity unnerved her. She had no idea where he was going with this.

      “I suppose there are spells like that, but⁠—”

      Once again, he cut her off. “Remove it.”

      She swallowed to lubricate her suddenly parched throat and wet her lips. “Pardon?”

      “The spell you cast on me. I want you to remove it.”

      “Baby, I never put a spell on you.”

      He scrambled to his feet. “You’re a liar!”

      “No! I’m not lying. There’s no spell.”

      “This explains so much,” he ranted as he paced. “God, I’m stupid!”

      She stood and tentatively approached him with her hands held out. “Keaton, it’s me. I’m still the same person. I love you. And I promise, there is no spell.”

      “Don’t fucking touch me!” Hands tucked behind his back, he skipped out of her reach as if her touch were contagious.

      Shocked by his behavior, Autumn’s turmoil bubbled up inside her chest, pushing against her breastbone and making it difficult to breathe. Why had his attitude become completely unreasonable?

      “Why are you behaving like this?” she demanded.

      “Because I don’t like having my free will taken from me.” He gripped his scalp and shook his head. “Christ, this explains so much,” he repeated.

      “What? What exactly does it explain?”

      “My obsession with you. You’re always on my mind. Even my dreams are filled with you.” He pointed to her face, and his countenance hardened, growing ugly in his rage. “You did this to me. I don’t know whether you thought it would be funny, or whether you honestly believed this is the best way to tie a man to you, but the game is over, sweetheart.” His tone was scathing and bitter at the same time.

      Shock held her immobile. Speechless and hurt, all she could do was stare.

      “If you won’t remove the spell, I’ll find someone who will. When I’m through with you, your name will be worthless in this town. No man will come near you.”

      Tears seeped from her eyes. She swiped at them in a vain attempt to hide her devastation. “Why are you being nasty? There’s no spell.”

      “You want to play it that way? Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Keaton, you promised me you wouldn’t say anything,” she cried. “You promised.”

      “You remove the spell and stay the fuck away from me, and I’ll consider keeping quiet.”

      Pressure continued to build in Autumn’s chest.

      This must be what it felt like to have a heart attack.

      The inability to take a deep breath, the sheer agony of the heart struggling to beat, the knowledge that the end of something precious was imminent.

      The breeze picked up, and the trees around them began to sway. Back and forth, they bent under the pressure of the howling wind. Branches cracked and plummeted to the earth with loud thuds. The blanket swirled up from the ground, caught against his legs, then whipped free to disappear on the air current.

      Keaton lost his tan.

      “What the fuck?” he ground out.

      Lightning struck the ground at the opposite side of the clearing.

      “If you’re doing this, Autumn, knock it off!” he shouted over the building elements.

      But she couldn’t. Her world was crashing down, and her emotions were tied to her magic.

      Words whispered through the tree, speaking to her and telling her what to do. In her mind’s eye, she pictured the athame from her altar. When it appeared in her hand, Keaton jerked in fear.

      She didn’t have time to cast a circle. He would bolt by then. Improvisation was required, and with the wickedly sharp tip, she scored her palm. “I bind thee, Keaton John Carlyle.”

      “What the fuck are you doing? Autumn!”

      “I bind thee. Never shall you reveal the truth about me or any of the Thornes. Not in word, not in writing, not in gesture, not in deed. I bind thee from revealing the truth.” She lifted her face to the sky and spread her arms wide, palms facing upward. “Goddess, hear my plea. Grant me the power to bind this man’s speech.”

      Lightning zipped sideways across the sky and struck the tree behind Keaton’s back. His involuntary yell echoed around the clearing.

      “You crazy bitch!” His words ended in a gurgle, and he clawed at his throat. Fear filled his bulging eyes, and his face turned an alarming shade of purple.

      For a brief moment, Autumn’s own throat seized in response. Young witches couldn’t always control their power, and she worried her impromptu spell may have collapsed his larynx. When his face returned to a more normal shade, he cursed again.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. While she might be angry with him, accidentally killing him would’ve left her devastated.

      He stormed to where she stood in the center of the clearing.

      “What did you do to me?” he rasped.

      “I neutralized your threat.”

      Wide-eyed, his gaze shifted to the bloody knife in her hand. “You stay away from me. Do you hear me?”

      Keaton beat a hasty retreat and ran away as fast as his legs could carry him.

      Energy depleted, Autumn stumbled to the flattened grass where their blanket had been. Kneeling, she ran her hand over the indentation their bodies had left. How had it gone so wrong so fast? How was it possible to feel such an aching hollowness inside, to feel on the brink of death, and yet continue to exist?

      She placed a hand on her lower abdomen. She’d never had a chance to tell him about the baby they’d made. Based on his reaction, another revelation was out of the question. With a silent prayer to the Goddess that her binding spell would remain solid, Autumn curled into a tight ball on the ground.

      Grief caught up to her. Harsh, hiccuping sobs shook her frame, and all she could do was give herself over to the pain. Hours passed, and the sun set. Still, she remained unable to drum up the energy or will to go home.

      She stared at the overhead stars peeping through the branches of the mighty oak.

      Oh, to be there! Far, far away from the hell she was experiencing here on Earth.

      A beam of light settled on her face.

      “Autumn?”

      She turned her head toward her sister’s voice.

      Winnie rushed to her side.

      “Sister? What’s wrong?” When she noticed the smattering of blood, she freaked. “Tums, where are you hurt? Where is the blood coming from?”

      Autumn opened her mouth to speak. All but one word eluded her.

      “Keaton,” she wailed.

      “Is it Keaton? Did something happen to him?”

      The tears she thought had dried up flowed once again. Warm, loving arms wrapped around her and pulled her close.

      “Tums, talk to me. Was Keaton hurt?” Winnie asked urgently.

      “No, but I can’t talk about it. I just want to go home.”

      “Okay. Hold on.”

      With a quick incantation, Winnie teleported the two of them back to Thorne Manor.

      “Why don’t you go lie down. I’ll bring you a sandwich and a cup of tea,” Winnie suggested.

      “Honestly, I don’t think I can keep anything down right now.” Autumn hugged her and drew in some of her sister’s warm, healing energy. “But I love you for offering.”

      As she trudged upstairs to her room, she wondered if she shouldn’t try to speak to Keaton one more time. Surely, he must’ve calmed down enough to see reason?

      Her call went straight to his voicemail.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow she would visit him and tell him about the baby. They could decide where to go from there. If he refused to be part of her life, she’d raise their child on her own.

      She’d been wrong to blurt out her secret without feeling the waters first. But she would allow Keaton time to adjust to the shock. Eventually, he would see this was all a misunderstanding. He was level-headed and calm in most situations, and Autumn had no doubt he’d see reason sooner rather than later.
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        * * *

      

      When morning dawned and brought with it a glorious sunrise, Autumn stood on the front porch step and absorbed the sun’s rays. The warmth fed her soul and restored her faith.

      With a cleansing breath, she borrowed a page from her younger sister’s book of optimism and headed to the Carlyle estate.

      As Autumn pulled into the drive, a strange foreboding took hold.

      Diane’s yellow VW Bug was parked outside the Carlyle house, and Autumn couldn’t help wondering why her best friend would be here this early. While Diane had made no secret of the fact that she’d be happy to hook any of the Carlyle brothers or cousins, she hadn’t had any luck in gaining their interest.

      Keaton’s brother answered her knock. “Hey, Coop. Is Keaton home?”

      His handsome face turned an unhealthy shade of green.

      “Coop?” Her heart thudded painfully.

      “He… uh, now’s not a good time, Autumn.”

      Nausea churned in her stomach. As her anxiety grew, she feared she might lose the half muffin she’d managed to choke down this morning.

      The truth was written on Coop’s visage; the pained sympathy, the distaste for what she was about to experience.

      Without another word, she shoved by him and raced for Keaton’s room.
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          PRESENT DAY…
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      “Word on the street is that you are the most skilled witch to train us,” Keaton said by way of greeting.

      If asked, Autumn would have said the only way Keaton would’ve given her the time of day was if she were the absolute last woman on earth, especially after their tumultuous history.

      But everything had changed a few weeks ago when Keaton learned he was a warlock whose powers had been bound at birth. Now that those powers were unbound, they radiated off him and appeared brighter than the sun. And like peering at the sun, it hurt Autumn to look at him.

      The irony of today’s meeting wasn’t lost on her. A little over nine years ago, he’d shunned her because she was a witch. But because he needed her to teach him how to use his magical abilities, he’d sought her out.

      Odd how, after all this time, his deep baritone still had the ability to reach right inside her and warm her lady bits. Her body’s reaction to him irritated the hell out of her. Would she ever get him out of her system?

      She raised a brow and placed her hands on her hips. “We can start as soon as we get your apology out of the way.”

      His lips screwed up, and his eyes narrowed, making it appear he’d eaten sour grapes.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For?” she asked, dragging the word out.

      “Can we not leave the past in the past, Autumn?”

      “Same old Keaton,” she said in disgust. “Can’t admit when he’s wrong.”

      “Oh, and binding me from telling anyone you were a witch wasn’t wrong? Destroying the project I worked on for so long with my daughter wasn’t wrong?”

      A short while ago, in an effort to distract the Carlyles and allow her sister Spring to remove Summer’s rescue elephant from their pool, Autumn helped create chaos in downtown Leiper’s Fork. If she took satisfaction in lighting his truck on fire, well, she’d earned the pleasure.

      “I apologized for the truck and paid for the damages.” Autumn shrugged as if she couldn’t care less one way or the other when, in fact, she did. The damage she’d wrought to the restored truck was bad form. At the time, she hadn’t realized his daughter had had a hand in helping him rebuild his rust bucket. She believed she was only striking out at Keaton when she’d torched it.

      “And?” he asked as tauntingly as she had a moment before.

      “That’s all you get. The binding spell was cast to protect myself and my sisters. I won’t apologize for that.”

      His anger caused red blotches to appear high on his cheekbones, altering his tanned complexion. It didn’t detract from his male beauty in the least.

      And didn’t that piss her right off?

      “You made me feel as if I were losing my mind. I couldn’t talk about our relationship to anyone.”

      “We didn’t have a relationship, Keaton. We were two stupid kids exploring sex. The term relationship indicates feelings, and you had none.”

      “That’s not true,” he argued, taking a step forward.

      She held up a hand.

      “You know what? I’ve changed my mind. Keep your apology. I don’t want to get into this.” Down that path lay heartache, and she had no intention of trekking it again. She wished she’d never brought up the subject to begin with. “Go down and get Coop. We’ll start the basics.”

      “Autumn.” His tone changed. It had warmed enough to resemble the caring man she had thought she knew in the beginning. In truth, that man never existed, not for her.

      “If you wish me to teach you, we shelve the past, Keaton. No talking about it. Ever.” Because if she did, it would break the fragile wall encasing her heart. She needed that wall to elude the charming net he could so easily cast. Needed it to keep the pain and anguish of their breakup at bay.

      The intensity in his deep-blue eyes disturbed her. Made her skin itchy and tight. He’d always seen too much. Her only saving grace was that those eyes weren’t the loving ones she remembered. Time and pain had darkened his irises to a deeper, cloudier blue-green than they used to be.

      Changing irises were a witch’s tell. Or rather, in Keaton’s case, a warlock’s tell. The closest she’d gotten to him in recent years was when he confronted her over setting fire to his truck. Because of her own hurt, she hadn’t registered the change in color at the time. Had she done so, she’d have recognized him for what he was.

      His daughter, Chloe, hadn’t inherited his aquamarine eyes. Hers were a warm, golden shade of honey. It bothered Autumn to think that, eventually, some dickhead would come along and hurt little Chloe, too. Her eyes would lose that bright, stunning color.

      But such was life. Getting your heart battered and bruised was inevitable. She hadn’t met a single adult, and certainly not a Thorne, who hadn’t had a rough go of it.

      “You’re wasting my time, Keaton. You had two hours from when you showed up today. Clock’s ticking, buddy.”

      “I don’t remember you as such a hard ass.”

      Autumn’s inability to swallow came unexpectedly, but she struggled through it.

      “Yeah, well, we all grow up,” she said flippantly. To create distance, she moved to the stand holding the Thorne grimoire and flipped through the pages. “It was bound to happen.”

      His gaze burned as he studied her profile. She tilted her head down, removed her hair clip, and scrubbed her scalp. The thick locks created a curtain, blocking his view.

      “Thank you for being kind to Chloe.” His husky voice came from close beside her, making her jump. Despite his six-foot-three, muscular frame, he moved as silently as a damned cat.

      She inched sideways. To give herself something to occupy her hands, she strolled around the room and touched a fingertip to the candle wicks, lighting each in turn.

      As far as his daughter was concerned, Autumn could afford to be kind. “She’s lovely, Keaton. A daughter anyone would be proud to call their own.”

      And she might have been theirs had things not taken such an ugly turn that day in the glen all those years before.

      The thought had taunted her on more than one occasion. Whenever she saw the two of them together, laughing or sharing an ice cream in town, or whenever Chloe ran toward the Thorne gardens in search of Spring, the sight would stab Autumn right in the fucking heart.

      By now, she was well-practiced at shoving down her bitterness and anger. The turning point had been when she’d so carelessly destroyed the truck. She’d realized her destructive behavior had hurt an innocent girl. That wake-up call had been the catalyst for her to pack up, leave town, and re-evaluate her life.

      “I worried about her reception here when C.C. first mentioned she… we were… like you,” he said, stumbling over his words and triggering her first genuine laugh.

      “You make it sound like some dreaded disease you happened to catch.” She sobered. “It’s a gift from the Goddess. You should be proud to be from a powerful line. There aren’t many pure-blooded witches or warlocks left. Most have been bred out of existence. And about your daughter…” She offered some semblance of a smile. “I don’t hold the sins of the parents against the child.”

      “Bred?”

      Keaton chose to ignore her dig about “the sins of the parents,” and Autumn was happy to ignore the topic if he was.

      “Throughout history, pure-bloods have married non-magical humans. Any children they created would’ve only received diluted abilities. Like Chloe.” She finished lighting the candles and brushed her hands together. “Some witches bound their children to give them a normal life, or what they believed would be normal. Not unlike what your mother and father did to you, Coop, and your cousin, Zane.”

      Keaton frowned. “What about Knox? He’s a Carlyle.”

      “I’ve only spoken ten words to Knox in as many years. I haven’t had much interaction with your family and wouldn’t know.”

      “I should ask him,” he said with a thoughtful nod.

      “I can’t believe it hasn’t come up in the time since you’ve found out the truth,” she said as she stopped a few feet from him.

      “He’s been away, acquiring new breeding stock for our herd.”

      “Gotcha.” No skin off her nose either way. She checked her watch. “We’re down to one hour and forty-five minutes of training time left.”

      “You’re going to be a stickler about this, aren’t you?” he asked softly.

      “I am. I have a busy schedule, and I don’t appreciate my time being wasted.”

      The hard edge crept back into her voice, but she’d be damned if she could prevent it. She didn’t want to train Keaton. But a favor was a favor, and Autumn had grudgingly promised her sister Summer that she’d teach the Carlyle brothers. Since Summer’s powers were hit or miss most days, it fell to Autumn or one of their other sisters. And because those sisters had actual money-producing businesses, with Autumn’s schedule being the most flexible of them, she was the one chosen to help the newbie warlocks.

      “Where did the carefree girl go? The one you used to be?” he mused aloud.

      Tears burned behind her lids, and resentment gnawed at her insides. She presented her back and stared out the large attic window. From her vantage point, she could see the clearing where her life had gone to hell in a handbasket. “She was an idiot. And thankfully, no longer exists.”

      She died with her unborn fetus.

      “I miss her.”

      The wistfulness in his voice triggered her outrage. Where did he get off being sweet after all this time?

      Livid, she struggled to keep her voice level. “I don’t. Like I said, she was an idiot.” She consulted the time again. “One hour and forty minutes.”

      

      Keaton observed the tension in Autumn’s stance.

      She hated everything about him occupying her space. It was in the defiant angle of her chin, her harsh dismissal of the past, and her eagerness to be done with teaching him and his brother the basics of witchcraft.

      He hadn’t wanted to learn and had initially rejected Coop’s revelation last month—especially if it put him in close proximity to Autumn. But when his parents had returned and removed the binding, Keaton felt the supercharged energy pulse through his body on a cellular level. Finally, he understood.

      Magic was a mighty sword he needed to learn to wield for the safety of everyone around him. If he walked around untrained, he might unintentionally let loose one day and hurt someone.

      His father and mother had expressed regret for their lie, and because of who they were—loving and generous parents—Keaton’s only choice had been to forgive. In forgiving them, he’d been forced to compare their actions to Autumn’s. If he were honest with himself, he had to acknowledge her magical crimes against him were much less life-altering.

      “You wanted an apology, so here goes. I’m sorry, Autumn. Truly.”

      She jerked as if struck.

      The urge to touch her overwhelmed him, but he curbed the impulse. He didn’t have the right, not anymore. He had killed her love. Maybe not with his words in the clearing, but definitely when he’d slept with Diane the same night he broke up with her. He’d never had the opportunity to make it right before he found out Diane was pregnant with his child.

      “Look, if you intend to stand around jawing, then I need to get to my real job.” She headed for the door without sparing him a glance. “I’ll catch you later.”

      Before she could leave, Coop stepped into the room.

      “You’re late,” she snapped as she shoved a lock of auburn hair behind her ear.

      Coop flashed her the patented Carlyle grin. One glimpse of those pearly whites was guaranteed to set fire to the panties of unsuspecting females everywhere.

      Keaton had a moment of unease when he saw the twin spots of pink bloom on Autumn’s cheeks.

      Was she attracted to his brother?

      He released his pent-up breath when Autumn said, “Your charm doesn’t work on me, Sheriff. Save it for Summer. Tomorrow, if you aren’t on time, you can find another sucker to teach you. I have better things to do than wait around for you while you flirt with my sister.”

      “You’re warming up to me, Autumn. I can tell,” Coop teased as he tapped a fingertip to her nose.

      Keaton called on every ounce of self-control not to rip his brother’s arm off for touching her. He didn’t want to think about what it meant that he was still territorial after all these years.

      Autumn snorted. “Pfft. Keep dreaming, Coop.” To Keaton, she asked, “Do you want Chloe to join us for future classes? I know she’s learned a few things from Spring, but she’s more than welcome to come with you tomorrow.”

      Her generosity surprised him and shook him out of his pique. What kind of person would offer to help the daughter of the woman you screwed in a drunken stupor?

      “I’ll ask her tonight,” he said.

      “Great. Let’s get started.” She tapped the tome on the altar. “This is a spell book, also known as a grimoire. Every magical family has one. It is handed down through each generation. They can be hundreds or, in some cases, thousands of years old, depending on the ancestral line. Your family should have one, too.” She ran a hand lovingly over the binding. “Most spells were written in Latin, although there are a few in our grimoire in another language that we’ve been unable to identify. I’m sure the Carlyle book is the same.”

      “I thought a lot of people didn’t know how to write in the olden days,” Keaton said as he inched closer to get a look at what she held.

      “The book is like a magical version of Dragon Dictation. You can speak a spell, and it will appear on the pages.”

      “Dude! That’s badass.” Coop reached for the grimoire. “May I see it?”

      “No.” She softened her sharp answer with a half-smile. “Not yet, anyway. I’ll explain why later.”

      Keaton studied Autumn as she droned on about the altar and the best wood when creating one. She hadn’t changed much. Her ivory skin was still as flawless. The deep auburn hair still caught the light and glowed red in its beam. Her lips were just as full, and her body… God, her body. At thirty-two, the woman had the same tight, toned figure she’d had as a twenty-two-year-old.

      His skin tingled in remembrance of holding that curvy form against his. Of tasting every inch. Of being cradled between those long, shapely legs. He mentally shook himself. If he didn’t stop, he’d be sitting here with serious wood popping up—and not the magical altar type.

      With a suspicious glance in his direction, Autumn went on to explain the process of casting a circle. Apparently, spells were to be done within a circle for a multitude of reasons. The most important one was to protect the spellcaster. She also explained the purification steps that must be taken before a ceremony.

      While Autumn answered his brother’s questions, Keaton put his finger on what bothered him about her appearance. Her eyes. Once a bright, beautiful shade of light amber, they were now an average murky brown. How was that possible? It was as if all light had fled from them.

      “When can we get to the good part?” Coop asked and rubbed his hands together.

      “Slow your roll, Sheriff. Until you learn the rules, you don’t perform magic.”

      “Rules?” Keaton asked, drawn back into the conversation.

      “Rules,” she said. “Number one, do as you will, and it harm none. In other words, magic is never to hurt or strike out at another.”

      Keaton’s brows shot up, and he snorted. “I’d say you broke that rule.”

      Autumn turned incredulous eyes on him. “Are you serious right now?”

      “I’m just saying, when you⁠—”

      Coop clapped a hand over Keaton’s mouth and wrestled him to the floor. “Shut up, you idiot! She already hates you. Do you want her to shish kebab you? You know she’s a fire elemental, right?”

      “Are you two done? We are down to only an hour left,” she informed them. The cold tone left little doubt about how much she despised Keaton’s presence in her home.

      “Number two, you don’t use magic for personal gain.” She stared directly at Keaton. “No spells or binding potions for love, revenge, or financial gain. Nothing that doesn’t benefit the whole. Remember, do as you will, and it harm none.”

      She knelt and gestured for him and Coop to do the same. “There are other rules, but those are the most important. I’ll be sure to have a list of the others for you by tomorrow morning. Now let’s practice meditation. It’s important to be centered before starting any spell.”

      With the breathing techniques she demonstrated, Keaton gained a good understanding of how to calm and center his inner self. These would also be useful tools for his everyday life as the small-town mayor, where stress and mayhem were the name of the game.

      Autumn discussed ways to draw out their magic, the importance of discovering their individual elements, and the need to obtain a familiar to boost their spell-casting power.

      “You’re to try nothing on your own. Is that clear? Nothing. Not even the smallest spell. I will tell you when you are ready. Again, all spells should be cast in a dedicated circle. That is tomorrow’s lesson. I’ll see you at eight a.m. sharp. Don’t be late, or we’re done.”
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      “I think she’s softening toward me,” Keaton said, taking a bite of his breakfast sandwich and following it up with a sip of coffee. The she didn’t need to be clarified. Only one woman of his acquaintance hated him, and they both knew who that woman was. Autumn Thorne.

      The wry look Coop sent him said it all.

      “What? You don’t think so?”

      “Dude, you are so delusional it isn’t funny.” Coop took a sip of his black coffee. “She tolerates you as a favor to Summer. I suspect if you were on fire, she wouldn’t work up the spit to put the flames out.”

      His brother was correct. Still, she hadn’t teleported Keaton to hell, so that went in the plus column.

      “She’s sweet with Chloe, though,” he said.

      “That surprises you?”

      “Yeah, considering Chloe was the result of my affair with another woman.”

      Coop stopped his visual study of the diner’s occupants—when on sheriff duty, he stayed alert—and pinned Keaton with a stare. “You didn’t have an affair, Keat. You impregnated and married another woman.”

      Heat crept up Keaton’s neck.

      “Yeah, except for the result of my daughter, it was the biggest mistake of my life,” he agreed.

      Coop snorted and took another sip of coffee. His “ya think?” was implied.

      “Do you believe it’s possible to miss the love you thought you had after all this time?” Keaton asked.

      “I guess. I mean, if Summer had never come back after I drove her away, I probably would’ve gone to my grave regretting that I’d screwed things up between us.”

      Rarely did the two of them talk about their innermost feelings. It felt odd to do it now, but Keaton could finally articulate what he felt after years of forced silence. Thanks to Coop, Autumn’s spell had been broken, albeit accidentally, but Keaton was grateful to his brother all the same.

      “Do you still love her?” Coop asked quietly.

      “I don’t know. Probably not. But being around her again has brought back a lot of the memories I’d locked away.” Keaton traced the pattern on the Formica tabletop. “My anger was what kept me going all this time.”

      “You’re not angry anymore?”

      “I am—to an extent. But I’m beginning to understand she had a lot to lose. Why she didn’t trust me to keep quiet, I’ll never understand.”

      “You reacted badly, Keaton. She told you what she was, and you freaked the fuck out on her. What was she supposed to think?”

      “I know.” He shoved his half-eaten breakfast away, appetite gone. “She won’t let me explain. It’s driving me nuts.”

      Over the last week, Autumn had maintained a strictly professional attitude. Whenever he had arrived early or tried to stay late after their lesson, she would paste on a fake smile and come up with some excuse to cut the conversation short.
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