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      Mackenzie hadn’t really expected to see Sebastian Drake again this soon. After all, they didn’t run in the same circles. He was the British elite and the newest ranking member of the Witches’ Council. She was a rebellious Thorne and an empty-headed American model—or so it was rumored by those who only saw an exquisite face and didn’t actually know her or that she held a master’s degree in nanoscience.

      Yet there Sebastian was, across the room, looking sexy and smart in his very expensive tuxedo jacket and kilt. James Bond in warlock form. His thick black hair was combed neatly, with a single errant lock falling in such a way to make a woman want to smooth it back into place.

      Well, this woman anyway.

      She took a measured sip of her champagne and maintained a pleasant neutral expression. It would never do to show her interest in Sebastian despite her cousin Alastair’s desire to match the pair of them. If a man saw a woman was attracted to him, he immediately assumed she wasn’t worth the chase and looked elsewhere. Sure, sometimes he’d bed her, but then he’d implement the slow fade and eventually ghost her. But if a woman played it cool and was reserved, it would whet the male’s appetite, and he’d pursue her to the ends of the earth.

      Clearly a fault in the male design.

      Her gaze dropped to the red plaid kilt. Sebastian had legs the size of small tree trunks, and when he shifted, Mackenzie was able to catch a glimpse of those mighty fine knees. A smile tugged at her lips. Oh, what she wouldn’t give to see what he really wore under that skirt of his.

      She let her eyes leisurely trail upward and linger where his package resided underneath the low-slung leather sporran around his waist. Like many of the lust-struck women she’d overheard discussing the incomparable Sebastian Drake, Mackenzie wouldn’t mind spending a night or thirty in his bed. Sighing deeply, she drained what remained of her drink and placed the glass on the tray of a passing waiter. Hell, she’d spend her life in his bed if he gave her any encouragement.

      When she glanced back one last time, it was to meet the intense gaze of the ruggedly handsome Sebastian. For the count of five chest-thumping heartbeats, they locked eyes. His slow, knowing smile brought with it a searing desire to close the distance between them and plant her mouth firmly on his. In her mind’s eye, she saw them tangled, naked and sweating, going at it like sex-starved fiends. She wasn’t sure if the image was his or one of her own. Such was the way with psychics.

      He winked.

      She blushed.

      What the hell?

      She, who never blushed, felt the heat of embarrassment rush up her neck and heat her cheeks. Somehow, he’d either guessed at the torrid thoughts crowding her mind, or he’d put them there. Now, she had an obsessive need to touch him.

      Damn him!

      With a tilt of her chin skyward, she pivoted on her stilettos and headed for the closest exit. The cold, crisp air would cool her overly warm skin and clear her head of images involving the horizontal mambo with that “English playboy”—as her cousin was so fond of calling him.

      Mackenzie had just cleared the doorway when her internal warning system went haywire. A tingling started between her shoulder blades, and goose bumps broke out along the exposed skin of her arms and neck. Hands raised to strike, she spun back around and faced the oncoming threat.

      Only it wasn’t a threat, not in the truest sense of the word. Certainly not a hazard to her health—more along the lines of a danger to her heart.

      Sebastian.

      And based on the amorous look in his dark eyes, he was coming to claim the kiss she’d been fantasizing about since she met him three months ago.

      “Leaving so soon, Ms. Thorne?”

      Crap on a cracker! The husky, teasing quality of his voice made her insides a quivering mass of jello. “Of course not. Not before the dedication for Georgie Sipanil. I simply required air.” There, that sounded like a legit excuse, right?

      “Mmhmm.” He placed his palm flat against the bare skin at the small of her back and guided her toward the railing.

      Her mind blanked. Like literally all the words and thoughts rolling around in her head went south, and in their place, something darker, more sinister took root. She violently shuddered from the kaleidoscope of images she received from his simple touch. Her body’s reaction had nothing to do with here and now, but everything to do with future events involving Sebastian.

      He quickly removed his hand.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you’d find my touch abhorrent.” His voice had taken on a coolness and held an edge of discomfort. Here was a man who respected boundaries, and Mackenzie appreciated the hell out of that type of guy.

      “Oh, no… I… it’s not that… you…”

      The ridiculousness of the moment suddenly struck her, and she laughed. Here she was, one of the most sought-after models of all time, with nearly every member of the fashion world clamoring for her attention in some way or another. Women wanted to be her. Men wanted to bed her. Corporate heads wanted to make money off her looks. But all she could do was act like a stammering virgin when confronted with the magnificent Mr. Drake.

      “I’m sorry, Sebastian. It wasn’t you. It was…” What could she tell him? It actually was his fault, but only insomuch as his fate would play out in the coming weeks.

      His eyes warmed, taking them from near-black to a milky chocolate. “So now we are on a first-name basis? I’d hoped to get there soon.”

      Aaannnd they were back to his patented panty-dropping charm.

      She sighed her disappointment. While she didn’t mind dropping her panties for this man, she wanted the genuine guy she’d witnessed only a minute before. Not this guy. Not the one who was practiced and suave. Not the one who gave all his potential conquests the same cool, sexy smile but failed to offer anything more lasting than a few hours in the sack.

      “Look, Mr. Drake, I’m sure you’re nice and all, but this…” She waved a hand up and down to indicate his gorgeousness. “Yeah, it’s going to be a hard pass from me.”

      He frowned his confusion but remained silent. Watchful.

      “Haven’t been told no before, have you?” she asked, her voice dripping with faux pity.

      He laughed. Not just an indulgent chuckle, but a full-bodied amused bark of laughter. “You remind me of GiGi,” he finally said. “Same sarcastic wit, same ability to put a person in their place. Well done.”

      GiGi.

      Yes, for a brief second, she’d forgotten he had a thing for her cousin. Disappointment rode her hard. At most, Mackenzie would be second-best since Sebastian was probably still in love with GiGi. And didn’t that beat all? The guy she was crushing on wanted someone else.

      “She’s taken,” she snapped. Her irritation wasn’t a result of jealousy or because she didn’t wish her cousin well. It was because she did want GiGi’s happiness that Mackenzie was irritated. As long as she was around, no one was going to screw up GiGi and Ryker’s marriage but them.

      “I’m well aware.” Sebastian’s eyes took on a quizzical light as he studied her.

      “Good. Have a nice evening, Mr. Drake.” She gave him a brief nod.

      When she would’ve moved away, he held up a hand. “What have I done to give you such a low opinion of me, Ms. Thorne?”

      With a concerted effort, she pasted a smile on her face. “I don’t have any opinion of you. I don’t think of you at all.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fire.

      His eyes narrowed.

      She arched a brow. “If you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to miss the dedication.”

      “By all means.” He swept his arm toward the door. An indication for her to precede him. She’d only taken two strides when he said, “I believe you do think about me, Mackenzie Thorne. You think about me a lot.”

      She met his mocking gaze in the reflection of the doors. He was right, but she’d never admit it. Not to this arrogant version of the man she wanted him to be. “Keep telling yourself that, Mr. Drake. In the meantime, you should go soak that big fat head of yours. It’s matched only by your ego, and that should be deflated, too.”

      His amused chuckle set off the butterflies in her lower abdomen.

      Dammit!

      

      As Mackenzie rushed away, Sebastian allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction. She wasn’t immune to him despite what she claimed. The high color in her cheekbones and the spark of interest in her eyes belied her words.

      She’d been wrong when she assumed he nursed unrequited feelings for GiGi Thorne-Gillespie. Oh, without a doubt, he’d desired her, and had they explored a relationship, they’d have been happy enough as partners. However, GiGi’s heart had always belonged to her husband, Ryker, and everyone knew a Thorne only loved once.

      Sebastian would likely never admit it aloud, but he wanted someone to love him with that same all-consuming passion.

      Taking his time, he sauntered back into the ballroom. He sought out the scarlet-haired Mackenzie and found her speaking with an old school chum of his, Hugh Cunningham. A feeling akin to irritation rippled through him. He wanted nothing more than to plant Hugh a facer and hurry Mackenzie away. In more than twenty years, that slimy prick, Hugh, hadn’t changed much. Although he’d retained his blond good looks, Hugh’s eyes had grown paler, and no amount of glamouring could reduce the bags underneath them. His long nights of excess were clearly stamped on his puffy features. Still, he regarded every woman as a conquest to be bedded and abandoned with undue haste, uncaring if they found him attractive or not. It was the singular thing Sebastian hated about him.

      At that precise instant, his friend locked eyes with him across the distance and winked. It was an indication that the bloody wanker intended to make a move on Mackenzie. Wasting no time, Sebastian cut a path to her side. He’d be damned if Hugh would try to seduce the woman he wanted for himself.

      “Baz! Have you met the lovely Mackenzie Thorne? You have? Brilliant. Brilliant.” Hugh smiled widely.

      How had Sebastian never realized how annoying Hugh was? Always repeating the last word of his sentence. Always grinning like a demented jackal. Always… yeah, well, now that he thought about it, Hugh was a great waste of space, and an irritating one at that.

      “I was just trying to convince her to have dinner with me. What? What?”

      When Sebastian glanced down into Mackenzie’s laughing blue eyes, the tension in his neck and shoulders eased. Obviously, she had no intention of being charmed by Hugh.

      She gave him a slight nod when Sebastian lifted a brow in silent question. Their gazes remained locked for an extra few seconds—mainly because he found it impossible to look away. Finally, as the sound of another person clearing their throat penetrated, he faced Hugh.

      “Sorry, but the lady has already agreed to give me a go of it. I’m sure if she ever tires of me, she’ll look you up.” On that note, Sebastian ushered her away, cutting off any protest Hugh might have.

      “Give you a ‘go of it’? What, precisely, does that mean?” she asked as he handed her a new flute of champagne.

      He tapped his glass to hers. “I intend to wine and dine you.”

      “Just so long as you don’t throw the sixty-nine in there,” she muttered as she took a sip and turned away.

      Sebastian was sure she’d never intended for him to hear the low-spoken words, yet he did, but only because the orchestra had died at that precise moment. Leaning in close, he whispered, “Why? You don’t like to sixty-nine?”

      She spewed her drink and proceeded to cough as if her lungs were afire.

      Wordlessly, he handed her his handkerchief.

      She mopped up her chin and dress, her cheeks a vivid shade of pink. “I can’t believe you said that.”

      “Because all Englishmen are expected to be refined?”

      “Are you saying you aren’t?”

      Sebastian let a cheeky grin answer for him.

      Color flooded her face for the second time. She surprised him when she said, “I think I like you better unrefined, Mr. Drake.”

      “He’s technically an Earl. That would make him Lord Kilbride,” inserted a female from behind them. “And he’s half Scot. So, yes, completely unrefined.”

      He twisted slightly to glance over his shoulder at his sister.

      “Arabella!” Mackenzie kissed her on each cheek. “You are looking lovely tonight. I’m glad you could make it.”

      “It’s nice to see you again, Ms. Thorne. I hope I’m not interrupting?”

      “Not at all, and I thought we were on a first-name basis? Please, call me Mackenzie or Mack.” She waved a waiter over and retrieved two more flutes of champagne, handing one off to Arabella.

      “So you’re on a first-name basis with my sister, but not me?” Sebastian asked, curious how Arabella ranked such familiarity when he’d been in Mackenzie’s company more. Keeping his gaze focused on Mack, he directed his next comment to his sister. “Actually, you are interrupting, Bella. I was about to ask Mackenzie to⁠—”

      Expression bordering on panic, she was quick to slap her palm over his mouth.

      Sebastian didn’t know who was the more surprised of the three of them. He suspected Mackenzie herself, based on the way she jerked her hand away and hid it behind her back.

      “To have dinner with me,” he concluded with a smirk.

      Although he never looked her way, he could feel his sister’s speculative regard bouncing between the two of them.

      “Oh, do say yes, Mack,” Arabella urged. “Better yet, you should be our guest for the weekend. You and I could get to know each other better.”

      Mackenzie turned her dazzling blue gaze on his sister. She seemed to understand the offer of true friendship because she smiled her agreement.

      “Wonderful.” Arabella linked their arms and steered her toward the front of the room. “We are going to be great friends,” she declared. “I just know it.”

      Sebastian followed the women at a slower pace, watching as Arabella leaned in to impart some tidbit of information here or there as they walked away. He hadn’t realized how lonely his sister was all this time, but the hint of desperation she’d shown when she invited Mackenzie to their home spoke volumes.

      As for himself, he could freely admit to his own loneliness. It had been too long since he had anything resembling a relationship. The siblings guarded a life-altering secret, and it made them overly cautious of the outside world. Yet they still longed for friendships in general.

      Mackenzie Thorne might be the Drakes’ salvation.
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      The Drake estate was magnificent by anyone’s standards. Four stone stories crowned with a smattering of towers made the place majestic. As she stared at the exterior of Sebastian’s home, Mackenzie couldn’t help but gape. The windows were a good foot and a half taller than her host, who stood at six-four, and she could just imagine a lady of old staring wistfully out over the drive, waiting for her long-lost love to return.

      “This place is amazing!” She craned her neck to see the domed towers better. “Is it just you and your sister living here?”

      “We have two aunts haunting the halls, but otherwise, yes.”

      She gave Sebastian a sharp glance. “Haunting?”

      He grinned but said no more.

      “He’s teasing you, Mack. They are alive and well.” Arabella bit her lip. “Or mostly well, if you disregard the fact they are both madder than a March hare.”

      “I don’t know what to say to that,” Mackenzie admitted with a laugh.

      “No need,” Sebastian assured her. He kept his hands locked behind his back and nodded toward the now-open door. “After you.”

      Today, Mackenzie was wearing flats, and although she was on the tall side, she barely reached Sebastian’s chin. As a result, she had to tilt her head back a bit to meet his dark, dancing eyes. “You think I’m going to be the first to walk into a house with creaking doors and haunted halls?”

      He chuckled and held out an arm for her to take. And oh, how she wanted to, but she was afraid of what she’d see again. Just as he was about to lower his arm, she placed her hand in the crook of his elbow. She released a relieved sigh when no visions slammed into her.

      “Is everything all right, Mackenzie?” His charming veneer dropped to show legitimate concern.

      “Yes, I…” She gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Sorry. I don’t touch many people. I don’t always care for the feelings I receive.”

      His eyes met hers, and he nodded. “Last night makes more sense now. What did you feel?”

      “Nothing that made any sense, really,” she hedged.

      “You’re not being completely truthful with me,” he said. “But your secrets are your own to keep. I understand all about the need for such things.”

      “Thank you, Sebastian.”

      “Baz. All my close friends call me Baz.”

      “I don’t know that I’d classify us as close friends.”

      He smiled at her teasing tone. “I would, because it won’t be long now.”

      Her breath stalled, and she found it difficult to take in air.

      The intent behind his comment was clear; Sebastian Drake desired her and would do everything within his power to make her his lover. Mackenzie’s ability allowed her to feel his seriousness. The want in those mocha eyes was plain for anyone to see.

      The two of them were locked in the moment. Each lost in the magic of the other’s gaze and the possibility of becoming lovers.

      Arabella cleared her throat, and the spell was broken.

      Or mostly.

      Sebastian’s hot-eyed gaze dropped to Mackenzie’s lips, and he shifted as if he intended to kiss her.

      “Sebastian!”

      Arabella’s scold had done the trick. He jerked slightly and shook his head. “Right.” Once again, his eyes met Mackenzie’s. “Right.”

      Placing his other hand over hers where it still rested in the crook of his arm, he guided her toward his sister at the top of the stone stairs.

      Trying not to attract notice, Mackenzie inhaled deeply to restart her lung function. Goddess, the man was sex on a stick. All yummy and tempting, making her insides gooey.

      He was correct; they’d become lovers. But that didn’t mean she was going to make it easy for him.

      She suppressed a grin at the thought.

      “What has you so amused?” he asked in a low voice.

      “You. Me. Us.”

      He paused in the entry hall to stare down at her. “The idea of us amuses you?”

      “The upcoming dance does.”

      The light of challenge sparked a fire in his dark eyes, and an appreciative smile eased the hardness of his rugged features. “Me, too.” He leaned in until his lips were a mere inch from the shell of her ear. “You should know, I’m a master dancer.”

      Removing her hand from his, she stepped away. “I’ve no doubt. But you should know, I can dance circles around you, Baz.”

      His grin widened to encompass half his face.

      “What has you so amused?” she parroted his earlier question.

      “You. Me. Us.” He had replied as she expected he would.

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “You called me ‘Baz.’ It shows you’re already warming to me.”

      She gave him an arch look and turned away to admire the hall. “Your home is gorgeous.”

      “Not nearly as gorgeous as you,” he said smoothly.

      “First, if you want to charm me, Lord Kilbride, I suggest you discard the practiced-flirt routine. I don’t like it, and for each time you lay it on thick, it will set you back by at least ten steps and kill your game.”

      “I’ll make a mental note of it. And second?”

      “Pardon?”

      “You said ‘first,’ which implies a second.”

      The twinkle in his eyes was genuine, and it derailed her thought process. “Yeah, I got nothing.”

      His deep laughter was like a thick blanket on a cold day. She wanted to snuggle down and get comfy.

      “I like you, Mackenzie Thorne.”

      Raw honesty shone on Sebastian’s face, and Mackenzie’s heart unlocked enough to crack the door to possibility. It wasn’t necessarily an open invitation for him to step through, but she wasn’t shutting him out either. Maybe he’d taken her at face value and decided to be himself instead of some over-the-top Lothario. She’d like him so much more if he was genuine.

      Because she feared her face displayed her longing, she glanced away, looking for a distraction, and realized Arabella was missing. “What happened to your sister?”

      “Her first action is always to check the welfare of the aunts when we return.”

      “Arabella is such a lovely soul.”

      “You can tell that after such a brief acquaintance?”

      “Call it a gift.”

      “Ah.”

      She stopped her inspection of his home and spun back around to face him. “Your ‘ah’ holds a wealth of meaning. What are you thinking?”

      “Simply that you’re insightful. It explains why you dislike it when people put on an act with you.”

      She gave him a single nod to acknowledge he’d guessed correctly.

      “Tell me, Mackenzie. Are you like your cousin Alastair?”

      “In what way?”

      “An empath.”

      “Somewhat. My ability goes deeper.”

      He placed a hand lightly on her shoulder to gain her attention and direct her toward another room, but just as quickly removed it. “In what way?”

      “I have psychic visions.” She’d turned back around when she said it so she could see his reaction.

      He nodded thoughtfully. “What did you see when we were on the balcony last night?”

      “How did you know?”

      “When I touched you, you had a visceral-type reaction and responded with a shudder. You then said it wasn’t me. That leads me to conclude you had a vision. So again, I ask, what did you see?”

      “They were more impressions, really. Nothing concrete.”

      His eyes narrowed, and his mouth curled down with distaste.

      “I’m sorry, Baz. My line of work doesn’t allow for confidences.” She shrugged and gave him a rueful smile. “I’m constantly on guard against the world because of who I am. It wasn’t meant to make you feel bad.”

      The hardness in his features softened. “Forgive me. As I said, you’re entitled to your secrets.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive. When I’ve had time to decipher what I saw, I promise to share.”

      He nodded and held out his hand. “Come. Let me show you my home.”

      

      Sebastian could spout facts regarding the estate without lending much thought to the conversation, but he remained silent whenever Mackenzie stopped to admire a painting, an antique, or the room in general. Because he knew a simple brush of her fingers along the surface told her more than he ever could, he gave her time to absorb the energy from the object or space.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” she said, giving him a curious look.

      “I didn’t think you needed me to regurgitate unnecessary details when you could simply touch an object to know about its history.”

      She bit her lip to hide her smile. The gesture irritated him because he wanted to enjoy the pleasure of her wide grin. When she relaxed enough to tease or flirt, her eyes sparkled and her lips curved, showing her mischievous side. A side Sebastian would dearly love to see more of.

      “You’re stunning when you smile,” he blurted. The comment surprised both of them. Perhaps him more so than her. She was, in all likelihood, used to constant compliments, which was why she detested them.

      Instead of grimacing or turning away in distaste, she laughed. “Genuine compliment. I’ll take it and thank you for it.”

      “Good. I’m glad you recognized it for what it was.”

      The fun light in her eyes disappeared, and she looked as if she wanted to ask him something. A slight frown came and went, and she started to turn away.

      He stopped her with a hand on hers. “You can ask me anything, Mack.”

      “Now who’s the insightful one,” she teased with a light laugh.

      He recognized her desire to divert his attention from her seriousness a moment before. Remaining silent, he lifted his brows in question.

      “Last night, you mentioned my cousin GiGi.” She met his gaze head-on. “Do you love her?”

      “No.”

      “Did you?”

      “No.”

      Her shoulders dropped, and he imagined her sigh was one of relief.

      “Would it bother you so much if I had?” He asked the question to quench his curiosity and found himself eagerly awaiting her response.

      She studied the vase of fresh flowers next to her. With a slight shrug, she said, “Yes. I suppose it would.”

      “Mackenzie.” His tone commanded attention.

      When she looked up, Sebastian said, “Your aunt is a beautiful woman. Both inside and out. I found her attractive, and I flirted shamelessly when I believed she was going to divorce Ryker.” He shifted forward and brushed a lock of her outrageously red hair from her face. “I hadn’t met you yet, but I can tell you now, I didn’t feel half of the desire for her that I do for you.”

      His heart rate increased as he waited for her to process his comment and respond. Her happiness brightened her eyes, and again, she bit her lip to hide her smile.

      “Don’t do that,” he ordered softly, touching the pad of his index finger to her lower lip. “Don’t hide all your loveliness from me. Please.”

      Anything she would’ve said was forgotten as his aunts, Gwendoline and Theodora, scuttled into the room.

      “Oh, dear me. She’s perfect, wouldn’t you say?” Aunt Gwennie said, her hands fluttering the black lace veil she still insisted on wearing sixty years after her husband’s death.

      “I’ll say,” Aunt Teddie agreed, her voice a whisper compared to Gwennie’s commanding tone. In contrast to her sister, Teddie tended to wear all white. A symbol of her unmarried state from a time when debutantes wore light colors to denote their innocence.

      “Perfect for what, or don’t I want to know?” Mackenzie asked in an aside.

      “Who really does with these two?” Sebastian murmured. “Just smile, but never nod. Otherwise, you’ll encourage them, and no one wants that.”

      She shot him an admonishing glare and crossed to the elderly women. “How do you do? I’m Mackenzie Thorne.”

      She had held out her hand, but quickly drew it back when Gwennie hissed her displeasure.

      “A Thorne? Oh, dear. Oh, dear!” Teddie cried as she wrung her hands and ping-ponged her head back and forth between her sister and Mackenzie. “What do we do, sister? What do we do?”

      The oddest thought occurred to Sebastian that Teddie and his now ex-friend Hugh might somehow be related based on their speech patterns alone. Before he had time to form a sentence to convince Mackenzie everything was fine and this was the norm, Arabella skidded into the room. Apology in every line of her body.

      “They escaped. I’m sorry, Baz.”

      “Escaped? I beg your pardon!” Gwennie snapped.

      “And this is why we never invite guests back to the estate,” Sebastian whispered into Mackenzie’s delicate ear.

      A sparkle lit her eyes, and she smothered a laugh. “They’re delightful,” she countered.

      “Not in the least. You’ll see. You’ll see.” He’d purposely mimicked Teddie to draw another giggle from Mackenzie.

      Her eyes flared wide, and she did the thing where she bit her lip to hold back her amusement.

      Sebastian wanted nothing more than to lean in and taste those plump pink lips, but he figured he’d send the aunts the rest of the way into madness.

      “Tea is served.”

      They all pivoted toward the far end of the drawing room, where the Drakes’ ancient butler proudly stood with his tie askew and one stocking bunched around a painfully thin ankle. The poor old bugger still dressed as if he belonged in the time of carriages, balls, and bustles. The only thing out of the ordinary—or maybe it wasn’t—was the bright-pink lipstick peppering his jawline.

      Teddie and Leopold had been at it again.

      Sebastian closed his eyes and sighed.

      Of course this was happening when he wanted to impress Mackenzie. Why wouldn’t it? Such was his life.

      “Tea? Oh, I don’t think I’ve ever had proper tea.” She practically danced in her eagerness.

      “Don’t get too excited,” he told her in a low voice. “The scones are always rock hard and the milk curdled. Do play along, but be sure to replace what’s in your cup with something consumable and not likely to poison you, won’t you?”

      Hearing her choked laughter brought heat to his cheeks. He didn’t have the courage to see if she found all this a lark or whether she was secretly appalled, unable to get away fast enough.

      Tucking her arm through his, she tilted her head to stare up into his face. “Should we work out a signal? Something to let me know what’s edible and when I should pull the old switch-a-roo?”

      Releasing a pent-up breath, he chuckled. “I’ll tap a finger to the side of my nose if you need to swap out the food or drink. Although, I must say, you’ll probably want to with everything that crosses your plate. It’s what Arabella and I both do.”

      “I think I’m going to love it here.”

      Sebastian drew her to a halt and let the others go on ahead. When they had the room to themselves, he said, “Thank you. I truly hope you do.”
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      Later that afternoon, as Sebastian attended to business and Arabella wrangled the aunts down for a nap, Mackenzie escaped to the gardens with their maze of herbs, boxed hedges, and large oak trees.

      She truly loved this place.

      The temperature consistently sat in the mid-seventy-degree range, or as any country other than the States registered temperature: twenty-three degrees. Although she’d traveled extensively for her modeling career, she still needed to stop and think about the conversion from Celsius to Fahrenheit when she was in a foreign country.

      Laughing at her own silliness, she swirled a hand in the air to kick up the currents. The trees around her danced, and the wind through their branches whispered her name. The fallen leaves rose and formed in the shape of a heart before morphing into something entirely different.

      A child’s giggle came from behind one of the trees bordering the garden.

      With a slight grin, Mackenzie swirled her hand to gather more leaves. This time, she formed the words, “Hi, I’m Mack.”

      A dark-haired sprite of a child peeked from around the tree. The smile slowly died from the girl’s face as she looked at her. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what, honey?”

      “For what my grandmother will do to you.”

      This precious girl’s sincere apology struck Mackenzie’s psyche like a physical blow. Her blood turned to ice, and her heart hammered double-time to pump the frozen sludge through her veins as a feeling of doom struck her. “Who’s your grandmother?” She wanted to ask why the hell the woman would target her, but she didn’t want to frighten the child.

      Before she could answer, an instantaneous flash of light split the space between them, and a black-haired, black-eyed man appeared in front of the girl. Obviously her father, based on the resemblance. He looked a bit harried, and irritation turned his full mouth down at the corners as he gave Mackenzie a once-over.

      Dismissing her, he faced his daughter. “What did I tell you about leaving the estate, beastie?” he ground out.

      With his hands on his lean hips, his muscular upper body was displayed to advantage. His stance triggered a memory.

      “You’re Damian Detheridge. The Aether,” Mackenzie blurted. She’d seen him years ago when she was younger. And holy hell, the man never seemed to age. With his power, he probably could glamour into the divine creature before her.

      “She was making the leaves dance, Papa,” the child said, coming out from behind the tree and skipping toward her. All sense of worry for her grandmother’s impending deeds seemingly gone as a mischievous grin took the place of her somber frown. “Will you show him, Mack?”

      Unbidden, a wide smile formed on Mackenzie’s lips. This little girl was too precious for words. “Of course. Tell me what you wish to see?”

      “A dragon!”

      “Huh. Well, now we know why your papa calls you a beastie. Seems as if you like the darker side of nature,” Mackenzie teased as she called forth all the fallen leaves from the ground. She moved her hands as if she were sculpting a great work of art, careful to get the proportions of the dragon’s head and body correct for what she had in mind. The darker crinkly leaves formed the scales of the creature’s chest and the triangular tip of the tail. For the claws, she used broken twigs.

      “There. I think that about has it, don’t you?” she asked the girl.

      “Make him growl!”

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Damian shake his head with an indulgent half smile. Obviously, he was used to the girl’s precocious ways and adored her.

      “Of course. What’s a dragon without a fierce growl?” Mackenzie bit her lip to hide her amusement and, once again, waved her hands about. “Abracadabra! A growling dragon you shall be!”

      She was careful to soundproof the garden so any mortals in the surrounding area didn’t crap their pants at the echoing roar.

      The child’s eyes flew wide in delight, and she ran forward as if to hug Mackenzie. She was stopped short by her father’s hand on her shoulder, but it didn’t kill her enthusiasm. “Oh, thank you! Thank you!”

      “Well done, Ms. Thorne,” Damian said with a deep chuckle. “Sabrina will live on this for a week.”

      By calling her Ms. Thorne, the Aether basically told her he’d known who she was from the moment he set foot in the garden. Interesting. She wanted to question him, but Sabrina interrupted her train of thought.

      “Will you make an elephant? Will you, Mack? Please?”

      “I believe we’ve taken up enough of Ms. Thorne’s time, beastie,” her father admonished gently.

      “But she won’t be able to do it when the darkness gets her, Papa.”

      Again, a cold sensation swept through Mackenzie’s cells. She squatted in front of the child. “Should I be aware of something I’m currently not, honey?”

      Sabrina frowned and looked toward the back of the property. Her face tilted up to meet her father’s cautious gaze.

      “What do you see, Sabrina? Best tell us now, my love.”

      “The Darkness wants her, too, Papa,” she said forlornly.

      Mackenzie could feel the blood drain from her face. She didn’t know what the hell the Darkness was, but this was the second time the girl mentioned it, and Mack was beginning to freak the fuck out. Because she was in serious danger of falling over, she sat back on her rump and placed her palm flat against her chest, hoping to calm her thudding heart. Her skirt would need a magical laundry booster to remove the grass and dirt stain that was bound to be on the seat after she’d connected with the damp ground.

      “Ms. Thorne, are you all right?”

      Damian squatted beside her. Underneath his concerned mask was a grimness. As if his daughter’s words had disturbed him as much as they did Mackenzie. He didn’t reach a hand to her, and she was curious why such a gentleman wouldn’t extend that simple courtesy.

      “I’m a little thrown by this conversation, if we’re being honest.” She met the tearful eyes of Sabrina. “What’s the Darkness?”

      The little girl shrugged, and she looked much younger than she had mere minutes ago.

      Damian twisted slightly to look at his daughter. He gently pinched her chin to tilt her face up. “The Darkness will never get you, my love. The woman who conjured it is gone now.” He tapped her nose. “I promised you I’d protect you always, and don’t I always keep my promises?”

      Sabrina nodded and patted her father’s face with a worshipful look. “Yes, Papa.”

      The two shared a bond that turned Mackenzie’s heart to mush. Theirs was a father-daughter relationship to be treasured. With the easing of Sabrina’s fear, Mackenzie’s own trepidation dissolved. Perhaps the warning was only a child’s flight of fancy?

      “How old are you, Sabrina?” she asked.

      “Six.”

      Mackenzie smiled and nodded. That was it then. The girl was doing what children all around the globe did—letting her imagination take flight. Maybe the worried look she sent her father had been for the trouble she might get into. What Mackenzie couldn’t shake was the Aether’s initial reaction to the word “Darkness.” As if he’d suddenly wanted to scoop his daughter up and lock her away from any danger. His eyes had sharpened as his body tensed. Alert. Prepared for danger.

      At her first opportunity, she decided to corner Damian and discover what this was all about. To have him fill her in on the witch who’d conjured the evil to begin with. For sure, it wasn’t anything serious if the Aether was no longer worried, and maybe Sabrina’s fear was due to residual danger to a past experience, but Mackenzie had to be sure.

      “So you wanted an elephant, huh?” she asked brightly, hoping to dispel any remaining pall hanging over the day. “Any particular color?”

      Sabrina sat down beside her, crossed her legs, and rested her palms on her skinny little knees. “Sit, Papa,” she ordered, not bothering to look at him to see if he complied. “A pink elephant.”

      The girl was queenly in her gestures, nodding her head at the place beside her in the dirt, ordering her father about. Damian, who looked like he’d rather eat glass than sit on the damp ground, tugged up his black slacks and complied without a word of protest.

      Mackenzie couldn’t help it; she laughed. “A pink elephant for a pretty little princess. Got it.”

      Gathering up the leaves, she pulled them to her and ran a fingertip over the bunch. They turned various shades from bubblegum to fuchsia. Next, she sorted them by color. Recalling her cousin Summer’s perverted rescue, Eddie, Mackenzie solidified the image in her mind. A flick of her wrist, and the leaves began building Sabrina’s elephant. With a little smirk, she drew a few of the green leaves from the mighty oaks, giving them a silent apology and a boost for growth, then formed an outrageous top hat.

      “Do you want to see him march around?”

      “Yes, please.” Sabrina’s voice trembled with excitement.

      The elephant pranced about, tooting an off-key tune with its trunk. Sabrina’s laughter triggered Damian’s, and he reached to ruffle his daughter’s hair.

      “Mack? What are you doing?”

      Glancing over her shoulder, her smile widened to welcome Sebastian.

      “Hi, Baz. I was just entertaining our guests—” Her words died in her throat when she turned toward the Dethridges. Mainly because they weren’t there, and the grass beside her was undisturbed. Not a flattened blade to be seen.

      The dancing leaves returned to their former colors and shape and settled on the ground as she visually scanned the area, searching for a single sign of her previous company. “I don’t understand. They were right here.”

      “Who was, Mack?” Sebastian’s tone was smooth and neutral, as if dealing with a dangerous mental patient.

      She frowned in his direction. “Damian and Sabrina Dethridge.”

      He paled and cast a wary glance around the garden. “We should go.”

      “Do the Dethridges often pop into your garden?”

      Sebastian lifted his head to
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