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      “Just stop, will you!”

      Pressing my hands to my ears, I leaped up from the bench at the baby grand and stomped over to Cian, frustration simmering through my veins as I grabbed his guitar. He’d been sitting on a chair with his feet propped up on the table in front of him, lazily strumming to an entirely different beat than the song we were trying to perfect.

      “I’m not quite sure what song you are playing, but it doesn’t sound anything like The Sunshine of Your Love. This is the fourth time you played it wrong. Do I need to show you?” I chastised, placing my fingers on the correct strings and strumming the famous cords that no one other than Eric Clapton himself could perform better than Cian.

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it.” He stood and snatched his red electric Fenton back. But instead of sitting down to finish the song, he placed it upright on the floor, leaning it against the chair before lumbering away toward the large sliding glass doors that overlooked the San Francisco Bay and the monstrous Golden Gate Bridge. He stared out, running his hand through his dark, short, cropped hair. “Sorry. I can’t seem to get my head into this right now. Why are we doing this now anyway? Where’s Gage and El … I mean, Press?”

      “This is your solo, brother. You don’t need them, and I’m only here for moral support because you keep screwing it up. But you’ve been messing up a lot lately. What’s got you in such a tizzy? Maggie suddenly not liking the shape of your dick or what?”

      “Haha. I’m beginning to think you’re in the wrong performing arts program, Lane. You should go put your name on the list at the comedy club and try out at open mic night.”

      “I might just do that. Vanessa always laughs at my jokes.”

      “She’s biased.”

      I frowned and fisted my knuckles against my hip. “What’s eating you?”

      “Maggie.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Ha. I thought it was the other way around.”

      Cian glared at me. “You’re really not very funny at all.”

      “Seriously, what’s wrong with the woman who’s managed to twist your heart into a tight knot? I swear, Cian, you need to have control. Don’t let her run your life.”

      “Oh, like you?” He chuckled, which was a promising sound. “Every time Vanessa walks into the room, your eyes become all fogged up with lust, and you instantly become putty in her hands.”

      I pressed my lips together. He was right. V had me wrapped around, not only her little finger, but her entire hand, tighter than a jumbo-sized condom stretched to the max, and I loved every agonizing tug she gave it.

      But Cian had always been the one true constant in my life, my big brother, by a whole six minutes. He thought that had always bothered me, him being firstborn, but it never had, except when my father needed a punching bag or an ass to stick his dick in. Then I hated that I was born second, because in my father’s mind, being born second meant that I was worthless. I had no birthrights, no place in the family, no inheritance, and therefore, he had decided that he could use me for his sick, demented games. My father was an abusive prick who liked young boys, me in particular.

      When we were kids, I’d followed Cian around everywhere he went. No doubt I was a pain in his ass most times. Whatever we did or whatever he said was okay by me, and sometimes, I missed the carefree brother connection we had, pre-Maggie. Pre-Vanessa, for that matter, though, I would never want to give up my time with V. Regardless of that, I honestly didn’t think it would be possible to stop loving the woman.

      I strolled up next to him and placed my hand on his shoulder and watched a beautiful white sailboat smoothly glide its way under the bridge. Sailing a small craft looked like something I would have enjoyed as a human. The sun had just settled below the horizon and I guessed the boat was heading in for the night. There weren’t many things about being human that I missed, other than being out in the sunshine, particularly on a day such as this one. I closed my eyes briefly at the thought of V and I laughing together as we set sail on our own yacht. It seemed all my thoughts always went somewhere with her. Yes, she had a way of getting to me; there was no denying it. “I guess you have a point there.”

      “Yeah, to the point of you being afraid of her.” He chuckled.

      I frowned. “I’m not afraid of her.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re afraid she’s going to put another spell on you.”

      She did have that ability. I knew firsthand from when she’d cast that nasty swallowing spell on me when we first met. It’s a horrible feeling not to be able to swallow. And after Vanessa became a vampire, her witchy powers grew more robust and continue to grow every day. V was a powerful witch now, but I knew she’d never play a joke on me like that again. We had a connection like no one else. It was something I sensed deep down inside my gut.

      I shook my head. “V would never do that to me again. I trust her.” We’d bared our souls to one another. She’s admitted secrets to me, things from her youth, that she’d never divulged to another. And I, in turn, revealed my horrible past to her. Things neither one of us are proud of and had never spoken about before, but we trusted each other enough then to open up and made ourselves vulnerable to each other. One does not do that with someone they don’t trust. And, I loved her too fucking much to believe she’d ever intentionally hurt me.

      However, neither V’s spells nor our relationship status had anything to do with Cian’s inability to get the song right. “So, what’s the problem with Maggie?”

      He let out a long and heavy breath then stuck his hands in his pockets as he stared out at the lights coming and going across the iconic red landmark. “She’s having a difficult time accepting the fact that she isn’t human anymore, able to do human things. She talks about her human friends all the time. I can see it in her eyes that she’s unhappy, and I just don’t know what to do about it.”

      “What if she took up a hobby? Was there anything she enjoyed doing when she was human that she never had time for then? You know, something she enjoyed? Painting? Knitting? Sky diving?”

      Cian frowned at the sky-diving remark, and I shrugged away the smirk I couldn’t control. Then he rubbed his chin with his finger and thumb. “The thing is, she’s always wanted children and, well, I took that away from her when I turned her.”

      “You didn’t take it away. Jewels did when she killed her. You saved her.”

      “I know, but if I’d let her die, then she’d—”

      “Be dead, and you wouldn’t be together. You can’t change the past. And I don’t believe you really want to.”

      He nodded. “I know, but I want to give her something or do something to make her feel more human. I don’t suppose Vanessa has ever mentioned feeling the way Magdalena does?”

      I hated to disappoint him, but my mate loved being a vampire and reminded me of it almost every day.

      I slowly shook my head. “Not that she’s ever stated.”

      “You know, Maggie and I had a private ceremony with just the two of us shortly after I turned her, and we professed our love for one another. She told me that was all she needed, but now, after watching her at Gage and Ace’s ceremony, the way she was gazing at the two of them, it felt like she was wishing it was her in that white gown, walking toward me.”

      “You mean the whole shebang? A ceremony, a priest, rose petals strewn everywhere?”

      “Yes, but not at city hall. Maybe a small lawn ceremony, and no judge or clergyman. I believe birth certificates are required for that. Plus, Maggie is thought to be missing, most likely dead, so having her suddenly show up at city hall to get married wouldn’t work out too well.”

      “Then what? A party like Gage and Ace had?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe, some celebration of our love with more than just the two of us to seal our relationship. Don’t you want something more with Vanessa?”

      I shrugged. “You know me, brother; I’m always up for a good party.” In truth, I hadn’t given it much thought. As far as I was concerned, V and I were meant to be together. I loved her with all my being, and we would always be together. I was fairly certain that she felt the same way. But as I stood there next to Cian, staring out at the lights, it was the “fairly” part of that sentence that began to niggle its way into my brain, coating it with doubt. I wouldn’t mind having something that made our relationship more than just the two of us professing our love for one another. Something that shouted out to the rest of the world that she belonged to me and I belonged to her.

      Mine.

      It was worth thinking about. I walked over to the sideboard and poured myself a scotch, spilling some of the golden liquid onto my fingers as I stood gazing into blank space.

      What exactly did we have? We weren’t husband and wife, though we were more than girlfriend and boyfriend. Sure, she told me she loved me and I’ve told her about a million times that I love her, but she was so strong-willed, and she didn’t act like she needed me, which she probably didn’t. Hell, my father made it clear that no one would ever need me. Maybe the prick had been right after all, and I was a worthless piece of shit.

      One thing was for certain; the thought of her being with another man or vampire made me nauseous. V, on the other hand, never seemed to be bothered by other women, or men, for that matter, flocking to me. Like that time I’d locked lips with Julian to piss off Dorian. That had been her idea even. And there were plenty of times my brothers had to come to my rescue to pry women off of me in her presence.

      It never seemed to concern her, though. Nope, jealousy was not part of V’s persona at all. At least not when it came to me. And now that I’d established that, I had to admit, it bothered me.

      I sucked the scotch from my fingers, then downed the contents from the glass and poured another, as well as one for Cian. I headed toward him; the drink extended.

      “Thanks.”

      I sipped the golden liquid this time and ran my tongue over my lips, taking in the rich remnants the bite of the scotch offered. “I think some sort of bonding ceremony sounds like just the thing you and Maggie need,” I suggested thoughtfully. And I wasn’t beyond proposing the idea to Vanessa either.

      “Maybe. She did seem to be longing for something. But was it a ceremony? I’m not convinced that is what Magdalena needs or wants.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She told me she was thrilled with the small ceremony we had, and it didn’t matter that no one other than the two of us was there. No. Another ceremony isn’t going to fix what Magdalena needs. What Magdalena wants is a baby.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Frowning, I sipped my scotch. Babies were complicated creatures. Plus, it was impossible, given we’re all vampires.

      “She brought it up three times in the past week. Ideally, she’d love to get pregnant and have a baby she and I produced. And if I could give her that, I would. I’ve tried to convince her that we could adopt, but quite frankly, I’m not sure how that would work out. But she definitely needs something to nurture.”

      “Other than you?” I chuckled and scratched my short beard as he ignored me. “Seriously, though, the last thing we need is a human baby living here. It’s bad enough we have Julian.”

      “Julian’s okay, and he’s not human.”

      “That’s your opinion.”

      When Vanessa moved her stuff into my bedroom, that had left one vacant, which was now occupied by Julian. There were still a few more rooms that were simply bonus spaces set up as private entertainment areas, which could be converted to whatever was needed at any time.

      Julian knew how to kiss; that was for sure. I wasn’t worried that he’d make a play for me; I could handle myself. I was concerned about V, though, because we all knew Julian liked tapping both ends of the hose.

      “What’s the matter? Are you having a hard time coping with someone being around here who is as pretty as you?”

      I scowled. “I’m not pretty. I’m handsome. And you know I hate that term.”

      Cian snorted. “Yeah. Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      My handsome features had always been the bane of my existence. Starting with my fucking father. And I use the term fucking literally. I cringed at the memory of his stale, tobacco-tainted breath as he whispered in my ear, “Pretty boy, Lane,” while he pumped into me from behind, his hand covering my mouth so I couldn’t scream. No one should have a memory like that. Luckily, I killed that ghost a couple of years ago, while helping Vanessa reclaim her rhodonite crystal from some maniac warlock and saving the world in the process.

      “Maybe you could get her a puppy,” I suggested.

      “We already have a dog living here.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, Vicious is a sweetheart. She would probably love to have a mate. I mean a pal, a dog friend. Someone of her own species to hang out with.”

      “That might not be a bad idea.”

      “Speaking of mates, I need to go find mine. I promised her we’d go for a walk.”

      I left Cian in search of Vanessa as my mind wandered in another direction. Was she as happy being a vampire as I assumed? She and Maggie had been best friends as humans, so maybe they do think more alike than I thought. Maybe V really wasn’t as satisfied as she claimed to be.

      Could she simply be placating me with an “I love you” response because it’s customary? It wasn’t like she told me she loved me often; in fact, I was the one who always said it first. And come to think of it, I’ve noticed how she always laughed at Julian’s stupid jokes and the man wasn’t all that funny.

      Not in my opinion.
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      “Please tell me that didn’t just happen.”

      “Yeah. I think it did.” Maggie laughed and swished her long dark curls behind her shoulder with a flick of her fingers.

      “Let me see that again.”

      She clicked on the little arrow in the center of the video she’d been watching and I stood behind her, my mouth gaping.

      “Ew. That’s disgusting.” I laughed as I watched the elephant in the video squat, the trainer’s head completely disappearing into the giant animal’s butthole while his arms pinwheeled helplessly.

      “It really is. That guy is going to be traumatized for the rest of his life.” She laughed.

      “No doubt. What are you doing anyway?” I asked as I pulled up a chair beside her and plopped my pink Converse covered foot on top of my knee. I’d just come from a walk with Lane, and we were heading to the sunroom when I’d noticed Maggie sitting in the library practically in the dark, except for the glow of the laptop screen.

      Lane had been in a piss-poor mood after his practice session with Cian. When I asked him what was going on, he shrugged it off, claiming that he had a headache. I glared at him, though he hadn’t noticed. Vampires didn’t get headaches. He knew I knew that, so that meant he also knew I was aware that he was lying to me. There was definitely something wrong. I’d hoped relaxing together in the sunroom might help, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to be around him when he was so irritable, so when I saw Maggie, I told him I’d meet him there in a few minutes. He nodded as though his thoughts were somewhere else and left me.

      “I’m looking at my Facebook page.” She kept her eyes on the screen, scooting over a bit on her chair to make room for me as she motioned for me to scoot onto her seat.

      “You kept your Facebook page active?” I got up and slid in beside her and stared at the display.

      “No. This is a fake one I started up. I wanted to keep in touch with people even though they don’t know it’s me. It gives me comfort to see what’s going on with them.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. I think I’ll do that too.”

      She sighed. “I just wish it made me feel better about this.”

      “About what?”

      “This whole vampire thing.”

      “I thought you’d come to terms with it a long time ago.”

      She shook her head. “I thought I had too, but now and again I get this yearning. I am grateful I’m alive, don’t get me wrong. I’d be very dead right now if Cian hadn’t turned me when he did, and I love the idea of never aging and all the other great perks, but … I don’t know. I just feel as though there’s still something missing.”

      “Like what?”

      She shrugged.

      “Mags, as far as I’m concerned, our lives are great. Couldn’t be any better. We have men—I mean vampires—who love us, would give their lives for us, in fact. We live in this gorgeous mansion, and our men are equally gorgeous … and don’t even get me started on the cool abilities. My powers as a witch are three times greater than they were when I was human. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      “I wish I could be more like you.”

      “What exactly do you think is missing from your life now, aside from your parents and Facebook friends?”

      “Kids,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’d always seen myself as a mom.” She turned to me. “V, I really want to have a baby.”

      My eyes grew wide, but I managed to keep from blurting out, “Oh, for fuck’s sake, why?” We had everything anyone could possibly want. I, for one, loved not having to worry about anyone but myself. Well, and Lane, even if he could get into some weird, grumpy mood every once in a while, but I loved the big oaf anyway.

      I never wanted kids when I was human, so now it was one less thing to worry about. Why would she want the extra responsibility when our lives were so carefree?

      But this was Maggie. My bestie, who needed my support. I straightened my shoulders and put on my best, best friend attitude.

      “Have you discussed this with Cian?”

      “Yes.” Mags twisted and squeezed a slice of lemon over a glass of iced tea that sat beside her on a tray. “He says he’s never cared one way or the other. He tried to reassure me that being a vampire would eventually make me lose the desire to be a mother. But Vanessa, it’s been a few years now, and the desire hasn’t gone away. I’m sad that I can never have a baby.”

      “You can be a mother, Maggie. If you really want to. You and Cian could adopt.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, right. How the hell would two vampires bring up a child? Not to mention, what agency in their right mind would give us a baby to adopt? They have caseworkers that visit periodically and make assessments of the living environment. And besides, we have nothing to prove who we are. I’m sure they do background checks.”

      “That could be worked around. And babies adapt. They’d sleep during the day just like you.”

      “What about when it got older? What about school and friends?”

      “Well, you could homeschool him or her. You could hire a nanny too, and a tutor. There are a lot of things you could do. It would take a lot of time, effort, and energy, but you and Cian could manage it.”

      After a long pause, she turned to me and grabbed my hands. “V, do you think you could find some sort of spell that could make me get pregnant? You know, get my ovaries to start producing again?”

      I laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Yes, I am!” Her eyes were bright and full of hope as she studied my face, waiting for me to answer.

      I sighed. “Even if I could, there’s one other problem you’re not considering.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Cian’s sperm. The fact that he’s shooting blanks.”

      Maggie’s shoulders slumped, and she looked as if I’d just told her that her pet hamster died, if she had a hamster. “Well, couldn’t you put some kind of spell on that too?”

      I draped my arm around her shoulder. “I’ll give it some thought.”

      “Okay. But let’s not say anything until we’re sure you can do a spell. I don’t want to build up Cian’s hope for something that might be impossible.”

      “I won’t. They’d probably just laugh anyway. It will take some powerful magic, though.”

      “Maybe Ace could help.”

      “Possibly.” My supernatural abilities had expanded since I became a vampire. In fact, they were three times greater now. But I wasn’t sure I could pull off a fertilization spell without complications. What kind of complications? One could only guess. “I’ll have to do some research. I don’t think I’ve ever run across a spell for that before.”

      “There you are!” The air vibrated with angst as Lane entered the room. I’d hoped his grumpy mood would have improved if he’d had some time alone. But the scowl on his face proved the opposite. My eyes locked with his as he approached and I sensed his impatience. “I’ve been waiting for you. You said a few minutes, and when you didn’t come, I had to come hunt you down, and here you are, still talking witchy stuff with Maggie.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Lane, I told you I would be there in a few minutes. You didn’t need to “hunt me down” as you put it. You’ve been rather impatient lately.”

      He stood in front of me, his strong arms crossed over his chest, his intense gaze found mine and I could see the fire of disparity brewing in them. “You said you’d meet me in a few minutes. It’s been fifteen.”

      I wasn’t the type to back down when confronted. My eyebrows knitted together as I stared at the man I loved. He’d been exceptionally possessive lately and tended to panic whenever I wasn’t in the same room with him. “I’m not some wild animal to be hunted.” There was something off about him. He seemed worried. He’d never been overly concerned over my whereabouts before.

      “Lane, maybe you should take a chill pill.” Cian strolled into the room and came to stand by Maggie, enveloping her in a tender embrace. “Don’t take my screw up on the song out on the women.”

      I glanced at Cian and he smiled at me. Then I pivoted back toward Lane. I appreciated the fact that Cian was trying to compensate for Lane’s crankiness, but I seriously doubted that Cian’s musical abilities were the reason for Lane’s bad mood. Every ounce of intuition I had told me it was all about me. But I couldn’t figure out why or what was causing his irritation.

      Though I didn’t care for the way he was acting, and he didn’t have any right to be upset with me, I didn’t want to argue with him in front of the others, so I decided to placate him before … whatever was eating him escalated into something worse. “I was just getting ready to join you. Maggie and I were discussing a delicate spell. I didn’t mean to leave you waiting so long.”

      Lane nodded, accepting my excuse and gave me a smile. “Maybe I overreacted a bit. Sorry, Love. I was just concerned.”

      “What were you concerned about?”

      “That you’d gotten distracted and forgot. I didn’t want to wait for you if you’d changed your mind.”

      “You don’t need to be concerned. I could never forget you, Lane.”

      He stroked the back of his finger down my cheek, then glance at Cian before giving me a devilish grinned. “Speaking of spells, have you come up with any good ones for pencil dicks?”

      “Lane!” I laughed despite his peculiar behavior. The man had the knack for making me laugh no matter what was going on. “The last thing you need is help in that area.”

      “I know, love.” His dreadful mood pacified, for now, he took me in his arms and bent me backward, locking his lips to mine, and I giggled through the entire process. When he stood me upright, he added, “But you were talking to my brother’s mate. I thought maybe Cian needed help in that area.”

      “Haha. Very funny,” Cian gently squeezed Maggie against his chest, giving her a quick peck on the lips.

      “So then, what kind of spell are you thinking of concocting?” Lane asked.

      I looked at Maggie. I knew she wasn’t ready to tell Cian, so I waited for her to explain.

      “I’ve been having trouble sleeping,” she blurted. “So I asked V to help me.”

      “I didn’t know you were having trouble sleeping.” Cian’s forehead wrinkled with concern as he studied Maggie. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “It’s nothing to worry about.” Maggie wrapped her arms around Cian and kissed him.

      “What’s going on?” Gage and Ace strolled through the double door entryway, hand in hand, followed by Preston and Lily.

      “Well, now the gang’s all here.” Lane frowned, but I was thankful for the interruption. I didn’t want to fight with him.

      “Now we are.” Julian plopped his sexy self onto the plush leather sofa, resting his bare ankle on his thigh. The black loafers covering his sockless feet went perfectly with the tight, dark blue dress pants he wore. He had such an eye for fashion; I really needed to seek out his advice one of these days. He could undoubtedly help take my wardrobe to the next level.

      “Hi, Julian.” I smiled, and Lane draped his arm over my shoulder and tugged me against him as he glared at the all too handsome, single vampire.

      Julian’s eyes narrowed as he studied Lane. “What’s wrong, man? Worried I’m going to steal your girl? You know firsthand how well I can kiss.” He winked and flicked his long dark locks behind his ear. His hair was getting to be as long as Lane’s, and he was just as attractive. I bet the two of them could win People Magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive award if given the opportunity.

      “Come on.” Lane took my hand and tugged me along as if I were a child needing to be reprimanded.

      “We’ll talk later,” Maggie called out as we slipped from the room.

      Once we were out in the hallway and away from the others, I yanked my hand back, halting Lane in his tracks.

      “Stop!” I scowled at him.

      “What is wrong with you?” Lane ran both his hands through his gorgeous dark locks and glared at me, the fire in his eyes almost frightening.

      “Me? What is wrong with you? Why are you being so … so … possessive? Why are you so jealous of Julian?”

      He sighed, nodding as though he were in deep thought. He ran his palm over his mouth and down his neck, tugging on the skin with his finger and thumb a bit before letting go. “I’m not jealous.”

      I shook my head. “Well, you’re sure acting as if you are. Lane, what is bothering you?”

      “What does Maggie need to talk to you about?” he asked, changing the subject and throwing me off-kilter.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “It fucking is my business. You’re my business, which makes everything you do my business.”

      Now he’d crossed the line into territory where he didn’t belong. “I can’t believe you just said that. You need to back off. You don’t own me. I’m not your pet or your child. You can’t treat me that way.”

      “Treating you what way? I’m only protecting what’s mine.”

      “You don’t own me,” I repeated. “I’m not a piece of furniture or property. I have rights. I have interests that don’t always involve you.” I shook my head and disappeared from his sight, leaving him standing alone in the hallway. I teleported to my … our bedroom, locking the door. I waved my hand through the air to cast a privacy spell, preventing him from entering and wished for a moment that I had my own room again. We’d been together as a couple now for almost two years, and this was the first time I’d even considered that.

      What was really eating Lane? He never acted this way before.
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      “Vanessa!” I shouted into the empty space where she’d been standing a moment ago.

      What just happened? I swiped my hand over my face, wishing I could figure out what she’d been so pissed off about. Why did she think I was suggesting she was furniture? I simply wanted her to know that she was mine.

      She didn’t need to get all uppity and in my face about being possessive. Of course, I was possessive. I was a vampire. It was in our nature. Wasn’t she possessive about me? Maybe that was the issue, reaffirming my concerns from earlier tonight. One thing was certain, though. I was jealous. But why? And of Julian? That was preposterous. But the way she’d smiled at him had my heart twisting in a knot.

      I paced in the hallway, not sure what to do. I could follow her. I knew where she was. We had a blood bond for Christ’s sake. I always knew where she was. In fact, that bond was stronger than what I had with Chelle or Ari. Sometimes it was so strong; I could sense her emotions. This time, her anger.

      I scratched my head. So why was I jealous? Had the conversation I had with Cian ignited some sort of insecurities in me? Fucking A. I was acting like a silly adolescent with a wicked crush on the prettiest girl in school. The untouchable one that everyone wanted to be with. Was I the one who needed the words in a ceremony to give me peace of mind? I started to dematerialize and go to her, but stopped, letting my molecules knit back together. No sense in even trying to go after her. I knew she’d have put a barrier spell on the perimeter of the room so that I couldn’t enter. So, I walked instead of teleporting to the studio. Alone. It was a piss poor attempt to peel away some of the bad feelings I was experiencing as if they could be shed like pounds of fat.

      Once there, I sat at the baby grand pounding out Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata” as if it were a cure for my depression. But the harder my fingers hit the keys, the more intense the stabbing pain in my heart grew, and I let the emotions of the song pour out. It was an insanely romantic piece, and I wished Vanessa was sitting beside me, playing with me.

      Ah … she was driving me insane. No, not V, but my love for her was making me crazy. My fingers skated over the keys with little effort as my mind calmed, my thoughts floating, gathering into tranquility. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. Vanessa’s beautiful face shimmered before my eyes. Her voice was soft as her sweet, lovely lips uttered my name. Her body draped in a long, white gown flowing behind her. She called out to me again, and all I could do was smile at her loveliness. She was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen. As she floated toward me with the grace of an angel, I opened my eyes, blinking in confusion.

      “Are you deaf?” Julian stood before me, a frown on his face, his fists on his hips. He reminded me of my fourth-grade teacher back in eighteenth-century England when I’d hid a gopher snake in my satchel, and it had gotten loose in the classroom, causing chaos as screaming girls clamored to stand on their chairs. It had taken several minutes after the capture of said snake for Mr. Snell to quiet everyone down. If I hadn’t been so irritated with Julian at that moment, I would have laughed at the resemblance. Instead, my face scrunched up in a scowl as I glared at him.

      “I’ve been standing here trying to get your attention for five minutes.”

      “What do you want?” I snarled and closed the lip over the ivory keys. My predilection for playing anything romantic disappeared as quickly as my vision of Vanessa had.

      “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “What about?”

      “About that uncharacteristic show of jealousy upstairs.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I shook my head and got up and walked over to the credenza and fisted the bottle of scotch.

      “You do. And I think we need to clear the air.”

      I poured myself a half tumbler full of the golden liquid and stood quietly, sipping with my back to him, wishing he would simply leave. I considered teleporting the hell away, but that wouldn’t solve anything because this tension would still be there. But I wasn’t going to admit any sort of jealousy to anyone, especially to him. I wasn’t quite sure what it was about the man that aggravated me so much.

      “Lane, you and I have been at odds for a couple of months now.”

      I huffed. At odds was an inadequate assessment of the state of our acquaintance, in my opinion.

      I turned to face him as he tapped his finger against his lips. “I’ll admit, I haven’t known you for very long, but what I’ve been witnessing is a clear indication that my presence in this house bothers you.”

      “And what exactly have you been witnessing?”

      “I … I heard you and Vanessa arguing in the hallway.”

      Criminy. The walls in this house were way too thin. Or maybe there were just too many people living here now.

      I slowly turned to face him. He stood with most of his weight on one leg, his foot pointing outward. He ran his hand through his brunette tresses as he averted his dark gaze, almost as if I made him nervous. He was a beautiful man. Even I could admit as much. I supposed that Julian and I were somewhat alike, and maybe that was what “worried me” as he put it. But why
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