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      Laszlo Thorne sipped his cappuccino and, with careful precision, placed the mug back on the matching saucer. His bored gaze traveled over the occupants of the coffeehouse with no clear target until a petite, dark-haired woman stepped through the door and captured his attention.

      Although vastly different in looks from his sister Liz, the woman possessed the same efficient movement and no-nonsense expression. Not necessarily beautiful, hers was an arresting visage. Heart-shaped with eyes too large for her face. Sun-kissed skin—or perhaps a bit flushed from an exciting experience before she entered the shop—was set off by the close-cropped riot of espresso-colored curls.

      Ebba James.

      Her name was similar in sound to the famous Etta James, but Ebba didn’t possess a lick of talent. In fact, her horrendous singing voice could peel the paint from walls and deafen the already hard of hearing. She was also a giant pain in the ass. A persistent one, at that. This was why Lo found himself sitting there, waiting for her to approach so he could continue with his already jam-packed day.

      When she spotted him, a broad smile transformed her face, and Lo sucked in a breath. Therein lay her true beauty. The genuine smile that nearly split her face in half, the pulsing yellow aura, and the barely hidden yearning in her dark chocolate eyes.

      Yearning for him.

      The sleeping beast inside him woke from a long nap, and an insidious thought crept in. He was no longer a married man, and if Ebba was willing to settle for a few weeks of steamy sex that wouldn’t leave her heart bruised when he walked away, they might have some fun.

      A foot from the table, she jerked to a stop and stared. “Wow.”

      Uncertain why she’d expressed surprise, he glanced behind him, then back at her.

      “Just wow,” she mumbled again, almost to herself.

      Realization dawned, and Lo grinned. His desire must be as apparent to Ebba as hers was to him. It wasn’t something she was used to receiving from him. Whenever they’d met in the past, he was coolly polite, never allowing himself to look at her as anything but his sister’s pesky friend. If he had, his jealous ex, Charlotte, would’ve lost her shit and clawed the poor woman’s eyeballs from her head.

      “Ebba.”

      “Laszlo.”

      “Call me Lo like everyone else. We both know it’s a mouthful.”

      Her already large eyes flew wide, and color surged into her cheeks. Dear Ebba’s mind plunged right into the gutter. The urge to tease her was acute, but he resisted. They needed to get down to business.

      Drawing out a chair, he waved a hand. “Have a seat and tell me why you need the services of a paranormal liaison.”

      “Can I order tea first?” Ebba gestured toward the barista.

      “I took the liberty of ordering it for you. And here it is, right on time.”

      Before he finished speaking, one of the café staff laid a tray with a teapot and two teacups in the center of the table.

      “Yorkshire Gold?”

      “Yes, Ebba. Yorkshire Gold,” he said with exaggerated patience. “Now, can we move this along? I don’t have all damned day.”

      A frown drew her near-black brows together in the middle of her forehead. “You could be nicer, ya know.”

      “This is me being nice. Sit.”

      “Dick.”

      Leaning to push her chair forward, he placed his lips next to her exposed ear. “Can’t keep your mind from going there, huh?”

      “I—”

      She was saved from a reply when Laszlo’s older brother Wilder stepped up to the table. The warm smile he cast Ebba got under Lo’s skin, though he couldn’t precisely say why.

      “Ebba. It’s great to see you again.”

      “Wilder. I thought you were jet-setting around the world?”

      Stark pain came and went in Wilder’s eyes, and his expression tightened. “Yeah, well, I’m home for the foreseeable future.” He glanced at Lo, and a silent communication traveled between them—one of abject sympathy on Laszlo’s part and icy disdain on Wilder’s.

      Having lost his love during a climbing trip, Wilder had returned a broken man. Miserable and tortured because his magic had failed him when he needed it the most. The timing had coincided with an enemy’s attack on the entire Thorne family, resulting in a collective loss of power. A rebuff from Wilder came when Laszlo couldn’t call up Abbie’s ghost and give his brother the peace he so desperately craved.

      It was only recently that Wilder had begun venturing out for coffee or the occasional social interaction. Whenever their family tried to rally around him and show their support, he rejected their overtures, unprepared to discuss in detail what happened on that mountain. 

      “Well, I need to get back. Work and all,” Wilder said before striding away just short of a run. His demons were always nipping at his heels.

      “What happened with your brother, Lo?” Ebba asked, her gaze locked on Wilder’s retreating back.

      “I’d have thought Liz would’ve told you.”

      “No. She keeps family stuff private.”

      It occurred to him that she might not know his family possessed magical abilities, and it left him scrambling. Covering his disconcertion with another long drink of his cappuccino, he mentally ran through his memories and their previous interactions. They all equated to the same thing.

      Ebba didn’t know what they were. Liz had never revealed they were a family of powerful witches.

      Shit.

      “The basics are that my brother and his girlfriend were on a climbing trip, and her rope broke, sending her plummeting down the mountain. They never found her body, though not for lack of trying.”

      “Ohmygod! Poor Wilder! Poor Abigail!” Tears brimmed in Ebba’s large eyes. “I met her once and remember thinking they were so perfect together.”

      “Yeah.” Lo shook off the horror of the incident as best he could. Still, as one who could actually see and speak to ghosts, he found it difficult to dismiss the fact that Wilder’s girlfriend had never attempted to make contact after passing away. Loved ones always sought to connect.

      “Have you… uh, well, done your psychic thing for him?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What exactly do you think you know about me and what I do, Ebba?”

      “With your success rate and by all the positive Google reviews, I thought you were able to, you know, talk to the dead.”

      Fuck!

      “All the positive Google reviews?” he asked, dread weighing down his heart.

      She nodded. “There’s all sorts of testimonials in favor of your work.”

      “I see.”

      Outside, he maintained a calm façade, but on the inside, he was a bubbling cauldron of panic. Over the years, he’d kept what he could do under wraps as much as possible, yet somehow, news of his ability had leaked to the internet. More and more people would be seeking him out soon.

      “Am I wrong, Lo?”

      “Not really, but it’s not as basic as people believe.”

      “How so?”

      Hoping to ease his irritation, he rubbed the back of his neck and glanced around the coffeehouse. Gauging the distance between tables and exactly how much could be overheard, he decided a conversation muffler was necessary for what he needed to tell her.

      “Sonus distorquere,” he murmured.

      “What?”

      “It’s Latin, and I’m distorting our conversation so others can’t hear us.”

      “Oh-kayyyy.” Ebba laughed.

      He answered her amused look with an unblinking stare.

      Her eyes widened. “You’re serious. You think you can distort conversations?”

      “I don’t think, Ebba. I know.”

      “You’re not a wizard, Harry,” she teased, altering the famous quote. When he didn’t crack a smile, she repeated it. Slower, as if talking to a patient in a mental ward.

      His irritation ratcheted up, and he curbed the desire to snap at her. Never before had he revealed what he was, but if he’d given any consideration to the matter prior to that moment, he’d have done it differently. Offered her proof of some sort.

      “No. I’m a warlock, or perhaps you might’ve heard the term male witch.”

      Her expression turned incredulous, and she eased sideways in her chair. Lo was positive she wasn’t aware of her instinctive move, but he’d been expecting it.

      “You’re trying to prank me, right?” The wobble in her tone revealed her nervousness, but also a tiny bit of hurt. Any annoyance he’d felt fled in the face of her deeper emotions.

      “No, ma’am, I’m not.” He clasped her hand and held tight when she tried to draw it back. “Magic exists in everyday life, and I’m not talking about Wiccan practitioners or Paganism. I’m talking actual magic—manifestations, conjurings, spells.”

      “You’re cracked in the head!”

      He suppressed a satisfied smirk as he waited. Any second, she’d realize her overly loud exclamation had never reached the ears of those around them.

      She frowned.

      His brows shot up, and he couldn’t prevent his smug smile.

      With new eyes, she studied their surroundings. Opening her mouth, Ebba screamed loud enough to give him tinnitus for life and have would-be heroes charging to her rescue.

      If they could hear her.

      No one responded.

      “They can’t hear me? None of them?” Her vocal tremble was telling.

      “Ebba. Take a deep breath and remember who I am. Who my sister is. You’ve known our family your entire life, and we’ve never sought to harm you or anyone else,” he said soothingly.

      Her gaze snapped to his, and a smidgeon of anxiety eased from her face. Her frown deepened as she looked down at their joined hands. “Will you let go of me, please?”

      “I will if you promise to hear me out and not run away.”

      “I promise,” she agreed, but her hands shook, and Lo had only minutes to convince her she was safe.

      

      Ebba didn’t know what the hell to think. Her bloodcurdling scream was thrasher movie-worthy and the sort that brought people running or, at the very least, turned heads. She’d been ready with the excuse that she’d seen the tarantula of all spiders or a mutant mouse, should anyone question it.

      But no one had responded! No one!

      And now, here she was, trapped in a soundproof bubble with the man of her dreams. Or the guy who used to be the man of her dreams. She hadn’t figured on the fact he was a warlock, witch, wizard, mage, or whatever the fuck he called himself in this situation.

      Their gazes locked, and she saw intelligence, confidence, and perhaps a little wariness regarding her behavior in his amber eyes. That slightest vulnerability encouraged her to stay instead of sprinting out of there like an Olympian going for gold. Also, she didn’t run, so there was that.

      “Why hide what you are from friends?” she asked.

      “Did you see your reaction?” he countered in a dry-as-dirt tone with one dark-brown brow raised halfway up his forehead in a cocky, questioning way.

      The point was conceded with a nod. “Fair. Why reveal it to me now?”

      “Instinct,” he replied succinctly. “Something is telling me to trust you. To let you inside.”

      A tad more anxiety eased, and she squeezed his hand. “Thank you. I guess.”

      His sudden grin stole the air from her lungs. Only Laszlo Thorne possessed the ability to make her forget to breathe. Never anyone else, as hard as she’d searched for the one throughout her thirty-six years. Why? She couldn’t say. Certainly he was handsome, but not drop-dead gorgeous like other family members. The Thornes had enviable genetics.

      “It’s not a bad thing, Ebba.”

      She was sure they were thinking about two different things. His devastating effect on her system was absolutely bad, but she appreciated his trust.

      “Probably not. What do you do with your… What do you call them?… Abilities? Powers?”

      “Abilities. Gifts.” He shrugged a shoulder and sat back after releasing her. “To answer your question, whatever needs to be done. Liz works for Thorne Industries, and they collect magical artifacts to keep items out of the clutches of those who would abuse the power.”

      “World domination. If I were a witch, I’d go for it.”

      He laughed, and a warm glow sparked inside her. Whenever she could make Lo crack a smile, she considered it a win. When he was still married, he’d been considerably more uptight, but then again, that bitch-ass ex-wife of his made anyone’s humor sour.

      “I use my particular set of skills to help people get rid of the spirits haunting them.”

      “So you said you weren’t psychic. Can witches be psychic?”

      Expression decidedly grim, his gaze locked unseeingly on an object outside the storefront window. “Some. Eventually, they go insane. They can’t tolerate the combination of visions and magic. It becomes difficult to tell the difference between real and imagined, and they get lost in their minds.” He was grim. “Psychic witches usually have their powers bound at an early age or, at the very least, on the verge of madness. The havoc they can cause is immeasurable.”

      “That’s horrible!” Could he be hiding the fact he was one to avoid having his power bound? His hunted expression said it was probable. What went into binding magic, and was it painful? Ebba desperately wanted to ask but held back, sensing it wasn’t the place or time. She gathered the courage to touch his wrist. “Who do you know that’s got that ability, Lo? Your reaction seems deeply personal.”

      Staring down at her hand as if it held all the answers of the Universe, he placed his over hers and absently caressed her knuckles with his thumb. “My cousin, Mackenzie. But so far, she’s managed it well.”

      “Mack? Mack is psychic? And a witch?”

      It shouldn’t have surprised her after discovering the truth today, but never would she have guessed one of her two best friends was psychic or that they’d both been lying to her for their entire lives.

      And wasn’t that the rub?

      Ebba had trusted the Thornes, but they’d never trusted her in return.

      “Yes, she is.” Weaving his fingers with hers, he shook her hand to get her attention. “I’m sorry if you feel betrayed, Ebba. It’s a secret that can’t get out, and we guard it fiercely.”

      “I’m not going to say I’m not hurt. But why tell me now when you couldn’t be bothered to before?”

      Lifting their joined hands, he brushed his lips across the skin of her inner wrist and met her gaze with a frank one of his own. “Because we’re going to be lovers.”
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      “Because we’re going to be lovers.”

      Ebba felt like the biggest coward on the planet for running, but that’s precisely what she did. When Laszlo went all seductive and turned all that panty-dampening charm her way, she bolted. Why? She couldn’t say. The panic-inducing desire to run had consumed her until she was left with no choice.

      Maybe it was the fear of her fantasy life meeting reality. What was the sage saying about never meeting one’s idols? What if he turned out to be a dud in bed or, worse, his personality sucked? What if she’d built him up in her mind to be this amazing guy, but he was really an asshole? What did she truly know about the Thornes? Clearly, only what they’d wanted her to.

      An echoing pop had sounded the instant she cleared the coffeehouse door, and it belatedly occurred to her that not only hadn’t the patrons of the place heard Laszlo and her, but she hadn’t heard them, either. All sound returned the instant she left. Traffic noise suddenly seemed thunderous and everywhere, disconcerting her after the relative quiet. It was worrisome anyone could wield such power, and it gave Ebba pause. Should she avoid the Thornes from here on out? How did she escape the awkwardness of being a dupe for twenty-plus years?

      Curled up in her bed and hiding under the covers as if she expected Laszlo to blow the hinges off her barricaded door and storm the castle, so to speak, Ebba released a miserable groan. Sure, the half of her forever crushing on him was all for decisive action on his part. But the other half, the one that didn’t know how to process what the hell she’d learned or if she should seek therapy for what might be a psychotic break, was happy to hide out by herself in her sanctuary from the outside world.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked herself aloud.

      Jars rattled on a nearby shelf.

      Okay, so she wasn’t alone, alone, and it was in no way a sanctuary with the pain-in-the-ass ghost haunting her.

      “Go away, you fucking asshole!” she hollered, losing her temper for the first time since her invisible roommate had appeared several months ago.

      The temperature dropped by a good twenty degrees, and her comfortable space became unbearably frigid. The moisture caused by her ragged breaths met the cold air, creating small, misty clouds with every exhale. Lights flickered like in an early episode of Supernatural, and if she had rock salt, she’d have made a protective circle around herself. A glance around showed no iron in the immediate vicinity. Dean was always handy with a poker.

      She didn’t have any knowledge regarding ghosts, but with certainty, she shouldn’t have pissed off her resident spook. Based on recent experiences, things were about to get dicey. They always did whenever she accidentally annoyed the spirit haunting her.

      It had been five months since her accident. Five months since the death of her then-current guyfriend, Spencer. That timeframe coincided with the manifestation and her periodic blackouts. She wavered back and forth between believing the apparition was real and a figment of her imagination.

      Was it possible her brain was scrambled, or had Spencer refused to cross over? If so, why? They’d only gone out on a handful of occasions, and there hadn’t been enough time to fall into feelings. The guy had bored her to sleep during their one and only picnic. Granted, she’d worked a double at her mother’s new bakery that day because Mom had been short-staffed. Still, it was a dastardly dull dinner date.

      But what else could the constant haunting be? Who else?

      “Why didn’t I remember to ask Lo?” she muttered. After all, that had been her primary reason for seeking him out. Or so she told herself. Sure, the ink on his divorce papers was finally dry, but that hadn’t played into her visit.

      More dishes rattled, and she drew the covers closer around her neck.

      “I don’t know what you want.” She whimpered like the total coward she was, eyes squeezed shut.

      An answering breeze swept the hair back from her chilled skin like the softest caress. The next instant, the covers were swept away. Apparently, Ebba wasn’t allowed to wallow in misery, and no reprieve from the chaos and cacophony was to be had tonight. One by one, self-help and empowerment books fell from the shelves to litter the floor.

      “Funny,” she muttered, not finding it humorous in the least.

      Banging sounded on the front door, and seizing the opportunity to escape, she bolted across the room. Maybe if she could get out of the apartment, the entity would calm the hell down. But before she made good her escape, a vase crashed to the floor, sprinkling shards of glass in her path. Barefoot, she skidded to a halt. If she sprinted the last five feet to freedom, she’d cut the hell out of her bare soles.

      “Why can’t you just go away?” she shouted in her frustration, not even wincing at the begging in her voice. She was fed up by the countless sleepless nights due to the icy feel of fingers stroking her hair. Her ghost had an obsession, and she was it.

      Laszlo’s muffled voice was apologetic from the other side of the wooden panel. “Of course. I’m sorry to bother you, Ebba. I was just checking⁠—”

      “Lo? Lo, I⁠—”

      She screamed as her body was thrown sideways into the wall.

      Then again when the door flew back on its hinges.

      Arms raised for battle, wearing an intensely dark and frightening look on his handsome face, Laszlo blasted his way inside. There was no other word for it. He summed up the situation with a single glance and rushed to Ebba’s aid.

      “Back off,” he warned as he scooped her off the floor.

      It took her a few confusing seconds to realize he wasn’t speaking to her.

      “You see it?” she whispered.

      “I do,” he replied grimly.

      “Thank God I’m not going crazy.”

      He snorted but never glanced down, and his steely-eyed stare was focused on something or someone she couldn’t see. “If you are, I am.”

      “Can you, uh, talk to them, too?”

      “Sure, and so can you. The difference is I can hear the reply.”

      Ebba gaped at him, noting the challenging expression he cast her eerie entity. What must it be like to see and speak to things beyond the normal? For that matter, what did it feel like to blow the door off its hinges without the need for mortal tools?

      “Can you ask whoever it is to go away and leave me alone?”

      He hesitated, and the frown between his slashing brows deepened to trench-like depths. “There’s a problem with that request, Ebba.”

      The sound of his too-solemn tone woke butterflies in her belly, and not the good kind. “What? What problem?”

      “The spirit on the other side of the room… Yeah, it’s you, Sweet.”

      Her heart stuttered and stalled like a standard transmission shifting from first gear to second with a novice working the clutch. The vigorous thudding hurt her chest.

      “What? How can that be?” she croaked.

      And what about Spencer? She had to remember to ask him when things weren’t so fucking terrifying.

      “Don’t know for certain, but I’d recognize that stubborn expression anywhere.” A half smile curled his lips, but quickly dropped away. “We’ll get it sorted, but I need to contact a friend first.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sure. Okay.”

      What the fuck else could she say, anyway? Something like, “Oh, yeah, and while you’re phoning a friend Who-Wants-To-Be-A-Millionaire style, why don’t you call a shrink for me?”

      

      Laszlo’s mind was reeling as he stared at Ebba’s ghostly form across the room. So far, she refused to speak, glaring between them as if she were furious he’d come to the rescue.

      Perhaps she was.

      Ebba was independent. Had been since they were children and her parents left her to her own devices. Her entire childhood was their generation’s version of a latchkey kid. The loneliness radiating off her had prompted Liz to take Ebba under her wing and bring her home. But it was Ebba’s engaging personality and can-do determination that had gained the Thornes’ respect.

      “Listen, I’m going to lift you onto the counter, and I want to examine your ribs. Then we’ll clean the glass from your feet. Is that all right with you?” he asked her spirit self.

      “Yes—oh!” Eyes wide, the corporeal Ebba in his arms blinked. “You weren’t talking to me.”

      If the situation weren’t so serious, he’d have laughed at her confusion. As it was, a split soul was exceedingly dangerous. Lo had to find a way to rectify the matter—and soon. Because if the soul was fractured, as hers appeared to be, other evil entities could make her body their plaything. And that he wouldn’t let happen.

      As he shifted her against his chest, a white-hot ball of energy whizzed past and halted behind him. He hated to keep his back to the salty spirit, but he had to trust neither Ebba would hurt him.

      “Seems your ghostly self is keeping watch to make sure I don’t do anything untoward,” he said dryly as he set her on the counter.

      “Or maybe she’s mad you haven’t yet,” Ebba quipped, and then she blushed to the roots of her hair. “Fucking A! I don’t know why I said that.”

      He grinned. “Maybe she’s your filter.”

      Wide-eyed, she nodded. “That seems reasonable enough.”

      Staring at him as she was, with those large brown eyes eating him up, her mouth slightly agape, and a becoming flush, Ebba caused his pulse to race. The hammering in his chest felt different from anything he was used to and was uncomfortable in a way he didn’t like.

      The wonder fell from her as she shook her head and looked away. He could only assume he had unknowingly scowled. Charlotte was always bitching at him for his involuntary expressions, saying things like he could frighten small children.

      “Did I, um… did I scare you with…” He swirled a finger around his face and tried to suppress his frown.

      Ebba’s head whipped up, and her brows crashed together. “What? No! How… why would you think that?”

      Shrugging one shoulder, he turned. His confidence had taken a hit when she ran from the coffee shop. There he’d been, attempting to be all flirty and suave, and she’d bolted like a greyhound out of the gate, chasing the mechanical rabbit.

      Her hand shot out, gripped his, and tugged him back around. “Lo? What’s this all about? You can’t honestly believe you scare women, right? You’re the nicest guy I know.”

      “I thought my suggestion at the café and magically breaking down your door might’ve turned you off.”

      Ebba sandwiched her lower lip between her straight, white teeth, and her eyes flared wider.

      He held his breath as he awaited her response. Why did he have to bring either of those things up? Did he have a tumor, or had he grown terminally stupid in the last half hour?

      Her small snort preceded a giggling fit, and she released his hand to press her fingertips to her mouth. Tilting his head, he smiled and fought the urge to laugh with her, though he didn’t know what she found so amusing.

      When she had her humor under control, she shook her head. “Okay, first, your statement at the café didn’t scare me. Not in the way you think, anyway.”

      “What other way could there be?” His brows met.

      “I’ll circle back to that. Second, the magical rescue was hot as hell and greatly appreciated. I mean, I don’t know what the hell to do about that busted doorknob tonight, but it was worth the cost of a locksmith to see you in action.”

      Lazslo laughed. “I’ll fix the door before I go. I promise there will be no out-of-pocket expenses for any of my rescues.”

      “Whew.” She swiped a hand along her brow and grinned, but her expression froze in abject horror as her gaze locked on something behind him. “Niall!”

      “Niall?”

      Lo glanced over his shoulder and noticed a burly stranger with a vase raised over his head. His reaction was immediate. Pivoting, he bent sideways and shot his foot into the other man’s midriff, then followed it up by knocking the impromptu weapon from his meaty fist and clipping his jaw. The guy shook like an angry bear and rose to his full height as if Lo’s defensive tactics were a mere annoyance.

      “Niall, no! He’s a friend!” Ebba cried as she launched herself off the counter.

      Remembering the broken glass and vase shards, Lazslo caught her around the waist and swung her to safety. Unfortunately for him, Niall, Ebba’s grizzly-bear-sized friend, took exception and shoved Lo before he could turn around.

      His head became closely acquainted with her entertainment cabinet, and it was lights out.
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      “Lazslo!” Ebba’s heart stopped and resumed again at an abnormally fast rate. So fast, the lights around her flickered and dots appeared before her eyes. Could one stroke out from fear alone?

      Blood pooled from the gash on his forehead, and she dropped to the floor beside him—mindful of the shattered vase shards he’d tried to protect her from. Whipping off her shirt, she pressed it to the wound and prayed to God he hadn’t sustained brain damage. That horrific, soul-shriveling thud when his head had connected with the corner of the entertainment center wasn’t a sound she was likely to forget.

      “Niall, please hand me my phone.” She fought against a suffocating panic and pasted on an encouraging smile. Her neighbor’s brother had been intent on helping her, that much she gleaned. Possessed of a panda bear’s temperament, Niall wouldn’t seek out trouble, but if he’d happened to overhear Lo crash through her door, he might’ve assumed she was in danger.

      “Is he your friend, Miss Ebba?”

      The uncertainty in his deep voice was painful to hear.

      “Yes. He is. Will you hand me my phone so I can call an ambulance? The bleeding is too much for me to stop on my own.”

      After rushing to the side table she pointed to, Niall returned with her cellphone. “I’m sorry, Miss Ebba. I didn’t mean to hurt him. Will I get in trouble? Will the police take me away now?”

      “No, Niall. I’ll let them know it was all an accident and Lo stumbled, okay? Please, give me the phone.”

      Worry and confusion tightened his craggy features, and his ordinarily wide, smiling mouth was pulled down at the corners.

      She wiggled her fingers in an impatient gesture. Infusing command in her voice, she said, “Now, Niall.”

      After punching in the number, she placed the device on Lazslo’s chest and lifted the corner of the material to peek at his wound. The blood flow showed no signs of stopping or even slowing, and the ringing through the speaker was overly loud.

      “For fuck’s sake! It’s an emergency line! What the hell is taking so long?” she muttered.

      “Must be a busy afternoon,” Lo murmured, eyes still closed. “Hang up, Ebba. I’m fine.”

      Although she did as he requested, she shook her head. “You’re not. I can’t stop the blood.” Inside, she cringed at how whiny her tone sounded. She’d never been horrible in a crisis, but since the accident, her ability to stomach blood had drastically diminished.

      “I promise you it looks worse than it is.” His lids lifted, but before he could meet her eyes, his locked on her chest. “Did I miss all the fun? What happened while I was out? Were you practicing to become a stripper? I’m totally down for that.”

      Having forgotten her topless state, she scowled. Thank goodness she was wearing a full-support bra. Had it been her demi-cup, she’d be dead from humiliation.

      “They’re called exotic dancers, and will you focus?” she growled.

      “Oh, I’m focusing, all right,” he assured her. A wicked grin curled his mouth as he closed his eyes. “I’ll be recalling this in my dreams.”

      She fought a smile and lost. Who didn’t love attention from a secret childhood crush after twenty-odd years?

      “I really think we need to call an ambulance, Lo. This looks bad.”

      “Call Liz.”

      Ebba recoiled and glanced at the phone’s screen with indecision. For their entire friendship, her best friend had lied to her. Facing her at a time when the betrayal was still fresh would only lead to accusations and arguments. She wasn’t prepared to sweep it all under the rug and pretend it had never happened.

      When she registered the sensation of being watched, she looked at Lo, only to find him observing her. The concern on his face wasn’t misplaced, but her behavior was silly when he was the injured party. Firming her resolve, she lifted the device, prepared to do what she could to see him healed.

      His hand stayed her.

      “Use my phone and call my cousin Alastair if that makes you feel better. He’s skilled at healing, and he can also help us with your other… uh, issue,” he said after casting Niall the side eye.

      The subtle hint registered. They needed Niall gone, not just because he shouldn’t be there when another witch arrived to heal Lo, which she assumed was possible, but because her resident spook could start throwing items around in a fit of rage at any moment.

      Ebba hadn’t had time to wrap her mind around Lo’s claim that hers was the spirit haunting the place. What the hell did any of that truly mean anyway? With a minute shake of her head, she urged Niall to return to his place, citing she didn’t want him to get into trouble when the police showed up with the doctor.

      “Doctor?” Lo murmured as Niall hightailed it toward the lopsided door.

      “In my mind, your cousin is a witch doctor. What else would you call someone who heals witches?”

      His chuckle stole the chill from her bones, and although she wanted to join in the amusement, she refrained.

      “Al will get a laugh from that one.” He reached up and brushed the curls from her eyes. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner, Ebba. It had to be hurtful to find out the way you did.”

      A mere shrug was her attempt at hiding her discomfort and upset. Of all the people in the world who she believed would never lie to her, Liz was her number one and Mack was her number two. Lo didn’t necessarily rank since they’d only been friends in passing. To discover the opposite was devastating, but she didn’t want to discuss it while he needed help.

      After shifting the device to capture Lo’s face and unlock the screen, she scrolled through his contacts until she found the one she sought. “Alastair Thorne? He’s the only one with that first name.”

      “That’s him.”

      When the man on the other end of the line answered, her eyes about rolled back in her head from the pleasure his deep, cultured voice caused. He could make millions operating a sex hotline. Before she could stop herself, she said as much. Laszlo sputtered his indignation at the same time Alastair barked out a laugh. Oddly, it was the rusty sound, as if he rarely released his humor, that snapped her back to reality.

      “Oh, uh, sorry.” The skin of her face felt like it had been seared by the noon-day sun for five days running. “Yeah, Lo is hurt and wanted me to call you, Mr. Thorne.”

      “Please send me the address and a picture of your apartment, my dear.”

      Confused but willing, she did as requested. Before she’d finished speaking, a blond-haired man, who appeared to be in his mid-to-late forties, was standing in her living room. There was no time to appreciate his chiseled features or Old Hollywood flare. Her mind was still trying to process how he’d materialized from thin air.

      “What the actual fuck?”

      For someone who rarely swore, her exclamations that day were as emphatic as it got.

      
      Laszlo sputtered a laugh. His head ached like
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