
  
    
      HAUNTED LEGACY

      Book 3 of the Windhaven Witches

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CARISSA ANDREWS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Author Revolution]
          [image: Author Revolution]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Death is my curse

      

      
        2. What’s Fate Got to Do With It?

      

      
        3. Open Wounds

      

      
        4. Haunting

      

      
        5. Messed Up

      

      
        6. One Reason

      

      
        7. The Thread of Life

      

      
        8. Lucky to Have Found You

      

      
        9. Seeking Answers

      

      
        10. Sacred Spaces

      

      
        11. Panic Room

      

      
        12. The Space Between Us

      

      
        13. Paranormal Activity

      

      
        14. Banishment & Protection

      

      
        15. Against the Clock

      

      
        16. His Time Has Come

      

      
        17. To Whom This House Belongs

      

      
        18. Stages of Grief

      

      
        19. Answers Within

      

      
        20. A Cursed Legacy

      

      
        21. What Kind of Choices Are These?

      

      
        22. Summoning the Forgotten

      

      
        23. Into the Vortex

      

      
        24. Tick Tock

      

      
        25. What Is It Good For?

      

      
        26. In His Likeness

      

      
        27. Puppet Master

      

      
        28. Death Wish

      

      
        29. Splintering

      

      
        30. Always Be With You

      

      
        31. Chin Up

      

      
        Fate is Coming for Them…

      

      
        Cursed Legacy: Book 4 Sneak Peek (Chapter 1)

      

      
        A Note From the Author

      

    

    
      
        Also by Carissa Andrews

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DEATH IS MY CURSE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      His time has come…

      Abigail’s cryptic words have lingered with me all summer. No matter how hard I’ve tried to shake them, they’ve settled underneath my skin, making a home just beneath the surface.

      As much as I want to forget them, it’s an impossible task.

      To make matters worse, after all the energy Abigail must have expelled fighting Cat’s Fetch, I’ve only managed to catch glimpses of her. They’re fleeting and nowhere near enough time to question her on what those words meant. It’s maddening.

      I shudder, unable to stay warm any longer. The brisk chill of being on the cusp of fall has crept into the evening air. I pull my sweatshirt in tighter, letting the shiver roll through me. Despite the change in temps, I can’t be bothered to go inside just yet.

      My gaze flits from the glittering water to the setting sun hanging low above the pond. Deep-gold tendrils soak in the magenta ribbons of the sky, as if the added color somehow feeds it. Closing my eyes, I breathe in deeply through my nose, wishing the clean air could wash away the worry buried in my soul.

      Even if Abigail’s warning weren’t enough—every time I look at Wade I see something else. Something that wasn’t there before. As much as I love him, as much as I want to be with him… I can’t shake this intense dread that his father was right.

      Death follows me wherever I go.

      It’s like I’m stuck inside an episode of “Buffy.” Only, death isn’t my gift. It’s my curse.

      I don’t want to be the reason Wade loses his one chance at being human. Of experiencing all this one and only life has to offer… I don’t want to be the reason he dies an early death and has to forfeit it all. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

      My breath hitches in my throat and I blink away the liquid terror escaping from my eyes.

      Wade has tried so hard to keep up the status quo. I know he wants this to work desperately, but…

      My chin quivers. Despite trying to find an answer, I know what has to be done—what I’ve always needed to do. I’ve just been too scared to think it, or say it out loud.

      Not that I’ve had anyone I could say it to other than him.

      I’ve had no one to talk to. Cat and Colton are gone. Evidently, thanks to Colton’s stunt last year, they’ve been transferred to another academy closer to the psychic Diana Hawthorne so she can keep an eye on them. Granted, it was probably a wise move, but still. Without Cat at least, their absence has created a vacuum for all of my thoughts to spiral around inside my head whenever I find myself alone…which seems to be happening more and more.

      Maybe it’s my destiny?

      Look at my mom and dad… Abigail…

      The landscape is changing now with school starting back up, and I can’t help but think now’s the time. Wade could still find someone new. Someone who isn’t bad news for him.

      Someone his Angel of Death father will approve of…

      Someone normal.

      Instantly, my mind conjures up images of Chelsea, Wade’s strawberry-blond, green-eyed landlady. She’s funny, pretty, and…uncomplicated. She’s practically me, but the light version.

      My insides twist and my heart constricts in on itself. The impulse to gag tugs at the back of my throat, but something in the recesses of my mind resonates with the idea.

      He’d be better off with her.

      “Hey there, beautiful. I thought I might find you out here,” Wade says, making my insides try to jump outside. I hadn’t even heard his footsteps coming up behind me.

      Wiping quickly at my face to hide the tears, I shoot him a halfhearted smile and attempt to stand up.

      “No, no… sit,” he says, dropping down beside me on the dock.

      I sit back down, unsure how to handle this moment. I wasn’t expecting it to come so soon. Panic claws at my insides and I blink back the emotions still washing over me.

      Swallowing hard, I turn to him. “So, what brings you here? Everything okay?”

      Glancing at me, his silver eyes sparkle mischievously. There’s an air of anxious energy in the way he holds himself. He doesn’t say anything, so I narrow my gaze, trying to figure out what he’s up to.

      Finally, he chuckles. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. Everything’s fine. What about you? You seem a little…”

      “I’m fine,” I say, brushing off his observation by swiping my hand in the air. Guilt instantly jabs me in the ribs, but I ignore it. “Just wanted to sit outside and enjoy the end of summer. It’ll be too cold to sit out here soon.”

      “You’re not kidding. It’s freezing already,” he says, cramming his hands under his armpits and shivering.

      The cool breeze ruffles his dark hair. With the sun’s low light, it highlights the strands of red woven through the black, making it look like flames flickering against the royal blue sky.

      “Did you want to head inside?” I say, pointing back toward the manor.

      “Only if you want to. I don’t want to cut your relaxation short,” he says shaking his head.

      “I haven’t eaten yet. We could head inside to grab a bite,” I offer, trying to buy myself some time.

      “That might be nice, actually,” he says, grinning again. He stands up quickly, practically bouncing off the dock with enthusiasm. Bending back down, he extends a hand to me.

      Taking his offering, I pull myself up to a stand. “Thanks.”

      Wade lifts his arm, twirling me in a circle on the spot. “You are most welcome, Ms. Blackwood.”

      Unable to help myself, a small smile lifts the corner of my lips.

      Wade locks eyes with me long enough to make me squirm under his silver scrutiny.

      Without batting an eye, his features soften and he whispers, “God, you’re so beautiful. I love the way the sunlight ignites your hair. It’s like the sun is setting in those strands.” Grinning broadly, he twirls a finger through one of my unruly auburn curls.

      I run a hand across my collar bone, wishing like hell I could find a way to change what we are. “Wade, I have something—”

      He holds up a finger, pressing it to my lips. “Eh, eh…nope. Me first.” Removing his finger, he shrugs sheepishly. “I mean, I know it should usually be ladies first, but you’ll just have to deal this time, Dru.” He winks at me, sending a wave of anguish cascading through my entire being.

      My lips tighten and my mouth goes dry. Nodding, I raise a hand, allowing him to proceed.

      “Actually, you’ll need to come with me,” he says, his eyes once again sparkling. He takes my hand, leading the way off the dock.

      Confusion rolls through me but I can’t seem to muster enough energy to formulate a reason for his near-giddy excitement. Instead, I fight the bile rising in the back of my throat and the unrelenting nervous energy. I know if I don’t act soon, I’ll lose my nerve altogether. Instead, I’ll want to stay in his arms and ignore the pain and suffering being together will inevitably bring.

      As we walk through the courtyard hand-in-hand, he plucks one of the red roses from the garden and hands it to me. “But he, who dares not grasp the thorn, should never crave the rose.”

      Pressing the stem between my fingertips, I tip my head in acknowledgment. “Anne Brontë.”

      “Indeed,” he beams. “One of my favorite poems.”

      “Hmmm,” I say, staring at the shimmering petals, wondering if he can somehow sense what’s on my mind.

      Leaning in, he kisses the side of my cheek. His scent teases my senses, lulling me into a safe space.

      Maybe it’s not as bad as I think… What if I’m wrong about all of this?

      Inhaling deeply, my resolve slips.

      Removing my hand from his, I place it along his jawline, drawing his lips to mine. For the first time in a long time, I close my eyes, letting the feel of his skin guide my reactions, rather than relying on my troubled mind.

      Placing both hands along my neck, he inhales sharply, pulling me in close. His lips bear down on mine, kissing me as if his life depends on this single exchange of passion.

      As he pulls back, my head swirls, but my worries sink into deeper waters.

      “Come on, let’s get that bite to eat. I still have something for you…” he says, grabbing hold of my hand and pulling me toward the kitchen’s entrance.

      When we get inside, the manor is quiet—as it has been all summer. Dad’s been in and out, only here for the briefest of moments before having to flit off again. There’s barely enough time to connect, let alone ask him how he’s been or where he’s been going.

      Most of the time, it’s not so bad, but I can’t help but wonder if I’m driving him away, too.

      “What would you like, my dearest Dru? Pasta? Chicken? Tacos with ice cream?” Wade asks, opening the fridge and freezer at the same time.

      I chuckle. “What would you like?”

      “I’m not fussy. I’ll cook whatever the lady of the house would appreciate.”

      I shoot him an uncertain smile, dropping my gaze to the floor. “Something simple, I guess.”

      Wade’s dark eyebrows rise to the sky, and he closes the fridge door. “Pizza it is.” He reaches in, grabbing a cheese pizza and plunking it on the counter.

      Shaking my head, I turn to the stove and set the preheat temp.

      “Would you like plain and simple? Or a culinary explosion in your mouth?”

      My eyes widen. “A what?”

      Wade laughs. “Cheese pizza or something with a bit more pizazz?”

      I narrow one eye. “What would pizazz consist of?”

      “Whatever you like. Ham and pineapple. Mushrooms and cilantro. Tabasco sauce and nacho chips…” he says with a flourish of his hands.

      “Let’s go with just cheese. Less to go wrong,” I say, grabbing a couple of plates.

      “Ye have little faith in my culinary expertise. But, alas, I will bow to the wishes of my mistress,” he says, folding an arm over his midsection and bowing slightly.

      He dislodges the pizza from its box, placing it on the pizza stone and looking at it longingly.

      “You could always go hog wild on half of it. Then, if it’s horrifying, we still have a few salvageable slices,” I suggest, shrugging.

      He claps like a toddler and spins back to the refrigerator. A moment later, half of the pizza is piled with mushrooms, onions, ham, and something green. I’m not entirely certain it’s edible, but if it makes him happy, so be it.

      “So, I have some news…” Wade says, wiping his hands on his jeans after he places the pizza in the oven.

      “Is this the surprise?” I say, turning to him.

      “Oh, lord, no. That will come soon enough,” he says, waving his hands out in front of him. “No, this is just news-related news. Small talk, if you will.”

      “Ah,” I say, nodding. “Carry on.”

      “Thank you,” he says, tipping his head. “As I was saying… I have some news. You know how I was going to struggle with swinging tuition after this next semester?”

      I narrow my gaze. “Yes?”

      “Well, I’ve just landed a gig,” he says, grinning.

      My eyebrows rise. “You have? That’s great. What is it?”

      “It’s another PCA job. Chelsea introduced me,” he says, leaning against the counter.

      The mention of Chelsea’s name twists the knife still buried inside me. I inhale sharply through my nose. “Oh…yeah?”

      “Yeah, there’s a lady in my building who needs a little help. She’s getting older and doesn’t have any family around here. Chelsea’s been worried she might have to transfer her to a nursing home or contact the county… but when I told her I used to be a PCA, she did a little digging and helped get everything in place,” he says.

      “That’s great—” I say, trying to muster as much excitement about it as I can.

      “It’s not a be-all, end-all or anything. But at least it buys me some time. Especially since my dad isn’t likely to change his mind anytime soon,” Wade says, rolling his eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I say, walking to the oven and clicking on the light. I bend in to take a look at the pizza’s progress. So far, my half looks nearly done, but the other half looks like it needs another twenty minutes to heat through.

      “You know, our assets,” Wade says, shrugging nonchalantly.

      I stand up, unable to disentangle my eyebrows from one another. “Huh?”

      Wade rolls his eyes, as if this is the last thing he wanted to be thinking about. “Just family money and stuff.”

      The timer on the oven beeps and he steps up, ushering me to step aside.

      My mind whirls, taking in this new information. When we were back in the catacombs, I remember the two of them talking about the family assets… but I thought his dad meant their powers.

      Wade slices up the pizza, spreading the pieces out evenly on the plates. “Dinner is served,” he says, with a hand flourish.

      I blink from him to the plates, absently grabbing one for myself. “I thought… I thought you didn’t have any inheritance. I’m confused.”

      Grabbing his own plate, Wade holds out his other arm in an offering for me to grab it.

      I blink hard, but interlock my arm in his.

      “It’s complicated. The inheritance is magically bound. When my grandpa died, as next in line I should have been given access to our assets. But…” his voice trails off as he leads me from the kitchen. We loop through the main entrance and down the hallway to my bedroom.

      “But…he’s denying you,” I say, beginning to understand the full scope of things, “because of me.”

      Wade shrugs as if it doesn’t bother him in the least. “It’s just money.”

      “But—what about your tuition? Your life? You’ve been so worried about finances…why would you turn that away?” I sputter.

      “I can’t believe you’re even asking me that,” he says indignantly.

      I shake my head, trying to understand why he’d turn down an easier life—one without financial struggles—just to be with me. It’s ludicrous.

      He deserves so much more. I can’t let him give up his entire inheritance just to be with me.

      We reach my bedroom door and Wade drops my arm to reach for the handle.

      “Wade,” I whisper, unable to look him in the eye. I stare at my plate, tears welling up behind my lids. “I think we should break up.”

      I look up just in time to see his bright face falter. His hand drops from the door handle in slow motion and as it creaks open, I turn to face the room. Red roses or their petals cover every conceivable surface of my bedroom. Red candles flicker romantically, sending a powerful surge of regret through me.

      “Happy”—his voice is barely a whisper as he swallows hard, trying to recover—“one-year anniversary.”
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      Everything is upside down.

      I hadn’t anticipated this empty, horrible hole that’s settled inside my torso. I thought I was doing the right thing, but I can’t escape the memory of utter despair on Wade’s face. His sad, silver eyes are burned into my mind, and no matter what I do, I can’t erase his expression. From the moment I broke things off with him, all I wanted was to take it back. To rewind time and erase the whole thing. But I couldn’t make my brain align with my heart. I need to protect him…I need for him to forget about me.

      Hell, I need to find a way to forget about him.

      Yet, everywhere I go… he’s there.

      My eyes flit to the edge of his gorgeous face, just two seats up in the row beside me. The sunlight cascades through the window and highlights the edges of his face. It illuminates the tips of his dark eyelashes, drawing my attention back with every blink.

      If I thought starting the new school year would give us the opportunity for space, I certainly hadn’t considered just how much our paths are intertwined. He’s in every single one of my classes, with the exception of one—Resurrection Theory.

      It’s a daily kind of torture, and one of my own making.

      Glancing down at my notebook, I scribble in circles, not taking in a thing Mrs. Clement is telling the class. Her voice drones on in the background, but as fascinating as life and death entities should be, I can’t muster the focus to listen about guardians, Lemures, the Four Horsemen, or fate.

      Fate can suck it, if you ask me.

      Without warning, the person behind me kicks my chair, making me jump. I look up to find a classroom full of expectant eyes all trained on me.

      “I, uh—” I stutter, shifting my gaze around the room. Briefly, I stop at Wade, but as soon as our eyes connect, my insides flip and the room spins. Quickly, I return my gaze to the teacher. “What was the question?”

      “Ms. Blackwood, I know it’s early in the semester, but I’d sure appreciate it if you’d pay a bit more attention,” Mrs. Clement says, raising a white eyebrow over the rim of her red-framed glasses. Her piercing, ice-blue eyes slice right through me and I sit up a bit straighter. “There’s a lot to cover and you, of all people, would do well to learn the lessons coming through for you. Remember, this isn’t just generic fluff. While I might look like I’m up here spouting off about a single random topic, each and every one of you is getting tailored insights that will illuminate the way for you. While much of it overlaps, I mean, you wouldn’t be in this class if it didn’t…you still need to perk your ears and have a listen. Yeah?”

      With my cheeks flaming, I nod and drop my gaze to my notebook. “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “Now, then… As I was saying, learning how to spot a harbinger of the veil can play a critical role in not only preparedness for how to deal with it, but also protection. When our gifts are tied to life and death, not everything that finds us will be all rainbows and butterflies, if you know what I mean. Sometimes, things go very, very wrong. When they do, the cost could be your life—or the life of someone you love. Do you understand?” Mrs. Clement’s eyes again fall to me, and I nod, showing her I was paying attention.

      Her words rest with me as validation.

      “What causes some of these entities to be formed?” Wade asks. Hearing his voice slices right through me.

      Mrs. Clement walks around to the front of her desk and leans against it. “Good question, Mr. Hoffman. Some are ancient ones, formed with the early magic summoned out of creation. They’re almost woven into its very fabric. Others are created due to their circumstances.”

      Wade leans back in his chair, crossing his arms over his body, a telltale sign he’s not impressed with the answer.

      “I understand that’s not the most descriptive of answers, but until you know what you’re dealing with, it’s hard to give a straight answer. Do you have something specific in mind?” Mrs. Clement asks, tilting her head to the side.

      It takes him a moment to answer, but when he does he shakes his head. “Not exactly. I’m just thinking about the things I’ve come up against already. It seems each thing has its own set of rules and none of them jibe with one another.”

      “I think I see where you’re going. This rule separation could be because each entity group is much like a society in and of itself. Just like with people in general, there are no hard and fast rules. We have to work within the confines we’re given,” she says, tapping the edge of her desk. “Does that help?”

      “Sort of. Thank you,” Wade says, nodding.

      I narrow my gaze, wondering what exactly he was getting at because his tone says something totally different.

      “All right, time for the groans to begin,” Mrs. Clement says, rubbing her hands together and grinning broadly. “For this week’s first lesson, each of you will be given a Life and Death Entity to research. However, there’s a caveat. You’ll be paired up with a partner who has a divergent set of magical aptitudes so you can view your entity from different perspectives. Together, you’ll do some digging to uncover not only their origins and why they exist, but also some of the more mysterious aspects of your choosing. After all, these are magical beings by nature, so there should be some interesting tidbits you could unearth. Then, you and your partner will deliver a presentation next Friday on what you discover.”

      Then, as expected, the sea of lamentation erupts from the class. Mrs. Clement raises her palms upward, nodding in evident approval.

      Leaning back in my chair, I sweep my gaze over the class. Maybe it won’t be so bad. There are plenty of people in here that I’ve never even seen before, let alone spoken to. Maybe this is just the start Wade and I need in order to move on.

      “Here’s how this is going to work… I’ve paired you up with a partner. When you have your assignment, I’d like for you to find each other and introduce yourselves, if introductions are necessary,” Mrs. Clement says, grabbing a stack of papers from her desk. “I know this probably seems very old-school in this modern era of texting and Snapchatting, but I can’t help it. I do love me a bit of antiquity.” She winks, clucking her tongue and jabbing her pointer finger out like a gun. “Besides, magical boundaries notwithstanding, I want to look each of you in the eye so you can’t tell me you didn’t receive your assignment.” She turns her gaze directly at me, as if she’s already sussed out I’m the problem child in class.

      Wonderful.

      I grin back at her, trying to present myself as attentive as humanly possible. The last thing I need is to begin this year with a teacher on my back. Starting at the front of the class and working her way down each aisle with a cheerful grin on her face, she passes a sheet of paper to each student. She even whistles a bit of a tune as she hands them out.

      As she passes a sheet to Wade, I hold my breath, waiting to see who he’s partnered with. Half of me hopes it’s a girl, while the other half is screaming that it better not be a damn girl. Placing the paper on the desk in front of him, he sits very still. His right hand covers the sheet of paper, as if he needs to build up the strength to turn it over.

      Biting the side of my cheek, I blink away from him as Mrs. Clement thrusts out my sheet of paper.

      “It’s a bit like a sorting hat, isn’t it?” she says happily. Then, she moves on, doling out the next batch of torment to the student in front of me.

      Suddenly, the burden of knowing who my chosen partner is becomes heavier than I anticipated. My heartbeat thumps awkwardly in my chest, threatening to bring me down if I don’t give in and turn the paper over.

      Mrs. Clement settles herself behind her large wooden desk. All around me, people get up, finding their partners and grouping their seats closer together. I inhale sharply and my eyes flit to Wade. His paper is held out in front of him as if he’s pondering his fate. However, he abruptly stands up and walks to Mrs. Clement’s desk.

      All at once, sheer panic flashes through me. What if he’s my partner? Is he asking to be reassigned? Would he do that?

      I bounce between anxiety and humiliation.

      Surely Mrs. Clement wouldn’t have put us together? I mean, out of twenty-five or more students, what are the chances? It has to be pretty low, right?

      The urge to know drives me to flip the paper over. I have to know why he’s talking to Mrs. Clement.

      Taking another deep breath, I stare down at the name and assignment in an odd sense of relief and disappointment.

      

      Assignment: Lemures

      Partner: Colton Gilbert

      

      On the upside, it’s not Wade. But on the other hand, it looks like I’ll be doing this assignment alone. So much for meeting someone new.

      While my wariness is alleviated somewhat, I can’t help but be a little surprised. Doesn’t the school know Colt and Cat are gone? Surely Diana Hawthorne would have made sure things were done properly before taking the two of them down to Georgia?

      Gathering up my things, I throw my backpack over my right shoulder and walk to the front of the room. I pass Wade, who has returned to his seat. His hand flies across a small notebook as he scribbles something down, but as soon as I walk by, he stops. His dark lashes flutter as our eyes connect briefly. I shoot him a quick, awkward smile, then turn to face the teacher.

      As I step up to the desk, I hand Mrs. Clement my paper. “I think there’s a bit of a mix-up, Mrs. Clement. Colton Gilbert is gone this year. He and his sister are learning at an academy down south for the year. I’m not sure that they’ll be back, to be honest.”

      Mrs. Clement takes my paper, adjusting her red rims on her nose. She eyes the document with sudden suspicion. After a moment, she slams it down. “Goddamn administrative staff. They never tell me this stuff. They know it can affect the outcomes of my class. I swear, Ms. Cain does this shit just to screw with me. Damn masochistic wench.”

      My eyebrows flutter upward in surprise but I stifle a bit of a laugh. I’ve never heard a teacher be quite so brutally down-to-earth and honest. I have a few choice words about Ms. Cain, too, but I’d never say any of them out loud. Especially not inside the walls of Windhaven Academy. I know how some of the magical elements of this facility work.

      Sighing heavily, she tugs over another sheet of paper, eyeing the two of them side-by-side. I bend forward, trying to get a better view.

      “Well, Ms. Blackwood, it’s not ideal, but looks we all have to make sacrifices this year” she says, scribbling out Colton’s name and the assignment. She writes new ones down and thrusts the sheet of paper back to me. “Forget Lemures, they’re not as exciting.”

      I flip it over to get a better look. Scrawled across the page in big bold letter is: The Three Fates.

      Underneath, my eyes flit to the name.

      Adrenaline courses through my veins as my heart sinks.

      Of course, it is.

      I glance over my shoulder just as Mrs. Clement calls out, “Congratulations, Mr. Hoffman. Looks like you’ll have a partner after all.”
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      Space. Just a little bit of freaking space would have been nice. But instead, it’s like the universe just wants to meddle in my life, making things as hard as humanly possible. Life, death… relationships.

      I want to do the right thing—but it’s impossible to tell what’s right anymore. Especially when I can’t even get away from the one person I desperately want to be with but know I can’t. Or at least shouldn’t.

      My gaze softens as I stare at the walls of the resurrection chamber, wishing the stillness of this space could permeate the rest of my life. Instead, things are about to get very complicated. I’d hoped to communicate with Abigail, but she’s still as difficult as ever to connect with. Between my dad’s trips and Abigail being MIA, this house is the epitome of silence. Yet, inside my head, it’s never been louder. I check my watch and stand up. It’s about that time.

      Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I turn to face the way out. Light from the small window illuminates the edges of the staircase wall, beckoning me upward. Dropping my shoulders, I make my way to the staircase.

      Fate.

      I roll my eyes at the word as I ascend the stairs from the resurrection chamber. Even my teacher is taunting me with this ridiculous assignment. If only she knew just how difficult this was going to be. A part of me wishes like hell Cat and Colton were still here. While doing this assignment with Colton wouldn’t have been ideal either, it wouldn’t be quite this cruel. At least for me.

      Guilt rolls through my midsection. Not thinking about Colton’s feelings is part of the reason they’re not here in the first place.

      Shaking my head, I close the door behind me and gather up my laptop and notebook. The last thing I want to do is come back here.

      I close my bedroom door behind me, just in time to hear the doorbell ring. The hairs on the back of my neck rise, ushering a shiver straight through me.

      “Here goes nothing, Autumn,” I whisper to myself as I walk down the expansive hallway toward the front entry.

      As I reach the main staircase, a rush of cold air thrusts past me, making me pull up short. Clutching my laptop to my chest, I spin around. “Abigail?” I call out.

      The frigid air remains, making my breath billow out like it’s the middle of January.

      Again the doorbell rings, making me jump. Shuddering away the chill, I rush to the door and fling it open.

      “Hey,” Wade says. He runs a hand across the back of his neck, then crams his hands into his jeans pockets.

      “Hey. Come on in,” I say, stepping aside and opening the door wider for him.

      He tips his head and steps inside. “So, this is…”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding.

      “Well, did you want to stay here? Or go someplace a little less…”

      “Nah,” I say, swiping my hand in the air and hoping I pull off a bit of nonchalance. “It’s all good. Wanna go to the dining room? Or the study?”

      “Which place would make you feel more comfortable?” he asks, shifting his gaze to the dining area.

      “Let’s go down to the study. The Wi-Fi is better,” I say, tipping my head toward the staircase and nodding for him to follow me.

      I walk up the grand staircase and push open the double doors directly in front of the landing. A large table with cushy red leather chairs rest directly opposite us. Beyond, the wall of windows overlooks the courtyard and pond, with a view of the glittering water that’s only rivaled by sitting on the dock. The trees haven’t quite begun their descent into fall, but you can tell by the hint of fog lingering on the water’s surface that it’s just around the corner.

      Entering the study, I flip on the switch and all around the room small lamps ignite, casting a warm glow. The dark-red mahogany built-ins, along with the desk to the left, look very impressive, even to me.

      Wade enters the room, his eyes wide as he takes in the space. He walks over to the right wall, letting his fingertips grace the spines of many books adorning the dark mahogany shelves. He stops at a framed picture of me as a small child. I’m outside the house in the courtyard and my mom is just off to the side, smiling like she doesn’t have a care in the world.

      “This room is…something else,” he says, turning his chilling gaze to me.

      Everything about him screams unbearably sexy and I breathe in deeply, trying to focus on staying centered. I nod, placing my laptop on the table. “Yeah, I don’t usually come up here, but since Dad’s not home, I figured it was a good place to study. I mean, it’s even in the name of the room, you know?”

      Wade chuckles, his gaze falling to the floor as a hint of a smile graces his lips.

      “So, fate, huh?” I say, trying to bring us around to why we’re here.

      Wade’s silver eyes flit upward to me and his lips press in tight. “Fates, actually.” He walks over, standing behind one of the leather chairs and looking out over the water. After a moment, he takes a seat and turns to face me.

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Have you been researching without me, Mr. Hoffman?”

      His dark eyebrows tug inward. “Well, I…” he stammers.

      I chuckle. “I’m teasing. It’s fine. Okay, so what do you know?” I pull out my pen from the notebook ring and poise it, ready to take notes.

      Inhaling deeply through his nose, he shrugs. “Not much. Just that the idea of fate isn’t as simple as it seems. Like we didn’t know that already…”

      I look up, feeling the weight of his stare. “Wade,” I say, tilting my head to the side.

      “Nevermind.” He lifts his left shoulder and tips his head. “All right, so fate isn’t a single entity. There are actually three sisters who manage the destinies of everyone.”

      My eyebrows fly upward and I lean back in my chair. “Oh?”

      “Right?” Wade nods. “Well, if you believe in this sorta thing, anyway. I mean, who knows if it’s true…but since we’re researching entities, I figured there must be a kernel in there somewhere.”

      “Fair point,” I say, nodding, and scrawling the information down. “Okay, so, anything else?”

      “Not really. That was as far as I got before I realized you’d probably want to do the research together.” Wade’s eyebrows intertwine, and he shakes his head. “I mean, not that you wanted to actually do the research with me in the first place, but…”

      I sigh. “Wade…”

      As if I didn’t feel like absolute crap as it is, his persistent jabs aren’t helping.

      “Forget it. Anyway, the point is, I’m here to work on things as a team. You know, because that’s what partners do. Work on things. Together.” He lifts his gaze, again locking eyes with me.

      His words are pointed and they do exactly what he intended they do—cut deep.

      Yes, as it turns out, I’m horrible at relationships. Not just romantic ones, either. I haven’t called my mom in ages. I barely see my dad. Hell, lately, I’ve talked more with James, the housekeeper, than anyone else. Living or dead.

      “Yeah, well…we better get a move on, then. I don’t have all night,” I say more tersely than I intended. Trying to ignore his digs are difficult, but if it’s part of what I have to endure to protect him, then so be it.

      “Autumn, I didn’t mean…” Wade says, remorse splashing across his features.

      I raise a hand between us, cutting him off. “Look, it doesn’t matter. It is what it is.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t even get what this is. It’s like you’ve taken the one good thing we both had going for us and decided to bin the whole thing. I don’t get why…” Wade says, ditching any pretense of learning more about our assignment.

      I look back at my laptop longingly, wishing we could just focus on that instead of the emotionally charged conversation he seems hell-bent on pulling me into.

      Leaning back in the chair, I pull my feet up and use my legs as a barrier between us. “Maybe you don’t have to understand everything. Have you ever thought of that?”

      His eyebrows lower and he leans in. “I beg to differ. You owe me. At least with this and after everything we’ve been through. Dru—”

      My heart skips a beat and before I can think things through, I hear myself say, “Don’t call me that.”

      The reaction is instantaneous. Wade’s wounded expression resurfaces and shreds any ounce of self-reserve I have left. He pushes the chair back, standing up and backing away.

      I drop my legs, standing up, too. “I didn’t mean to—” I begin.

      “Wow,” he says, dropping his gaze to the floor as his eyebrows fly upward. “I mean, okay… I knew things were dire. I knew you were going through something here and needed some space, but I didn’t know we’d reached this place.”

      “Wade, we can’t be together…” I say, fighting back tears.

      “Why? Because you decided?” he demands.

      I roll my head back, staring at the ceiling. A single, stupid tear trickles down my cheek and I swipe at it. “No, because I’m not right for you. Because things would never work. Because we’re so different…”

      “And what?” he says, stepping forward and towering over me. Sandalwood and soap circle around me, tugging at every raw emotion left dangling.

      My chin quivers, but I manage to say, “Your dad said that we…”

      “Who the hell cares what my dad said? He had his one life and he fucked it up. I’m not going to let him dictate the one that I have, too. Don’t you get that?” he spits back. His eyes penetrate mine, pleading with me to understand.

      “You deserve someone better than me,” I whisper.

      He snorts indignantly. “Are you kidding me? Nah, you’ve gotta be kidding me… Who are you to decide whether or not there’s someone better for me out there? You don’t get that responsibility. My dad, as much as he wishes it weren’t the case…doesn’t get that responsibility. It’s mine. Do you hear me? Mine.”

      As if to punctuate his statement, all of the lightbulbs in the room burst. Instinctively, I hunch forward and cover my head.

      “It wasn’t me—” Wade cries out, reaching for me.

      I drop my hands, surveying the room. Shards of broken bulbs are everywhere, and the only light cascading into the room comes from the far-off sunset that’s about to extinguish itself.

      Wade’s eyes are wide as he backs up and turns in circles with his hands raised.

      Suddenly, the same intense cold from earlier sweeps through the room. Wrapping my arms around myself, I turn around, hunting for its source.

      “Do you feel that?” Wade whispers, shivering as his breath bursts out in small clouds. “It’s like the room just plunged by forty degrees.”

      “Yeah, I feel it,” I say, shifting myself closer to him as I continue to monitor the space.

      “Is Abigail pissed or something?” he says, reaching out and pulling me into his arms.

      I blink hard, unsure whether or not to allow myself the pleasure of staying there or not. His strong arms and warm body are a safe place and I feel anything but safe…

      I place a hand on his chest, but gently push myself away, giving us both a little space. “I’m not sure. I haven’t really seen much of her since…”

      “Maybe we should, um, go somewhere else to study?” Wade offers, tugging at my sleeve as he backs toward the door.

      I nod, taking a step toward the table to grab my things. “Yeah, that might be—”

      Behind me, a gurgling sound erupts, making me spin on the spot. Wade’s eyes are large silver circles of sheer panic as he drops to his knees and gropes at his throat.
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      Racing over to Wade, I drop down beside him. “Wade,” I cry out, reaching for him and trying to process what’s happening.

      There’s nothing in sight, but the room is utterly frigid—like all warmth has been ejected. My fingertips freeze against his skin as I try to pull back whatever is there, but there’s nothing.

      “Where is it? What is it?” Panic wells up inside me as I realize I have no idea what to do or how to help. My worst nightmare is coming true right before my eyes.

      Wade continues to struggle, fighting off the unseen force. His face transitions from a bright red to a muted shade of gray.

      “Stop—stop this!” I scream, throwing my arms down like a petulant child.

      All at once, the room spins and I find myself flat on my back on the floor as if a blast just went off. Wade drops his arms as he slumps over, landing hard on his right side next to me. He gasps for air, then goes completely silent as his beautiful eyes flutter closed. I push myself up to my knees, scrambling over to him and pulling him into my lap.

      “Wade, Wade, please…” I murmur, running my hands over his hair and the side of his face. Bending down, I place my head against his chest. The faint thump of his heartbeat greets me, settling my own out-of-control pulse slightly. “Oh, thank god.”

      I watch his eyelashes flutter like
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