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        Pawtuxet Beach, Rhode Island

        Present time

      

      

      The stretch of sand sprawled ahead of Kerala Clarke, the beach deserted on this cold November day.

      Empty, except for the five men striding towards her.

      Tall, dark, powerful, they were apparently unaware of the icy wind which forced their black dusters to billow in the clear marine air.

      Kera couldn’t make out their faces yet, but she knew them well.

      Knew every single one of them.

      Yet as they closed in, their aura hit her full force and she swallowed with dread. Even that far, they were still lethal.

      Her brother Sinclair hadn’t mentioned he was bringing company to the meeting. For a moment, she thought of running away. But it would be pointless. They wouldn’t let her get far.

      No, better to face them. Her people, the Order. See what they wanted.

      The five warlocks neared and she remained motionless, waiting, her shoulders purposely set rigidly back.

      Her gaze narrowed and angst seized her throat.

      Diesel. Damn.

      Why had he come?

      After all this time, why would Diesel Stanford, now leader of the Warlocks of the Black Oak, want to see her? She’d made it clear she wanted nothing to do with his family. Or with him.

      He looked different than the last time she’d seen him.

      Six months ago.

      And minutes after the tragedy.

      When blind with tears, she had looked up from her mom’s bloody and lifeless body, hoping he would do something to bring her back. Anything.

      As she’d gripped the inert black fur of the dead panther that had been her mother, she had prayed for his magic, waited for him to do something.

      For a brief moment, she’d seen pain in Diesel’s eyes, a deep empathy for her loss. But it had been too late.

      Kera, overcome with both grief and anger, had shifted and lunged. Straight at his throat.

      When she’d returned to reality, all she’d seen in Diesel’s expression was disgust.

      And fear.

      Now staring at him, she bit down on her lip, tasted the sea breeze, then let out a slow breath. All had changed that day. The event, and its consequences, remained branded in her mind.

      Barely half a year now since they’d shared everything.

      They had been so carefree. He hadn’t yet inherited the leadership of the Order. Hadn’t cared one bit for responsibilities.

      Spent his days surfing across the bay instead of sailing in the races with his father. He would disappear for days to ride his motorcycle up and down the coast. And she’d been right there with him, always. Two perfectly connected souls.

      In love.

      Those days were long gone. Kera’s mind was now consumed with one thing.

      Revenge.

      And the only way she could exact her revenge was on her own terms.

      Away from their rituals, from the magic that had gotten her mother killed.

      Away from their rules that would blur her focus.

      Her heels dug into the sand as she eyed her ex-boyfriend, her insides frozen with apprehension.

      She inhaled deeply to settle her pounding heart as the five warlocks stopped at a respectable distance and watched her without a word, their expression unreadable.

      Forcing herself to ignore Diesel, she first glanced at her brother who, along with the other sorcerers, stood beside his leader.

      “Sinclair.” She lifted an eyebrow at him. “Why this meeting?”

      His discomfort was palpable but to her only. As always, he stood cool and collected. One of her kind, of their mother’s kind. With his dark exotic features, her brother looked elegant and deadly as usual, his lean muscular body covered with an expensive full-length black cashmere coat to fend away the cold.

      Sin always liked his luxury.

      If he was here with the warlocks, it had to be something serious. He knew how she swore she’d never go back.

      Sin tilted his head towards Diesel. “Someone here wants to talk to you, Sis.”

      Gnawing her bottom lip, she continued to avert her eyes from her ex-boyfriend. Her emotions in check, she studied the small band of deadly sorcerers facing her.

      Thornwood, as menacing as ever in all black—jeans, shirt, faded coat.

      Knightley and Duke, the Morgan brothers, still deadly handsome but with haunting green eyes, their dark curls flying in the blistery wind.

      The three of them had the distinctive air of Ivy League bred men, but with that undercurrent of danger always present. That hint of menace brought by the powerful arcane knowledge passed on to them by their elders, the power of sorcery, the control of the life force itself.

      A power that Kera, by a strike of genetics, had never been able to harness.

      They’d all grown a long way since their carefree prep school days.

      Her mother’s murder had changed all that.

      Kera tensed with contempt as she inhaled the cold air. She had no place in their elite community of Cliffstone Avenue, Seaport. In a way, they had failed her.

      She glanced at the ocean surf and pondered why Diesel would want to see her after she’d ignored him for so long.

      After she nearly killed him.

      Returning her gaze to Sinclair, she refused to acknowledge Diesel, while still fully aware of his authority.

      “He’s so scared to talk to me,” she spat, “he needs you all to come with him.”

      Her hands fidgeted in her coat pocket. Had Diesel been affected by her not returning his calls? He’d been gone for six months. Had he even tried to find her on his return?

      Or did he remember her only as the beast lunging at him, teeth bare, ready to rip out his throat? Unable to control her rage?

      Diesel still hadn’t uttered a word. Yet his silence showed he wasn’t troubled by her presence. In fact, his quiet bearing betrayed the weight he now held over them all. His steel blue gaze rested steadily on her, his wide shoulders squared with calm strength.

      The feline DNA of her body bristled at feeling him so close. His strong masculinity was indisputably too potent for her to resist and she felt herself wanting to both recoil and lean into his broad chest.

      “Come back to The Crest, bahan,” Sinclair said. “Dad doesn’t have many more years left.”

      She shot her brother a dead stare, frustration rushing through her. “I don’t have a father.”

      “Kera.” Grief tainted her brother’s tone.

      Her jaw clenched. This wasn’t new. They had this conversation each time they saw each other.

      Every weekend when he tagged along on the hunt for their mother’s murderer.

      “He should have defended her.” Her careful guards slipped away. A surge of raw emotions bubbled up inside her. Anger, sorrow, a mix of both. “For all his magic,” she said, “a Warlock of the Black Oak couldn’t even protect his own wife.”

      “She had shifted,” Sinclair said, his tone defeated. “There was nothing he could do. His spells couldn’t protect her. She wasn’t human when Burton attacked her.”

      How could Sinclair explain their mother’s death so casually?

      As Kera pushed away the haunting memories of her mom’s last breath, she became painfully aware of Diesel watching her reaction to Sinclair’s words. Her throat swelled, a sorrow quickly repressed.

      “Shut up, Sin,” she said a little too loud. “I’m getting angry.” She narrowed her gaze at her big brother as she leaned back on her heels. “Who knows what I’ll do to your friends if you push me.”

      Sinclair sighed at her words, obviously acknowledging she’d shift to her black panther form at being provoked, whether she chose to or not.

      And if she did change into a feral beast, she’d also be loose long enough to hurt his warlock posse before Sinclair had time to restrain her.

      As she almost did to Diesel that faithful night.

      Trying to control her anger, she overlooked her brother to slowly turn her attention to Diesel.

      He towered over her, a dirty blond curl falling over his eye. His full lips as enticing as ever despite the serious expression of his chiseled jaw. Still too handsome. Still making her body tremble.

      But no, that was the past. The breech between them was now too deep to repair. She buried her hands deeper into the pockets of her coat.

      The wind howled as angry waves crashed ashore beside them. Gray heavy clouds built on the horizon. Rain and brine thickened in the air.

      He finally broke his silence.

      “Kera.” His rich voice hit her full force, the low frequency of his tone reaching deep down to her chest, lower even. And all the memories they’d shared came rushing back to her, the blissful days, the heated nights.

      She stared hard at him as she fought the power and lust radiating from him, both physical and otherworldly, with still a glint of the rebel in his familiar low-slung cargo pants and fitted white t-shirt under the black warlock’s coat.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      He shoved his hair back with a casual hand and studied her.

      Struck with the intensity of his metal blue eyes, she bit her lip again with disquiet.

      He took a few steps closer as the wind blew harder around them. “You’ve changed, Kera. I don’t know…” He frowned. “You were softer, nicer.”

      His words cut her deep. Hurt, she fixed on him then looked away to contemplate the flock of seagulls scavenging the dead seaweeds left behind from the receding tide.

      “Yeah, well, things happen.” She shifted her weight around and let her steel cap boots dig further into the sand.

      “What do you want?” she asked again.

      He leveled with her steadily.  “The dagger.”

      Her heart tumbled in her chest.

      The Dagger of the Huntsman.

      Her sacred dagger.

      Disappointment sank through her and she slowly exhaled. He only wanted her dagger. Of course. What else did she expect? She had left him behind when she’d fled the Order and her family to hunt Burton on her own terms.

      She hadn’t wanted anything to do with the warlocks.

      The Warlocks of the Black Oak that were his destiny. Next in line to lead the Order after his father, they were his responsibility.

      Kera had always known this and hadn’t wanted to put Diesel in the difficult spot of having to choose between her and his duty. She had to cut him out of her life.

      Had to be alone.

      Alone to heal. Alone to put all her energy and focus on finding her mother’s murderer.

      She fought a swell of pain at her throat. Had she made the right choice by fleeing him, by refusing to see him again?

      She’d always wondered.

      But now he’d reached out to her and all he wanted was the Huntsman Dagger. The blade that was now safely hidden in a leather holster at her calf under her faded jeans. The blade James Rodney Burton the Third had used to slice open her mother’s belly.

      The enchanted knife that she would soon use to exact her revenge. The only weapon that could destroy Burton.

      “No,” she said. “I can’t.” And go away now, she wanted to add, sadness creeping inside her.

      Would they not leave her alone?

      Flashes of anger rose to replace her sorrow at the thought, her epinephrine hormones level spiking up. Her arteries constricted to increase the flow of her blood. If she weren’t careful, she’d be a full-size panther in seconds and be at his throat. Once more. She had no control over that.

      She watched him close his eyes for a moment at her answer. Her fists tensed as she anticipated his cold response and she forced her breath to slow.

      But he barely shook his head. His expression softened.

      “It’s not for me,” he said. “It’s Celeste. She was dropped unconscious at the gates of Breaker Hall two days ago. Burton’s behind this.”  He raked a hand through his hair. “She’s alive but cursed,” he added. “We need the dagger. For a ritual at dawn. The day after tomorrow. Hunter’s Moon.”

      Burton. Kera’s fists tightened as her heart hammered in her chest.

      He was back in Rhode Island. Confirming what the hedge witch she knew had said.

      The wind turned suddenly colder.

      But attacking Celeste, she thought. No. He couldn’t have. Burton had brought his evil back to the Order. Again struck one of their own.

      But why Celeste? It made no sense. Diesel’s sister didn’t even want to acknowledge her blood’s magic legacy. So quiet. Always buried in a book. Libraries and coffee shops were her usual haunts. Definitely no match for the rogue who’d managed to take the best of Kera’s powerful mom.

      “Aren’t there any other ways?” she asked Diesel carefully.

      She needed her dagger. If her information was correct, these coming days were her chance to exact her revenge and kill the bastard. Surely the warlocks knew a way to get Celeste out of her coma without the weapon.

      “No,” Diesel said. “She’s delirious. Mom keeps her alive with charms, but barely. My father will need the dagger to perform the deliverance ritual.”

      “I thought you were still their leader. Even after the attack.” Sinclair had kept her informed of all that was going on in the tight group of sorcerers.

      Their families had become prominent to Rhode Island society in the days of the seventeenth century’s Gilded Age, building some of the great Seaport mansions. But their power was much older, originating from a handful of young men who met a Northern stranger persecuted in a witch hunt and who’d revealed to them her secrets under a wide black oak tree. Diesel had just received the leadership of the Order the week Burton had attacked.

      “Yes,” Diesel said. “I’m their leader. But for this, wisdom is more important than strength. The whole Elders Council will be needed.”

      Kera stared out at the crashing wave, conflicting thoughts racking her mind. Her witch connection had said Burton was to meet an underground magic supplier in Mystic in the early morning of Hunter’s Moon. She had planned her surprise attack all week.

      “I need to think,” she told Diesel.

      She’d been at this for months, tracking every supernatural encounter, talking to everyone she knew. Chasing leads all over the coast. She was so close.

      But Celeste... She bit her lips again.

      The guilt and embarrassment she felt at attacking her ex-boyfriend still lay heavy on her chest. She had to make it up to him somehow. But could she let go of this chance to kill Burton? Celeste would be free of the curse if she succeeded.

      “I know you meant to keep it, because of your mother,” Diesel said somberly. “But Celeste will die if you don’t hand it to me now. Do you have it here?”

      “No.” She was not one to lie but needed time to sort out her feelings. “It’s on the boat.”

      “Boat?”

      “Tony Jackson’s boat, my boss’s. He’s a fisherman. His boat’s in Norwich Haven. I’ve been sleeping there lately. Quicker to go to work in the morning.” She wrapped herself in her leather coat, more as a protection from the impeding evil she sensed around them than from the cold.

      “Kerala, what are you doing working on a boat,” Diesel protested. “Come back to Seaport.”

      “I like it.” She jerked her head towards the ocean raging beside them. Why did he care what she did with her life? He’d been gone from Seaport for months. “It’s calm over there. I can think.”

      And she could focus on her hunt. She’d been lucky to find an understanding boss who’d let her go when she needed to.

      “We could all help you. You shouldn’t do this alone.”

      “Don’t start. It’s my choice.” She rubbed the sleeves of her jacket as if it would make her think faster. “If I give you the dagger, it’ll be for Celeste. You and I…”

      Diesel started to say something, but she stopped him.

      “Come see me tomorrow afternoon. In Lochman’s Bay, by the docks. The Sea Dweller. Come alone. Four o’clock. ” Her arms were now tight across her chest, daring him to ask her for more.

      But he nodded and she couldn’t tell if he was relieved or mad.

      She took in the pack of warlocks, her old friends, now a posse of mystic warriors keeping people’s lives free of shadows. They’d go against her if she didn’t deliver what they needed. Even her brother. He was truly one of them.

      But she didn’t fear the warlocks. Let them try to cross her will.

      She had her own path to follow.

      She’d meet Diesel on her own turf. Where she felt in control. Without Sinclair there to muddy things, she would able to trust her gut instinct.

      “Alone, I said.” She eyed her old lover with force. “And I’ll want it back. The dagger’s my legacy.”
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      "You think she'll give it to you?"

      Diesel silently stared back at Thornwood Huntington calling him out.

      The alchemist was poking at an ancient crystal pendant lying on the worktable in his lab, a gloomy chamber settled deep within the desolated chapel’s crypt of his family manor. The crypt was freezing, but Thorn wasn’t one to think about getting heat installed down here.

      Unlike the opulence of The Crest, where Kerala and Sinclair grew up, or the sprawling grounds of Breaker Hall, which belonged to the Stanford family, Thornwood lived alone with his old butler MacMillan at Briar House, an immense dilapidated mansion crawling with ivy and tucked behind a gathering of majestic black oaks planted by his ancestor on a hidden corner of Cliffstone Avenue.

      "I think she will." Diesel’s tone remained steady, but inside he had doubts.

      Kera had looked so different today. Seeing her had been a shock. The rough jeans and workman's boots, the used brown leather jacket, all of it functional without an ounce of care. She’d always been a bit of a tomboy, but her crystal-blond hair had flown freely around her face, smelling fresh of lemon and a hint of the beach. Her darken skin was sun-kissed from the outdoors. A fun-loving girl. A happy carefree surfer girl from an old wealthy family.

      Now, she looked rugged, her eyes bigger and shadier, haunted, with her body stronger. She’d grown into a strong woman.

      His groin tightened at just how well those ripped jeans fit around her firm and round butt. Lust rushed through his veins. He still wanted her. Badly. Wanted to bury himself inside her, end his restlessness within her hot and tight body.

      But she no longer had time or feelings for him.

      "She'll come through,” he told Thornwood.

      The alchemist seized a heavy, carved iron hammer and slammed it on the copper setting of the pendant. Sparks flew around him as he casually unfolded his tall and shredded body to stare at Diesel. "She's looking good, isn't she?"

      "Yep."

      "Did you know she lived just across the bay? That Sin still talked to her?" Thorn threw the hammer beside the jewel, which had strangely remained intact, shimmering with a mystic glow.

      "No."

      "That’s too bad."

      "Yeah,” Diesel said again quietly.

      "Man, you got to let it go."

      Diesel shrugged. "I can't."

      "This changes nothing. She walked out on you."

      "I know. But she had to have her reasons."

      "Not good enough," Thorn said, perhaps with cause. But being isolated in that house for years, what did he know about relationships?

      "I'm not like you, man,” Diesel said.

      Thorn shot him a feral look. His dark eyes matched his plain outfit, black jeans, t-shirt. His only adornment was a series of protective silver and leather cords at his wrist. "You should try taking your mind off things more.” The loner alchemist scrutinized the pendant with care, the thick iron chain sliding between his deft fingertips. “You got the Order’s leadership to worry about, now your sister. A girl for a night now and again. That'll take away the stress."

      "Nah." Diesel strode to a stained glass cabinet at the corner of the room. He glanced aimlessly at its contents—an assortment of curiously shaped jars containing once-living things floating in potent chemicals. Brains, limbs, organs, in eerie greens and purples hues. All components of Thorn’s powerful alchemy.

      He sighed. He had been tempted to move on. Let Knightley drag him out to the bars in Seattle. Girls flocked to the archmage and had hit on him as well. He’d talked to a few women, attractive, some more interesting than others. A couple of them, he even took to dinner. But this whole time, he hadn't been able to shake Kera off.

      And now that he knew she lived minutes from the family beach house he’d inherited in the small seaside town of Wickham, the urge to see her was even stronger. His whole body craved one taste of her golden skin, one shot of her passion in heat.

      "Fine." Thornwood seized the pendant into his fist. "Think of Celeste, then. Kerala is gone. She doesn't want anything to do with us. It was pretty clear yesterday. Focus on your sister, get the dagger and move on."

      "Yeah."

      Thorn dangled the necklace from its tarnished pewter chain. The stone glittered blood red in the candlelight. “This should help Duke out there in Seattle, no?”

      “A protection amulet?”

      “Yes. Centuries old. Duke and Knight’s father brought it back from Ireland”

      “Might help.”

      “How bad was it out there?

      “Bad. Daevas in the streets out at night. They’re not scared of us. Attack people out in the open. Without a care to be caught.”

      “I thought the Order took care of all of them years ago.”

      Diesel shook his head. “Not over there.”

      “Why you had to leave Seaport for six months?”

      Diesel leaned back carefully on his stool. “I thought I’d find Burton.”

      After failing to protect their coven on that dreaded day, he had to leave to do his duty when Duke called. Hoping maybe that Burton was connected to the attack in Seattle.

      “I wasn’t here for Kera.” he added.

      "You see her tomorrow?”

      Diesel nodded.

      "Make sure she gives it to you."

      "She will."

      "So confident.” Thorn shook his head. “She looked dead mad yesterday. I thought she was about to shift right there and then."

      "She may look tougher, but I can't believe she would do something to risk Celeste’s life."

      "If you say so." Thorn didn't look convinced.

      Dread crawled at the back of Diesel's skull. What if Kera had cut herself out of the Order to such a level that she'd risk his sister's life? She had been about to shift yesterday. He recognized the signs, the eyes which turned keener, the tense posture, her breath hastening.

      Had Sinclair not been there, she might have.

      He thought of Celeste back at Breaker Hall. So small and vulnerable without her usual glasses, there in the bed of the cavernous master bedroom where their mom's incantations to save her echoed in a storm of despair.

      No, Kera wouldn't do that. But what if she did? Diesel no longer recognized her.

      Resolve rose in him, erasing all trace of lust from the thought of having her in his bed again. He was the leader of the Order.

      He tightened his fists. He had a duty to his family.

      "Don't worry, Thorn,” he said, his jaw clenched. “The Huntsman Dagger belongs to us. I'll get it back."

      And yes, he would get that dagger. He would do whatever it took to save his little sister. Even if it meant crossing the one woman he thought would love him forever.
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      “You should go out, kid. Get some action out in town.”

      Leaning back on her bench in the cabin of the Sea Dweller, she swiftly threw her dagger on the corkboard at the wall. She liked to keep her skills sharp.

      “Leave me alone, Tony.” She grinned at her boss and stood to pick up her dagger, then set it in the holster at her ankle. “What do you know about action, anyway?”

      “Hey, the grandkids give me plenty of action. But a kiddo like you, you should have some fun.” As he smiled, a crinkle appeared around his eyes. He was a cranky old man, but he liked her.

      “This is plenty for me. Maybe I’ll get my board out and catch some waves later. You go and enjoy your Sunday dinner. Your wife must be worried.”

      Tony slid off his old mackinaw jacket covered in grease stains and dried fish scales and replaced it with a neat sturdy barn coat. “Sure you don’t want to come? You know Rita. She always wants to feed everyone.”

      “No. I might have someone dropping by for a minute today.”

      “Someone?” Tony paused as they both heard a sound of thumping steps on the deck above them. “Would that be him?”

      Her heart hammered in her chest and with a slow breath, she bit her bottom lip. She’d have to confront Diesel, sooner or later. “Yeah, probably.”

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      “No thanks. I better handle this one alone.” She picked a piece of rope from the table before her and wrestled with it intertwining the coarse strands together, her fingers raw.

      “All right, kid. See you tomorrow at dawn. Tides up early.” He climbed the ladder topside.

      Tomorrow at dawn. Guilt crawled inside her. Two days left to Celeste’s ritual.

      She heard male voices outside as Tony accosted Diesel. Her fingers slipped on the cable as she grew nervous, now having second thoughts.

      With shaking hands, she continued her busy work. Let him come to her.

      Her pulse quickened as his boots fell heavy on the steps down.

      His tall form blocked the doorway. Dark cargo pants hanging at his hips, snug white t-shirt, dirty blond hair brushing his wide shoulders. He’d probably left his runed-etched warlock overcoat in the car. Trusting her.

      A sliver of tan skin peaked above his belt. His strong body distracted her. Close to being in heat, she knew she had to keep her hormones at bay. His charisma, so familiar, yet different, more commanding somehow, made her flesh grow warmer.

      He casually leaned on the doorframe. His gaze bore into her. “Your boss seems all right.”

      Kera dropped her handiwork on the table. “He is.” She wondered whether he still put in some time at the same non-profit law firm, or if leading the Order and managing the Stanford estate was already too much. Sin had told her how he’d been in Seattle for the past few months helping Duke and Knightley.

      She gestured to the bench in front of her. “Sit.”

      He slowly crossed the small galley. His masculine scent rose to her. Her heart fluttered. No, she wouldn’t let him do that to her.

      “Coffee?” She pointed to a pot resting on the wood stove at the corner.

      He ignored the offer and sat across the table from her.

      He laid his arms on the flat surface littered with tools and tattered bits of cables. She noticed a new tattoo on the inside of his forearm, a complicated spiral, the symbol of the Warlocks of the Black Oak’s leader. His father had one just like that.

      He crossed his hands together. She bit her lip with desire at the sight of his flexing muscles. Heat spread across her navel.

      “Where is it?”

      Of course, he’d come for the dagger, no time for reminiscing.

      “I guard it well, don’t worry,” she said. “I still haven’t decided if I’ll give it to you.” She hesitated there. Could she trust him with the information about Burton?

      His expression was unreadable. Didn’t he feel anything to see her after all these months?

      “You know I missed you.” The husky tone resonated deep within her chest.

      She blinked at the sudden statement, but remained silent as a rush of memories came back to her.

      They first met in Kindergarten when she’d shared her favorite red crayon with him then became fast childhood friends at their mutual love of daredevil antics. He had asked her to homecoming dance as they both started their high school years. She still remembered the white lily corsage he’d awkwardly put on her wrist, the way his strong body made her feel safe even at that age,

      They’d shared their first kiss that night at the beach bonfire after party.

      He’d been the one. He, alone, had understood her heat, her passion. And had used both his magical knowledge and his restless body to quench it. They’d been partners, together.

      He was still the one.

      But she’d chosen to leave him behind, with the warlocks, their mansions, charity balls, and magical rituals. Sure they kept their side of the world in balance, using their given powers responsibly. But they remained too weak or unwilling to track their enemy, the rogue murderer James Rodney Burton.

      The dark mage had left the Order generations ago to ally himself with dark forces to keep himself alive. Sin said he had attacked their elders to get at their powers. That his underworld deity demanded it of him.

      She had to stop him. No matter the cost.

      Diesel and she both had changed in these last months. They’d move on.

      “I’ve missed you, too,” she finally said. “But our worlds are different now.”

      “Our worlds, maybe, but us? Are we that different?” He pushed over the tools scattered on the table and leaned down closer to her, his brows knitted with puzzlement.  “Make me understand.”

      “No. I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t understand it myself. All I can think of is revenge. Burton. Finding him. Killing him. Nothing else matters to me.”

      “I could help you. In fact, I tried. Those shadow beings in Seattle. The Daevas. They are tied to Burton.”

      “He’s here now,” she said.

      “I know. Celeste…”

      She looked down at her rugged palms then back at him.. “I need the dagger. I know where he’ll be on the night of the full moon. I can kill him.”

      He sighed, dismissively. “You don’t need to do this alone. I’ll help you, after.”

      “No you can’t. You all killed her.” The words came too fast.

      “Oh.” He leaned back carefully into the bench.

      “I don’t mean that.” She sighed carefully. “Well, I do. You’re all so powerful. With magic I’ll never have. You save lives, kill monsters. Yet, when it matters, when it’s my mom, you were defenseless.”

      “Kera, I’m so sorry for your loss. You have no idea. We’re all grieving Burton’s attack. Both my father and yours have lost most of their powers now.”

      She nodded. “She was taking me to India, you know. In the summer.”

      He looked at her, the lines around his eyes softened.

      “For the first time, I was finally going to meet her family.” She choked on the words. “Our special trip, just the two of us. She was so excited. She wanted to show me the Kerala forest I was named for.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said and extended a hand to her.

      “I can’t be around you all. I need the space. More time.”

      “Kerr,” he said, “brooding like this, it’s not good for you. It’s not helping. It’s time to come home.” He looked around him at the rusty wood stove, the wooden shelves lined with tools. None of the frills of Seaport. “What do you even do here, all alone?”

      “I look at the ocean,” she said. “I wait. I tell myself time will make my grief go away.”

      “It’s been months. You’ve had enough time. Come back.” He pleaded. “Your father told me  you haven’t even visited her grave.”

      “I can’t.” Her throat constricted. “I’m not ready. I don’t know that I ever will.”

      Coming home now would mean she’d have to face her actions. Her guilt for attacking Diesel. Her abandonment of her father when he lost it all. His wife and his powers.

      She wasn’t that strong.

      Not now.

      She could only fix things by hunting Burton.

      She frowned, a knot at her throat, Unable to voice it so he would understand.

      “It’s your family, Kera. You can’t turn your back on family.”

      “No. I can’t even think about my father. He failed her, he failed his family.”

      She knew this was irrational. But it was there. At the bottom of her heart. Her father, the big protector, had failed. And she was no longer safe.

      “And what about us?” Diesel asked.

      “Us?”

      “Yes. You loved me.” His voice dropped.

      “I did, I...”

      “You think I failed you, too.”

      She stared at him for a moment. “Maybe.”

      “That’s why you attacked me that night, when you shifted.”

      “Yes.” She shook her head. “I was so angry. So…hurt.”

      “Are you still angry now?” He slowly raised his hand to trace her cheek with his forefinger.

      His scent surrounded her and she held her breath as shivers traveled down the side of her neck, further down, even. Entranced, she stared at his handsome features, the cut cheekbones, the enticing lips that had taken hers over and over, both tender and hungry.

      Her body still recognized him as her mate. But her brain screamed for her to run away, insisted that she hated all he represented. Returning home. Reliving that faithful night.

      He drew his hand away from her flushed skin.  “I wish you hadn’t shut me out of your life.”

      As he sat back, a part of her hoped he would continue to touch her. Take her in his arms, soothe her pain and let her be his lover again.

      “I had no choice,” she said, forcing an icy tone. “I needed the clean break. I needed to find Burton on my own terms.”

      He narrowed his gaze at her. His expression turned dark. “A clean break. You left without even a call. You owed me a lot, Kera. At least an explanation.” The anger was unmistakable in his voice as he stood to tower over her.

      Her blood heated, recognizing his authority, which now filled the entire cabin of the fifty foot boat. The leader she sensed in him had triggered the feline side of her to accept him. And she knew he wasn’t even using magic.

      Her mind was a buzz of confusion. She wanted to surrender to him, explain, be his again, but she wouldn’t. She closed her eyes. This wasn’t good. She had wanted him to come here. But why?

      “Go,” she said. This had been a bad idea, she realized it now. He threatened her hard-acquired peace. “Just go now. It’s fine. I’ll give the dagger to Sinclair tonight.”

      Her mind was made. She’d follow her lead and find Burton in Providence. Then Celeste would be free once she’d kill him.

      But this was something she had to do alone.

      He slammed his palm flat over the table, bent over her, his eyes flashing with anger. “I’m not going anywhere, babe. Not until you give it to me.”

      “Leave. Now.” She said, her tone flat. She was no longer part of the Order. She was on her own path. He had no say over her anymore.

      She closed her eyes tight, refusing to look at him, hurt filling deep in her chest. His scent was all over her. He had to go, now.

      “I won’t let you play with my sister’s life. I came back to take what you stole, Kerala. The dagger belongs to the Order and so do you.”

      He was inches from her, radiating heat, power. His arms solid at either side of her.

      God, no. He had to leave. Her heart pounded. She couldn’t make herself angry at him to defend herself. He had taken control of her and she wasn’t sure he realized the extent his power was having on her.

      And she hated him for it.

      “Go away,” she whispered to him. “Leave me.”

      “No, not again.” Angst tainted his words.

      He reached for her across the narrow table and stroked her hair, gently.

      Then he buried his fingers to her scalp and crushed her into a forceful kiss. His taste, his scent, all overwhelmed her.

      His tongue searched her mouth to play with hers and she lost it. Desire for him ignited her entire body and she gripped the back of his neck. She was back years ago, when they loved each other, loved each other so much that the world outside the two of them didn’t exist.

      A low moan emerged from her throat as he kissed her further. Her body throbbed as she hung onto him and embraced his strong shoulders, so firm and powerful under her palms.

      He groaned, breaking the kiss. “Kera, why did you go?”

      He stood and stepped to face her before kissing her fiercely again. Kneeling over her, he wrestled with her t-shirt and soon his hand was stroking the bare skin of her back. The soft touch mixed with the raking of his fingers pushed her to the edge of need.

      Oh god, she’d missed this.

      He lifted his palms to her breasts, cupped them over her bra and brushed his thumb along her nipples.

      “Dees…” She gasped his name, jolting at the intimate touch. A wave of craving rose in her. She wanted him now. Badly. Her body’s intense yearning had taken over her.

      He lifted her shirt up above her head then fiddled with the buckle of her belt.

      She let him unzip her jeans while she tasted his lips, his tongue. She found the crook of his neck and nibbled at that place just below his ear that he loved so much.

      “Diesel, I can’t…” Her mind was telling her to stop. But no. Feelings buried too long came crashing down inside her. Hurt, loneliness, longing, all at once.

      “Kerr, I missed you. There was never anyone but you.” His voice was hoarse as he pushed her jeans down, raking the stiff fabric pass her hips. “Don’t push me away again.”

      It had been true for her, too, no one else but him. A rush of tenderness flooded her heart as he laid her down on the bench. He’d seen the leather holster now, the dagger at her calf, but she didn’t care. She was in heat. Scorching for him.

      He lay above her, still clothed, propped with an arm at each side of her, a hand on the table, the other on the wall, as he kept her wedged on the small galley bench covered with a thin leatherette cushion.

      He shook his head and looked at the whole length of her, clad in her fine lacy bra and panties, the one luxury she hadn’t been able to deny herself.

      “Still beautiful,” he said, “more beautiful than I even remember.”

      She saw the desire in his eyes, his longing. And a tortured soul. He had changed in the last year. His carefree days were gone. He was now the leader of the Order. And it showed. His gaze was darker, his features more defined.

      She reached for him with hesitation. Her fingertip traced his lower lip as if wanting to soothe his anguish, bring back the untroubled smile.

      “Kiss me again,” she said.

      He looked once more down her body then laid his whole weight on her. He was heavy but she was strong and he knew how she loved to feel all of him bearing down upon her.

      The bulge at his crotch pressed on her navel. He wanted this as much as she did. She wrapped her legs around him, dampness clinging at the lacy fabric between her thighs. He lay hard and big in her embrace, his clean spicy scent overtaking her completely.

      “Diesel,” she whispered just to hear his name on her tongue. She slid a hand at his back, and traced the well-defined muscles under the white t-shirt, stroked his skin, so warm, so familiar.

      He had found the inside of her thigh now and his playful fingertips slid down along her calf. He fidgeted with the straps of her holster while she nibbled at his lips, filling herself with his devastating essence. He tasted her some more, crushing her lips with his.

      At once, he ripped away from her, dumped her on the bench, and shot to his feet.

      Her mouth froze open as she fell with a thump on the bunk, practically naked but for her bra and panties.

      No. Her mind screamed at the sight before her.

      There he stood tall above her, his features cold and expressionless, and in his hand, the Dagger of the Huntsman.

      Her dagger.
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      “Come on, baby sis. You can fight this.”

      With angst in his heart, Diesel stared at his unconscious sister, then read the note again.

      Still yours in body, the fine parchment paper read. But her essence now belongs to me.

      What the hell was that supposed to mean?

      With fury, Diesel crushed the note in his fist.

      James Rodney Burton. The signature, with each of its letters perfectly formed in old-fashioned cursive, shot shards of rage through his blood.

      His gaze returned to the unconscious body of his little sister lying in their parents’ ancestral bed at Breaker Hall, the dark Indian woods and heavy velvet drapes so unsuited for his modern and quirky sister.

      Layered rings of salt on the polished hardwood floor protected Celeste as she silently wrestled, delirious with unseen wretched dreams. Adorning the colossal bedroom were multitudes of lit white candles also standing vigil to the young woman, alone in her nightmare, haunted by dark forbidden forces.

      Their mother walked the circles, quietly mumbling a mystic incantation as she called to her deity, Theistys, to protect Celeste from further harm. Praying with fervor as she used every spell she knew to keep her twenty-four year-old daughter alive.

      "Mom," Diesel said with a quiet nod. "Time to stop."

      "No." She shook her head with zeal. A curl of burnt gold hair threaded with silver brushed her temples. "Your sister needs me."

      Diesel strode towards his mother and gently grabbed her elbow. "You have to rest, Mom." He kept his voice low, soothing, as he wrapped an arm around her stiff shoulders, a contrast to the soft knit of her classic cardigan.

      She let him support her for a moment then shrugged him off to return to her circles, chanting slowly as she walked them, her athame in hand, moving deosil to keep darkness at bay.

      Bleakness rose to Diesel’s chest as he shot a fast glance at his friend Sinclair Clarke. The warlock hadn't moved since morning, slumped in a chair by the bed, still in his long black cashmere coat, his black hair a mess, watching Celeste tirelessly.

      Sinclair had been the one who'd found her. Dumped at the front gate of Breaker Hall, her body limp in the grass, clad in her navy peacoat and hand-knitted scarf, her glasses crushed, and with her canvas backpack still at her back. She had remained unconscious ever since, sporadically shouting her pain in burst of delirium.

      Still yours in body… Diesel shoved the note into the pocket of his cargo pants with rage and paced the room.

      Burton. James Rodney Burton, the Third. Enemy of the Warlocks of the Black Oak for centuries, and now his responsibility.

      He’d had no choice. He had to steal the dagger back. Even if it meant betraying Kera. He couldn’t take the risk.

      Pain twisted his heart at the memory of her fury. Her gorgeous body mostly bare, her deep brown eyes flashing at him with a flicker of pain at his betrayal. How could he have done that to her? He hated himself for it.

      But he straightened his spine as he stared at the fragile features of his sister’s face, framed by the familiar messy brown hair. His heart filled with sorrow.

      His family had to come first. No matter how much he wanted Kera.

      The shifter was no longer part of his life. He owed her nothing. She had chosen her path. Regretfully.

      A painful twinge pierced Diesel’s heart as the rush of memories darkened his mind before settling heavily on his soul. Burton's attack had made Kerala Clarke go away.

      Months ago, the dark mage had appeared at The Crest. Wrecked havoc and death on their community before disappearing from sight.

      Everything had changed that day.

      Burton had stripped off most of Diesel's dad's lethal power. And he'd killed Sinclair and Kera's mother, Soraya Clarke, while she had shifted to full panther form to defend her husband.

      And Kera had vanished. As if none of the history they'd shared had mattered to her. None of his love.

      Just gone. So full of anger. And accusations.

      And for months, he'd waited for her to explain herself. Left countless voice messages and texts on her phone. Begged her to come back, told her how he loved her and how he, too, grieved for her mother. But his hurt eventually turned to anger at her for being so stubborn.

      How would she ever survive on her
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