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      I wrote Lost in Magic several years ago but I’ve always felt that it didn’t quite live up to its potential. I’ve finally had a chance to rewrite it, and Hidden in Magic is the new and improved story. You’ll see some differences in the plot and character backstories, although some of the overarching storyline is the same. I hope you enjoy this reimagined and refreshed version of Meredith and Jack’s story.
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      Jack Knight braced himself to crush the heart of the only woman he would ever love. Weeks of sleepless nights and internal debates left only one option.

      Calling on his magic, he summoned cold, spreading it throughout his body. It numbed everything—a trick he hadn’t needed in years. But years earlier it had been the only way to survive each day. Sometimes each hour. His magic wasn’t just a part of him; it defined him. Staying with Meredith any longer would mean compromising who he was—something he’d sworn never to do.

      He’d done this to himself—waited too long to break things off. Hell, he never should’ve come back to Blue Mountain, Colorado, after college. But he had. And by the time he’d been back a year, Meredith had sucked him into her orbit, forcing him to shove aside the promise he’d made never to compromise. Then Meredith turned eighteen, and he made love to her for the first time. She’d been too easy to love, and he’d fallen fast.

      Jack lowered himself to the bed’s edge and watched her sleep. He could still remember the first time they’d woken up together. Her long, dark curls fanned across the pillow, gleaming in the early morning light. The moment she’d opened her eyes and smiled at him, he’d known he wanted to wake up beside her every morning for the rest of his life.

      The desire to crawl back into bed with her now and ignore what he had to do yanked at him. He wanted nothing more than to take her into his arms and have his way with her body, making her scream out in pleasure. Then they would spend the day talking, laughing, and making love some more.

      But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. If he didn’t end it now, he’d compromise who he was at his core. Even if he could live with that, he couldn’t force their future children to do the same.

      He brushed her hair from her face and whispered, “Mer, Bubbles. Wake up.” Leaning in, he kissed her cheek.

      “Hmmm.”

      He chuckled at her sleepy response. Most mornings she woke fast, ready to take on the day, but he’d kept her up late last night. “Time to wake up.”

      She opened her eyes and smiled. “Morning.”

      Her voice rasped with sleep, low and sexy. It threatened to punch through his resolve. But he had no choice. He had to leave, even though he didn’t want to. For the thousandth time he cursed his bloodline and everything it had taught him.

      He leaned down and brushed her lips with a ghost of a kiss. That final taste would have to carry him for the rest of his life. He stood and crossed to the chair in the corner of the room. If he didn’t put some space between them, he might lose his nerve.

      He grabbed his boots and focused on tying the laces.

      She sat up in bed. “You’re already dressed… Oh God, am I late for class?”

      He glanced at the digital clock. “No, it’s only six.”

      “Then why are you dressed?”

      “I’m leaving.” The words hurt more than he expected, and kept hurting.

      She hesitated, as if his body language was already telling her something was wrong. Or she’d sensed him pulling away the last few days. “You don’t mean to do a quick errand or to see a friend, do you?”

      “No.” He stood, wishing he had something to keep his hands busy. But he couldn’t conjure something to hold. He’d already taken all his belongings, which had migrated to Meredith’s house over the years. He’d removed a few things here, a few there, until there would be no trace of himself left behind. Nothing for her to see and remember when he walked out her door for the last time.

      Meredith pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped the sheet around her like protection. She hated feeling powerless, though she always gave every piece of herself to those she loved. And he was about to rip away every ounce of control she had left. Maybe not as much as what she’d lost twelve years ago when her family members died, but it might be close.

      “I don’t understand. You said once your master’s degree was done, you’d take some time off before looking for full-time work. Is that what you’re doing?”

      “I’ll find work. Just not here.” His throat tightened, dry and useless.

      Her eyes held so much emotion, even in the dim light. The kind of depth that could suck a man in and make him want to stay forever. And damn, he did want to stay. But if he did, regret would come.

      Screw the distance. He had to touch her one last time. He crossed the room in three long strides and pulled her into his arms. She stiffened at first, then her entire body relaxed and melted against him. He wrapped his arms around her, tucking her close, and letting her warmth seep into him. Her strength, her softness, her beauty, had always reached places in him he thought had died with his mother and brother.

      Those places would die again when he let her go.

      He soaked in all her affection and love and held on for as long as he dared.

      She tilted her head back to meet his eyes. “I thought you loved me. I still don’t understand. Please don’t go.”

      The desperation in her voice cut deep. But what lay ahead loomed too stark to ignore. He traced her cheek with his knuckles to feel her softness one last time, then pulled back before his willpower crumbled into a burning pile of ash at his feet.

      “I do love you. I’ll always love you, but I can’t stay. We don’t have a future together.”

      Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them away. It was another fragile grab at control. “None of this makes sense, Jack. We could have a future together. We’ve even talked about one. If you loved me, you wouldn’t leave.”

      The lump in his throat had become a boulder. He had to leave now or he’d lose his courage and destroy both their futures. “I hope you find someone who gives you everything you’ve ever wanted and deserved, Bubbles.”

      Jack walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him, but not before he heard Meredith’s final words.

      “That was you, Jack.”

      He leaned back against the door, shut his eyes, and listened to her sobs. The sound shredded his heart the way he’d shredded hers.

      “You’re finally leaving?” a familiar voice asked.

      Jack looked up and pushed away from the door. “I have to, Elise.”

      “You could have found a way to tell her the truth.” Meredith’s mother studied him with a hard look, as if she could see into his soul. He didn’t know if she had a magic specialty, but if she did, he doubted it would be that.

      “I doubt it. But even if I had, that would have made you the bad guy.”

      “I know,” she said with a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of the last twelve years.

      “Elise, you know I never agreed with what you did. I don’t think I would have made the same choice if I were in your position—but we’ll never know. And even if I had been willing to make you the villain, my magic wouldn’t have let me tell her.”

      “No, but we always have choices.”

      And Jack had to live with Elise’s choice. “Are you ever going to tell Meredith the truth?”

      “No. I told you when you asked me the first time, my sisters and I made peace with what we did.”

      “Then you’ve given me no other option.” He stepped around her, then paused. “Will you do me a favor?”

      “Depends on the favor.”

      “If one day you decide to tell Meredith and her cousins the truth… let me know first. I’d want to be here for her.”

      “I can do that.”

      Jack gave her a single nod and walked away, leaving the love of his life behind.
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        Eight Years Later

      

      

      Jack picked up another box to unpack when someone knocked on the door. “It’s open, Damon,” he called loud enough for his best friend to hear.

      “Not Damon,” Ben Davis said as he walked into the apartment, shutting the door behind him.

      Jack greeted his boss and long-time mentor, standing to shake his hand. “Coming to make sure I’m really here to stay?”

      Ben gripped his hand but hauled him into a quick back-slapping hug. “Something like that. I had to see it with my own eyes.”

      “It’s real.” Jack gestured to the boxes scattered around his living room and covering the surface of his dining room table. “For now.”

      “You promised me a year.”

      “I know. But now that I’m back…” He shrugged. “I’m not so sure.” Jack was practically on pins and needles waiting to run into Meredith. He’d only seen her from a distance since he walked out on her eight years before.

      Not that she ever knew. Being apart from her had been hell. He had lasted a short, pitiful six months before he had to see for himself that she was alright. He’d flashed to her university and stayed in the shadows as she walked to class with her cousins.

      During that six months, she’d lost weight, and some of her light had faded. He’d been responsible for that. But he hadn’t changed his mind. He still believed he’d done the right thing by walking away.

      From that point on, he only allowed himself to get a glimpse of her once a year. It was the highlight of his year and the worst kind of punishment all rolled into one. If it wasn’t for his best friend, Damon Stone, giving him regular updates on how Meredith was doing, he might have slowly gone insane. Either that, or rushed back to her, confessing why he left and begging for her forgiveness, but his reasons for leaving in the first place wouldn’t have changed.

      It took two years for Damon to inform Jack that the day he’d wished for and equally dreaded had arrived—Meredith had gone on a date.

      “Why?” Ben asked, pulling Jack from his memories.

      “What?”

      “Why are you second-guessing the move back here?” Ben took a box off the couch and placed it on the floor before taking a seat.

      “What if Elise doesn’t go through with it?”

      “She will, or she wouldn’t have told you she was going to tell the Little W’s the truth. She told me too, so I can’t see her backing out now.”

      Jack’s lips twitched up at the name he hadn’t heard in years—Little W’s. Fiona, Damon’s mom and Elise’s best friend, had started calling Meredith and her three cousins by the moniker shortly after the fire that claimed the lives of seven members of the Williams family. Fiona claimed Little W’s was easier than saying Meredith, Rowena, Jo, and Reece, or any combination of the names.

      “I think it’s time we drop the little.”

      Ben chuckled. “You’re probably right.”

      Remembering the reason for mentioning the nickname, he sobered. “I know she said she was going to tell the truth, but why now?”

      Ben shrugged. “She didn’t tell me, but I’m guessing it has something to do with Beatrice. Maybe her sister’s death has her feeling her mortality and she’s worried what will happen to the Lit— the W’s if she dies without them knowing the truth.”

      “I get that she’s the only remaining sister, but Lillian died years ago and her death didn’t cause Beatrice or Elise to waver on their decision.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure, Jack. I think the sisters have second-guessed their decision almost every day for the last twenty years.” Ben yawned and a mug of coffee appeared in his hand. “Hope you don’t mind.”

      “I could use one myself.” Jack sank down into the armchair opposite Ben and conjured himself a cup of steaming java. He smirked. “Or something stronger—later. I might need it.”

      “Look, I know you were willing to flash back and forth from Phoenix every day indefinitely, but I’m glad you moved back.”

      “I don’t know about indefinitely—six months wasn’t too bad. If New York wasn’t too far to flash to Blue Mountain in a single trip, I might have tried to convince you to keep me there.”

      Ben took another drink of his coffee before disappearing the mug and standing. “I don’t think so. Your place was always here. And I don’t mean the FBI field office here in Blue Mountain, I mean here so you can set up a new North American Council. It’s time.”

      Jack opened his mouth to respond and then shut it. He wasn’t sure what to say because if Meredith didn’t forgive him, he wouldn’t stay, whether he was destined to establish the council or not.

      A knock on the door prevented him from having to come up with a response. “Jack?” Damon called as he walked in. “Oh, hey, Ben. Am I interrupting? I can come back.”

      “It’s fine. I’m leaving.”

      Damon grinned. “Did you come to make sure he really moved in?”

      Ben gave Jack’s shoulder a squeeze as he walked by. “I wouldn’t have believed it otherwise. I’m happy you’re back, Jack. Stella is too. We’ll both see you both tonight.” Ben disappeared, flashing away.

      Damon looked around. “I’m with Ben. I had to come and see for myself. Want help unpacking?”

      “Sure. I had movers pack up everything in Phoenix and thought I’d sort it as I unboxed. I should probably get rid of some shit…” He wasn’t in the mood to unpack and act like this was a brand new, fun adventure when he just wanted to see Meredith.

      “Vet as you go.” Damon walked into the kitchen and opened all the cupboard doors. “Ready?”

      “Sure.” Jack walked over to the dining room table and opened the first box. “The plates and bowls can go in the cupboard on the left.”

      Damon stepped back as Jack used his magic to lift the dishes from the box and sent them to the cupboard. Once they were stacked quickly and neatly, Damon shut the cupboard door.

      “Cutlery?” Damon asked, opening a drawer.

      Jack found the correct box and sent the tray organizer into the drawer first, followed by the cutlery. Each piece landed precisely in the correct spot. “I’ll take the other utensils, bowls, and small appliances if you tackle the pot and pans. They go in the bottom pull out drawers.”

      “Right. On it.”

      They had everything in the kitchen unpacked and put away before moving on to the bedroom and then the living room, where they were sitting twenty minutes later, each with a beer. He might not remember where they’d put everything, but all the boxes were gone. Anything not in the right place was a minor issue.

      “Are you ready for tonight?” Damon asked.

      Was he? Jack had asked himself that question a hundred times in the past week since Elise had called him. At first he’d been so sure, he hadn’t hesitated to tell her yes. But now that the time had finally come, he was nervous to see how Meredith would react. He could still picture Meredith sitting on her bed, grasping the sheet around her as he broke her heart. She’d always been kind and loving, but he wasn’t so sure that would still extend to him.

      “I don’t know,” he answered Damon honestly. “When I first left, I never thought this day would come. Then, I wanted it more than I wanted anything else.”

      “And now?”

      “I still want it. I’ve never stopped loving her. You know that. I just don’t know what my reception will be.”

      Damon laughed, a full-body, belly laugh. “It will be shit. Meredith will give you the cold shoulder. Hell, Jo and Rowena will too. Reece might not take as long to come around, but the women? You’re going to have to work your ass off to earn their forgiveness.”

      Jack wasn’t afraid of hard work. His only hope was that it would eventually pay off. No matter how long it took.
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      Meredith Williams gauged the distance to the door. If she vaulted from her chair and ran, could she make it before her date noticed? Option A: bolt. Option B: spill coffee down her shirt and bail. She leaned toward Option B—even if it burned.

      She shouldn’t continue to torture herself this way, but she couldn’t seem to stop either. It wasn’t that her latest date was a bad guy. He was successful and seemed nice, but, like all the others, there was no chemistry. Each time she went on a date with a new man, the minutes dragged on endlessly until she could make a plausible excuse to leave.

      Forty-five minutes later.

      She pulled into a spot in the back lot of her family’s restaurant, The Magic Plate. With her back to the restaurant, she took in the Rocky Mountains in the distance—a view she never tired of—and drew in a deep breath.

      Living close to the mountains, but in a city big enough to have everything she could want, Blue Mountain, Colorado, gave her the best of both worlds. And two years ago, when she’d taken on her dad’s dream of turning the family’s buildings into a community, she knew no matter when she found love—if she ever found it again—it would have to be here.

      At least the business side of her life was going well. If only her love life could fall into place. She exhaled as disappointment settled in her chest. She had been so sure this time would be different. His dating profile had seemed perfect and their phone conversations, although brief, had given her such hope. All day her anticipation climbed higher. By the time she reached the coffee shop, her body pulsed with excitement.

      He had arrived first and stood to greet her with a warm smile. They shook hands and, instead of letting go, he gently tugged her toward him and kissed her cheek. Pleasant. That’s what she’d felt—pleasant. Like greeting an old acquaintance to catch up. Not even a hint of sexual tension flowed between them. She’d heard that chemistry grew with some couples, but it hadn’t been that way with her. The last time she’d felt a heart-pumping, body-tingling, sexual desire for a man, it had hit her like a bolt of lightning.

      From the moment Jack walked back into her life after finishing college, her seventeen-year-old self knew he would be her future. For two years she’d loved him more than she thought possible. He’d been her friend years earlier, but when he returned to Blue Mountain, he’d become her everything. When they’d finally made love shortly after her eighteenth birthday, she knew she would never love another man.

      Meredith had given him more than just her body; she’d trusted him with her heart and soul.

      Then he left. Jack walked out of her life and her heart shattered.

      For the next two years she’d lived in misery waiting for him to come back. With encouragement from her family, she’d finally found the strength to pick herself up and start living again. She finished her degree, gained work experience, and began dating.

      The problem? Dating was a double-edged sword. Her hope rose with each date, thinking the man could be the one to make her forget Jack. Then, when he wasn’t, memories of Jack bombarded her thoughts. All her unanswered questions about what she’d done wrong and why he left threatened to swamp her each and every time, crushing her again.

      “No. I won’t think about him,” she told the empty car. No one had swept her off her feet yet, but she wouldn’t give up hope. One day she would meet a man who would make her swoon again.

      She grabbed her purse off the passenger seat and got out of the car. She entered the restaurant through the back door. The familiar scents of garlic and rosemary wrapped her in comfort after the disappointment from yet another dud of a date.

      Jo and Rowena—two of her three cousins—sat at the small table at the back of the kitchen. Each woman held a half-filled glass of wine, and an empty bottle sat on the table between them.

      Meredith dropped her handbag on the stainless steel counter at the back wall before sitting in the third chair. “All right, hit me. Tell me you warned me and I waved you off. Get the sisterly shaming out of your system.” In preparation for the post-coffee-date-gossip-slash-grilling-session, she plucked Jo’s glass from her hand and took a drink.

      “Hey, that’s mine. Why didn’t you take Rowena’s?” Jo asked, raising a pierced brow beneath her purple bangs.

      “Because these little inquisitions are always your idea, so I’ll drink your wine until you finish interrogating me. I suggest you hurry while there’s still something left in the glass.”

      Rowena laughed. “I told you she figured it out a long time ago, Jo.”

      Meredith swirled the wine in the glass. “Well, it’s not every day you both hang around the restaurant kitchen drinking wine. Uh… the drinking wine part is normal, but you usually do it in the restaurant, not back here.”

      “We were hoping you had a good time,” Rowena said.

      Jo eyed her glass in Meredith’s hand. “But we weren’t laying bets on wedding bells in your near future either.”

      Meredith drained the glass. “He ordered me a latte without asking, then explained index funds like I was five. After that he answered a call from his assistant,” she said using air quotes. “The name on the screen said Mom.”

      “Ouch.” Jo grabbed herself another glass and added more wine to all three, emptying the bottle. “Parental codependency and mansplaining finance? Classic.”

      Meredith forced a shrug. “Same as always. Decent on paper. Zero spark.” All because the bar was set by a man who walked out without looking back.

      Jo straightened. “This isn’t an interrogation, not this time.” Her smile disappeared. “This is a support group.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Jo and Rowena shared another glance. When Rowena nodded at their cousin, Meredith’s stomach knotted. “Jo, tell me.”

      “Your mom closed the dining room early and invited the usual group. And… an extra guest.”

      Cold prickled down Meredith’s spine. “Who?”

      Rowena eased closer. “Jack.”

      Glass halfway to her lips, Meredith froze. Eight years—eight birthdays, eight Christmases, eight million failed attempts to forget. If Jack had loved her, he wouldn’t have left. End of story. There’s no forgiving that. “Why didn’t my mom tell me?”

      “Maybe it was last minute.” Jo took the glass that Meredith still held in mid-air and drained the rest of the wine. “I’ll get another bottle.”

      Meredith turned to Rowena. “Did you know he was back?”

      Rowena twirled strands of her long blond hair around her finger. “No. But Auntie Elise said he’s been commuting here from another field office for the past six months. And since when do we all get together on a Thursday?”

      “We don’t,” Jo said as she returned with another bottle. After pouring, Jo lifted her glass and turned toward Meredith. “This impromptu dinner could just be because Jack is back, but I got a sense that Aunt Elise wants to say something.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Just a feeling.” Jo took another sip of her wine before meeting Meredith’s gaze. “Your mom’s been acting weird lately. I… I chalked it up to my mom…”

      Rowena reached over and gave Jo’s arm a squeeze. Their aunt Beatrice, Jo and Reece’s mom, had died just under two months ago from a strange illness.

      “Auntie Elise has been withdrawn, and that’s to be expected,” Rowena said. “But tonight, I got the same feeling as Jo. Your mom hesitated like she wanted to say more, then turned away.”

      “We’re here for you, Mer,” Jo said. “We can stall, help you sneak out⁠—”

      “Not happening.” Meredith set the glass down. “He broke my heart, not my spine. I’m not hiding.”

      “That’s our girl.” Jo picked up her phone from the table and looked at the screen. “Dinner should be soon.”

      Meredith held her glass out to Jo for another top-up as she stood. “Just keep my mom from orchestrating a Hallmark moment.”

      With her free hand, she smoothed the skirt of her cranberry-colored business suit—professional yet feminine, an hour ago, woefully flimsy battle armor now—then inhaled the kitchen’s comforting medley of spices. Showtime.

      She walked into the main dining room with her cousins following close behind. Someone had pushed several tables together, creating a cozy family-dinner setup. At one end, her mom stood beside covered platters, chatting with Stella and Ben. Damon stood at the far side, a bespoke suit framing his large build, talking to Reece.

      Near Damon, Jack leaned against a support beam. His hair was shorter on the sides with the top still long, a few ends brushing his forehead. A dark Henley stretched over broader shoulders, yet the slight tilt of his head—his quiet I’m-listening pose—hadn’t changed. A trace of stubble cut across a jaw she once memorized by touch.

      He laughed at something Reece said. The sound rumbled through her. He shouldn’t get to look like he belonged. He’d left that privilege behind.

      Stella spotted Meredith first, calling her name. Conversation faltered like a melody cut off mid-note.

      Jack turned, his piercing gaze locked onto her, not shocked, just… hopeful. Painfully hopeful.

      The room held its breath.

      Meredith rallied every scrap of composure. “Mom,” she called, voice even, “you forgot to mention tonight’s guest list.” She nodded at Stella and Ben, then zeroed in on Jack. “Welcome home.”

      Her cousins scattered, giving her and Jack a bubble of tense silence. He took one cautious step toward her.

      Eight years narrowed into a single heartbeat.

      “It’s… good to see you,” he said, his voice even deeper than she remembered.

      “That’s surprising,” she said—before her filter kicked in.

      For a fraction of a second something like pain flickered across his face, before he smiled. “You look as beautiful as always. Time has been good to you, Bubbles.”

      Meredith almost melted at the familiar nickname she hadn’t heard in years. No melting. At least not for Jack. Not anymore.

      “Thank you.” She turned away and took control—like she had with her life and business for a long time. All by herself. “Mom, let us help.” As if they’d read her mind, her cousins flanked her, forming a barrier between her and Jack, and helped her remove lids from dishes.

      Ignoring Jack, Meredith turned to Stella, needing normalcy. “Where are the boys and Joel tonight?”

      “Nate had a late class. Joel stayed late to work and Travis already had plans with friends.”

      “Plans with friends or a date? That boy has charm in spades.” Reece blew on his knuckles and rubbed them on his shirt. “I must have rubbed off on him.”

      Jo elbowed her brother. “See, Stella, I knew you shouldn’t have let Reece babysit.”

      Stella laughed. “Well… he’s not wrong. Travis is charming.”

      “Don’t tell him that.” Jo shook her head and chuckled. “His ego is big enough already.”

      “Meredith,” Jack said and lightly touched her arm.

      She turned to face him as the group continued to joke behind her.

      “I owe you⁠—”

      “Nothing. You owe me nothing, Jack. Because it’s too late.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I am sorry. If I could’ve told you, I would have. I left because⁠—”

      “Because you didn’t love me enough to stay.” Her anger rose bright and sharp. “Walking away was your choice.”

      Her mom came toward her, but Meredith held up her hand to stop her. “Mom, let me finish.”

      Jack exhaled, steadying himself. “You think I stopped loving you, Bubbles, but I never did. Letting you believe that was safer for you than the real reason.”

      “Safe?” Meredith’s laugh rang brittle. “Destroying me was safe? You crushed me, Jack.”

      “I never wanted that.”

      “So you say.” She pressed her palm to her chest. “And I survived.”

      Silence stretched.

      “If you’ve got your food, take a seat,” her mom called out, cutting through the tension between them.

      An hour. Maybe two. She’d survived years, she could survive a dinner. What were a couple more hours?
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      “We should sit down.” Jack gestured to two empty seats at the end of the tables. What he really wanted was to carry her away so they could be alone together.

      “Ah… I’m going to sit by Rowena.”

      He waited for her to fill a plate, then got his own. As much as he wanted to tell Meredith everything, until Elise confessed to the spellbinding, nothing had changed. He couldn’t force Meredith to talk to him.

      Meredith didn’t spare him a glance as she took her meal and sandwiched herself between Stella and Rowena, shifting to give Stella more room.

      Having no other choice, Jack took a seat at the other end of the tables, with Ben beside him and Damon sitting across from him.

      “You need to be patient.” Ben pitched his voice for Jack alone.

      “I know, but now that I’ve seen her again, it doesn’t feel that easy.”

      Waving his hand in a casual-like gesture, Jack used his magic to create a sound barrier to prevent being overheard.

      “I came back because Elise said she was going to confess. What if she doesn’t?”

      Damon leveled him a hard look. “Then you’ll have another decision to make.”

      “You think it’s that easy?”

      “I didn’t say it would be, but do you want to lose another eight years with her?”

      Jack didn’t respond, the answer obvious. His friend knew the time apart had been hell for Jack.

      They ate in silence for several minutes. Now and then Meredith’s laughter reached him, like smoke from a faraway fire: no heat, just the awareness of it. Jack forced his gaze to his plate, his muscles tight with the effort it took not to look at her.

      He sawed off another bite of tasteless steak, the ticking clock in his head growing louder. If Elise didn’t confess soon, the night would slip away. He didn’t know how much longer he could sit there and pretend he didn’t want to whisk Meredith away.

      “Ben, did Elise say anything more about why now?” Damon asked.

      “No, but Frank is worried and I’ve always trusted my brother’s intuition.”

      Damon nodded. “Maybe telling the W’s is the right call. But is Elise just going to blurt out that we’re all magics and the W’s are too? And that their moms spellbound them twenty years ago? She thinks they’ll be okay with that?”

      “I doubt it, but since Beatrice and Lillian have both died from the effects of what they did, Elise is worried that she doesn’t have much time left. I don’t think Elise or her sisters expected a threat after they bound the W’s. But now, Elise wants to make sure Meredith and her cousins can protect themselves if the threat becomes real, especially since Lillian and Beatrice aren’t here to protect them.”

      “Is Elise sure the binding’s effects killed her sisters?” Jack asked.

      Ben pushed his plate away. “As sure as anyone can be without proof. But when she does confess to the spellbinding, don’t let on about the effects. Elise will tell them when she’s ready.”

      Jack avoided looking Meredith’s way by watching his glass as he swirled the last of his wine around. He wanted to look at her forever. She was beautiful—inside and out. People gravitated to her. She came across as organized and confident, but Jack knew Meredith had more than her fair share of insecurities and anxiety. He’d had the privilege of seeing the real Meredith. Her vulnerability made her even more attractive to him.

      Finally, he looked at Ben, his friend and mentor. “Meredith isn’t going to take it well.  She’ll be angry and upset at what she’s been denied—stripped of control over her own life. And Jo? She’ll probably lose her shit when she realizes they lied. Although I think Rowena and Reece may take it in stride.”

      “I agree. So brace yourself. You may have to help them pick up the pieces. You, more than anyone else, should understand what it’s like to disagree with a parent’s decisions.”

      Jack dissolved the sound barrier and exhaled. That was the understatement of the century. The real question was whether Meredith could forgive him.
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      She couldn’t take it anymore. Sitting so close to Jack twisted her up inside. Part of her wanted to march over to him and demand to know why he had walked out on her. To understand why he’d crushed her heart and walked away like she meant nothing. She wanted to look him in the eye and finally get an answer.

      But another part of her, equally as strong, had the urge to walk into his arms, rest her head against his chest to hear his heartbeat, feel his arms around her, and pretend the last eight years didn’t exist. Beg him to pick up where they’d left off.

      Meredith refused to do either. Instead, she held back and forced herself not to look in Jack’s direction.

      Dinner dragged for what felt like forever and she was ready to hightail it out of there. She loved her biological family and the friends that had been adopted into it, but being so close to Jack was torture.

      They’d been through so much in the last month that it was amazing everyone was enjoying dinner and getting on with life like nothing had happened. That’s what people did, though. At least, her family always did.

      She watched her mom chat with Jo and Reece. Her mom laughed at something Reece said, but her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. There was a hollowness to her features. Grief had worn her down.

      They’d lost Aunt Beatrice so recently, which made her mom the last one of her generation. Maybe on the surface it looked like they’d all moved on. But the loss had carved deep beneath the surface, and no one at the table could pretend otherwise.

      Meredith had spent years asking herself why her family suffered so much loss. Answers never came, only more grief. More empty chairs at the table.

      If she closed her eyes, she could still see the black lines visible under her aunt’s skin during the last couple months of her life. She couldn’t remember when she’d first seen them. They’d been subtle at first, like a trick of light. But once noticed, impossible to forget. Her mom and the doctor hadn’t seemed surprised. As if they’d known to expect them.

      Each week the lines darkened, multiplied. They’d been thin as threads at first on her aunt’s face, then winding thick beneath her skin, snaking down her neck and chest. No one ever named the illness—black, insidious parasites that eventually took over her body.

      When Aunt Beatrice finally exhaled her last breath, the lines vanished. Gone without a trace.

      The memory raised a shiver across Meredith’s shoulders. Something about her aunt’s illness had never sat right. As though some piece of the truth still hovered just out of reach.

      Reece and Jo had demanded their mother receive a second medical opinion. They’d pleaded with their mom and Meredith’s to seek help, but both had refused. End of story. No one else was to be called.

      So they’d waited. They’d watched. All helpless as whatever had claimed her aunt ran its course.

      Another loss. One more in a long line of so many.

      “What do you think, Mer?”

      “Hm?” She turned toward Rowena. “Sorry, just woolgathering.”

      “Stella and I were talking about having a big extended family dinner soon with Damon’s family, Stella and Ben’s full family, and some others from the restaurant. It’s been so long since we’ve gotten everyone together.”

      “Uh, sure.”

      Rowena chuckled. “Well, don’t sound so excited.”

      “Sorry, I’ve just got other things on my mind.”

      “Like a certain FBI agent?” Jo piped in. “And I don’t mean Stella’s husband.”

      “Let it go, Jo,” she said more harshly than she’d intended, but she’d had a long day. Work had been hectic, then a bad date. And now she had to endure Jack’s presence. He tried to pretend that he wasn’t watching her by looking at Ben and studying his glass, but she knew he was. She knew every one of Jack’s mannerisms and tells. At least she used to. Until the day he’d walked away.

      “Sorry, Mer. I’m sure him showing up out of the blue is tough.” Jo looked contrite, and Meredith gave her a small smile.

      “Meredith, tell us how the building’s renovations are going,” Stella said after giving Jo’s arm a small squeeze. “I haven’t had a tour inside any of the finished condos yet, and I’d love to see them.”

      Stella’s not-so-subtle change of topic was a balm to Meredith’s frayed nerves.  They spent the next half hour talking about her plans for the business. “I found some amazing tiles for the bathrooms—” Meredith looked up as Reece came toward the table holding a large platter of desserts. “Oh my god, I’m going to be in a chocolate coma.”

      “Oh yum. I’ll take the chocolate pasta one, please. Does it have your chocolate hazelnut cream sauce?” Rowena asked Reece. “If no one else wants it, I mean,” she said as she looked at the others for confirmation.

      “Yes, it does, and I’ve got more in the kitchen if anyone else wants the same thing.” Reece grinned. He was in his element.

      “Oh yum,” Rowena repeated as she took the decadent-looking dessert from her cousin.

      “I’ll take the molten chocolate lava cake and not worry about a chocolate coma.” Meredith leaned back as Reece put it in front of her.

      Reece gave his sister an enormous chocolate brownie, then took the platter around to everyone else. He had everyone’s favorites.

      “Delish,” Meredith said when she finished chewing a bite and looked down the table to Reece.

      Reece held the empty tray under his arm. “Thanks. By the way, I heard part of your earlier conversation. Your talk about contractors made me think about how the construction is going with my bakery, which made me think of desserts.”

      “How is it going?” Rowena looked at both of her cousins.

      “I’m starting to see the design take shape, but I’m sure M could bore you with the details.”

      “Hey,” Meredith laughed. “Jo, swat him for me. You’re closer.”

      Everyone laughed as Jo reached over and smacked her brother’s arm.

      “Ouch.” Far taller and twice as broad as his tiny sister, Reece rubbed his arm in mock indignation.

      “I like details, so sue me. The bakery should be ready late fall, along with two other storefronts to rent out.” Meredith turned to Rowena. “Which reminds me, I also have a few office spaces that will be ready shortly after. Have you thought about what you’re going to do with your psychology practice? Now that we’ve gotten Reece’s Pieces here almost ready to move into his shop, I can focus on you.”

      “Oh, it’s going to be like that, is it? The nicknames are coming out?” Reece leaned toward Meredith, a sly grin lighting up his face. “I could mention⁠—”

      “Okay, okay, you two.” Rowena chuckled, putting her hand up between the two of them as she’d done hundreds of times over the years. “See what I have to deal with?” she asked, leaning over to Stella.

      Once the teasing settled down, Rowena picked the conversation back up. “I’m actually not sure what I’m going to do.” Her voice took on a serious tone. “I transferred most of my clients to my partner when I came back for Auntie Beatrice and since my partner hasn’t built up her client base yet, she was happy to take them. I’ve been thinking of coming back permanently, but I’m not sure yet.”

      “We’d love to have you here permanently. I’ll keep one office open for you,” Meredith said, then turned her attention to Jo. “What about you? You staying?”

      “Don’t know. I had my post-doc student take my fieldwork for the summer. I was supposed to go back a few weeks ago at the start of the fall semester, but I wasn’t ready. Next semester, I guess. But it’s not like I’m far away, and you all come up to Denver a lot anyway.”

      “You’re right, I just like having you close.”

      Stella asked Jo a question about work and Meredith sat back and listened as the conversation carried on around her. When everyone finished their dessert and after-dinner drinks were served, she figured she could skip out.

      Meredith caught Jack’s gaze and saw Damon elbow him in the ribs. She’d had enough. It hurt too much to be around him. Whatever her mother wanted to talk about could wait.

      Meredith whispered an excuse to Rowena and got up from the table. She’d brought her purse from the kitchen earlier, so she grabbed it off a side table and headed for the front doors. A few minutes of fresh air would do her good.

      She kept her eyes aimed forward as she made a beeline for the doors, refusing to look back at Jack. As the door clicked shut behind her, someone crashed into her.

      She flew backward, smashing into the brick wall.

      A scream ripped from her throat.

      Rough stone tore her cheek as she slid to the sidewalk.

      Pain flared sharp and fast.
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      Jack watched Meredith get ready to head out and everything inside him urged him to follow her, but he didn’t. He could tell she was already irritated enough with him. And if Elise didn’t follow through with telling the truth, he might never be able to make things right.

      Damon leaned forward. “Ben, did Elise say anything about changing her mind?”

      “No, but I’ll get Stella and we’ll talk to her. Maybe she just needs a little support.” Ben headed toward his wife.

      Jack glanced back to Meredith as she reached the door. He would give her enough time to get into her apartment building before he left.

      He lifted his glass for a drink when Meredith screamed, the sound so loud it reached inside the restaurant. Jack was on his feet instantly.

      Ben headed him off, grabbing his arm. “Don’t. Don’t flash. We don’t know what’s out there.”

      He was right. What a rookie mistake. They could be heading into anything. Jack knew better, but this wasn’t work, this was Meredith. He ran toward the door, Ben and Damon right behind him.

      “Elise?” Jack heard Ben throw out, but Jack didn’t turn around.

      “We’ve got it in here. Everyone is safe,” Elise called back.

      Jack finally got his wits about him, his magic right at his fingertips as he scanned the outside. “I sense three plus Meredith.” He flung the restaurant doors open and prepared for the worst.

      The scene before him played out in slow motion. His FBI training took over as he assessed the situation in detail and with emotional detachment. Meredith was sprawled on the sidewalk about fifteen feet away from him, unmoving, blood on her face. Three men raced toward her, all magics, but Jack didn’t recognize any of them. “Ben, take the right; Damon, left.”

      Jack thrust his hand forward and threw up a protection shield around Meredith as he flashed the few feet to the balaclava-clad man in the middle of the trio. Jack yanked the guy’s shoulder back, throwing him to the ground and away from Meredith.

      In a heartbeat, Jack slammed the man against the pavement. “Who are you?” He grabbed for the attacker’s balaclava, but his fingers sliced through air. The guy had flashed away.

      Jack cursed and sprang to his feet. The thug landed in front of Meredith, reaching for her once more. Jack held his power; if the man deflected a magic bolt, it would strike Meredith instead.

      Jack drew his Glock and fired, aiming for the man’s shoulder, high enough to avoid Meredith where she lay on the ground. The bullet thudded into a barrier and dropped to the ground. The asshole had the balls to turn and grin at him.

      “Jack, look out!” Damon’s voice tore through the chaos.

      Jack spun around just as a glint of metal caught his eye—a dagger. His instincts took over. Throwing himself sideways, the blade sliced the air where he’d been only a moment before. He dropped low, his leg coiled, hitting the thug hard at the knees, driving him down with a grunt.

      On instinct, Jack lunged forward to grab the man, but he disappeared mid-reach.

      Surging to his feet, Jack scanned the area. Empty. The thug he’d tackled must have flashed away.

      A groan pulled Jack’s gaze to Damon’s feet where another attacker lay sprawled. His face bloodied, his chest rising and falling. Still alive meant an opportunity for interrogation.

      Jack’s eyes locked on the third man, the one who’d been after Meredith. He and Ben were locked in a brutal clash of magic and shields.

      Ben ducked low, dropped his shield, and fired a bolt of energy straight into the man’s chest. The impact launched the guy backward, slamming him into the brick wall of The Magic Plate. Ben rushed forward as the man crumpled to the sidewalk in a heap. Two sets of cuffs shimmered into existence. Ben snatched one and tossed the other to Jack.

      Recognizing the branding on the metal indicating they were the magic task force ones that prevented magics from flashing, Jack slapped them on the still-unconscious man at Damon’s feet.

      “Good job for a civilian.” Jack grinned at Damon.

      Damon’s lips curved up at Jack’s teasing. “Civilian, my ass, I’m magic. And…” Damon wagged his finger between the two downed men. “What happened
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