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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Malcolm Wellesley removed his motorcycle helmet and set it on the front of his bike. The black giant schnauzer sitting in his sidecar growled softly as it scanned the dark and empty street and then looked up at him. Twilight had just passed, and the air was filled with a natural magic that soothed his soul.

      He ruffled the dog’s fur and flopped his folded ears affectionately. “It’s all right, boy.” Hades was a warlock familiar, and he had been with Malcolm since Malcolm had turned sixteen. Having a familiar was one of the few perks resulting from his warlock heritage. Hades kept him calm, kept him focused, and had even helped a warlock like him with his spells.

      Half-warlock, he corrected himself.

      Only his father’s side of their family had magic. His mother was a non-magical human or a “non-magic,” but she’d achieved far more in her life than any spellcasters he knew aside from his father. Dr. Sarah York was a marine biologist who had made some of the most amazing scientific discoveries about sea life in the last fifty years.

      Malcolm climbed off his bike and unfastened Hades’s harness. The schnauzer leaped out of the sidecar and nudged Malcolm’s knee in a silent let’s go. Hades was right. He couldn’t put this off any longer. He had received a summons from his father yesterday, and it wasn’t wise to ignore it. His father was an old school warlock. When he sent a summons, it came in the form of a flock of ravens that swarmed Malcolm’s apartment in New York.

      Because he lived among humans who knew nothing of the paranormal world, the appearance of a dozen ravens who all spoke with a man’s deep commanding voice was problematic, to say the least. The only way to get them to leave was to tell the ravens he accepted the summons. Thankfully, only Mrs. Cutter, the elderly woman next door, had heard all the ruckus, and he’d convinced her he’d had his TV on too loud.

      Four hours and two hundred miles later, he was here. Malcolm approached one of the finest Greek revival townhouses in Boston’s prestigious Louisburg Square. His father’s family had lived in this city since the Salem witch trials. The Wellesley family tree was as old as the foundations of some of the earliest buildings in Boston.

      The dark blue door of his parents’ home was painted with silver stars, the only hint that perhaps this house, unlike the others in the square, belonged to a magical family. Malcolm’s magical blood allowed him to see what a regular human could not. Silvery gossamer threads of protective wards and other spells draped around the front of the townhouse. Some of the enchantments were as old as the house. Others were newer, as his father had added adjustments or additions in recent years.

      Malcolm gripped the silver knocker shaped like a lion’s head and rapped it against the door. A moment later, the door opened and he was face-to-face with his mother. She was an ageless beauty even at fifty-seven, with kind eyes and the warmest smile to accompany her big heart. Growing up, he had never realized just how lucky he had been to be raised by her, but as a man he had come to learn that not everyone had an idyllic childhood.

      “Mac!” His mother threw her arms around him, hugging him. She smelled faintly of peppermint, and the memories that smell carried were always good ones. He had been away from home far too long. Or at least, away from her far too long, he silently amended. Whether it was wise to see his father right now was yet to be determined.

      “Honey, what—” She looked him over like she was judging a show dog, frowning as she saw his worn jeans, flannel shirt, and his biker boots. “Cutting lumber in the woods again, I see?” she teased. She knew he loved being out in the woods, and that he felt most comfortable when he was dressed for it. He wasn’t the bespoke-suit sort of man. His father, on the other hand, always looked like he had stepped out of a fashion magazine, with perfectly tailored coats and pants, and ties that matched whatever he wore yet somehow were never boring. He wouldn’t be caught dead without his Italian leather shoes. Sometimes Mac wondered if he and his father were even related.

      “No wood chopping, Mom, I promise,” Malcolm replied with a chuckle.

      Hades barged through the doorway, jumping up on his mother with an excited bark. The dog was a big softie around women and children, and he adored Malcolm’s mother. When he’d shown up outside Malcolm’s bedroom door on his sixteenth birthday, he’d been nothing but a tiny black pup. He’d taken one look at Malcolm’s mother and been in love ever since.

      “Aww, Hades. You’re such a good boy, aren’t you?” She cooed and hugged the big dog before she looked up at Malcolm. “Did your father⁠—?”

      “Summon me? Yes.” Malcolm stepped inside, and his mother closed the door. “Mom, we’ve talked about this. Get him to email me. The flock of ravens is a bit much.”

      “He sent the ravens?” His mother let out a long suffering sigh. “I will email you myself next time if I have to.” She gestured for him to follow her deeper into the house. Even though he had many bad memories with magic, he had only good memories about this house and growing up here.

      The old townhouse had been modernized over the years, and due to his father’s talents, the interior was doubled in size thanks to an extension spell. The more traditional warlock tastes were also present. Silver chandeliers lit by bewitched candles, and the occasional raven fluttering toward the top of the ceiling, and portraits of the Wellesley ancestors who moved about their frames and had been known to talk on occasion, though generally they were a somber, quiet lot.

      His mother’s touches were visible in the comfortable couches and the cheery paint colors in the rooms where she spent most of her time. There was also the presence of technology, much to his father’s dismay. Magic and science didn’t typically mix well. Cell phones and computers tended to glitch in the presence of any kind of spell and even at the touch of a witch or warlock more often than not. The same went for magic when too much technology was around. His mother’s love for cooking appliances was a constant frustration for his father when trying to cast spells in the kitchen.

      More than once, Reginald, Malcolm’s father, had tried to pick up something from the printer in Sarah’s office only to have the printer start spitting out paper with random text on it. Sarah always took it all in stride, but Malcolm had grown up listening to his father grumble about printers being powered by black magic.

      “Where is dad?” Malcolm asked.

      “He’s in the kitchen,” his mother said as she led him down the hall. Fashionable wall sconces lit by magic illuminated the darker parts of the hall. As he passed by one of the portraits, a particularly grim looking warlock wearing a stuffy black outfit with a white lace collar, sneezed.

      “Bless you, Septimus,” his mother murmured to the old warlock.

      “My thanks, my lady,” the warlock muttered and doffed his hat with a half bow. Many of the ancestors in the paintings didn’t approve of a non-magical person in the house, but Septimus seemed to have a soft spot for Malcolm’s mother.

      Malcolm stepped into the kitchen and spotted his father by the espresso machine. He cursed as purple and green sparks shot out of the machine into his cup instead of coffee. His father’s familiar, a sleek black cat named Onyx, hissed and batted at the contraption with one paw.

      “Darling!” Reginald bellowed, unaware that his wife had just stepped into the kitchen behind him.

      “I’m right here, Reggie.” She winked at Malcolm. “Let me…” She shooed her husband out of the way and instantly the coffee machine started filling the little cup appropriately with coffee.

      “How many times have I told you to wait five minutes after a spell before using the coffee machine?”

      “It was just a simple sorting charm,” Reginald insisted with a scowl.

      “The coffee machine doesn’t care what kind of spell, sweetheart.” His mother began resetting the machine by turning it off and on.

      Reginald groaned. “It likes you better than me, that’s all. All the damned appliances do.”

      Malcolm almost laughed at his father’s petulant tone, but all the humor drained out of the room when his father noticed him.

      “So you came, did you?”

      “Yes, sir,” Malcolm replied.

      Onyx turned his green eyes toward Malcolm, green eyes that matched Reginald’s. Green eyes that Malcolm had inherited along with his father’s magic, well sort of.

      Reginald’s handsome face turned stony with a fresh scowl. “This year is your thirtieth. It’s time you came home and took your place on the Salem Witch Council.”

      Malcolm had known this was coming. His father had promised him at birth to serve on the Council when he reached thirty years of age. The problem was Malcolm didn’t want anything to do with the Council or his magic. The Council was for powerful warlocks and witches, not for defective half-warlocks like him. He wanted to stay in New York and run his software company. Unlike his father, he had a far less disruptive effect on technology, because his magic by comparison was weak and ineffective.

      “Dad,” Malcolm sighed.

      Reginald arched a dark brow.

      “They don’t want me, you know they don’t. I’m considered defective. I can’t control what little magic I have.” As he spoke, the trio of glass light fixtures that hung above the granite island countertop flickered, no doubt in response to Malcolm’s strained emotions. His father waved a hand and the flickering stopped.

      “You’ve never tried. Not since that broom dropped you onto that barbed wire fence when you were fourteen.”

      They both knew that he’d dropped himself, a broom always channeled the magic of the rider to work and he didn’t have enough power to keep it steady.

      “Can you blame me for wanting to leave magic behind?” Malcolm’s left palm flashed with an echo of pain at the memory. He’d been riding well and had left Boston far behind him to explore the world around him on his first real broom ride without supervision. The moon had been full, but storm clouds drifted overhead, blotting out much of the landscape. He’d fought to control his broom as a storm picked up and pushed him farther from home than he’d intended. When the wind forced him into an unexpected dive, he’d nearly been hit by a semi-truck on the highway. The truck had swerved to miss him, and he’d been just able to force the broom to climb up into the clouds out of sight. A few minutes later, his magic completely abandoned him, and the broom plummeted. He’d been so startled that he lost control, falling, and he had grabbed the first thing nearby out of instinct…which happened to be a tall barbed wire fence.

      He had walked several hours to get home, tears rolling down his face, his broken broom in his right hand and clutching his bleeding left hand to his chest. When he showed his injured hand to his father, Reginald had ushered him into the kitchen and cleaned his wound, then worked his magic to heal it, but the scar on his palm itched whenever he thought about the accident.

      By the time his mother got home, Reginald had smoothed over the incident as an ordinary magical accident, insisting everyone had a fall off a broom at one point or another. Then he left the house, and didn’t return until after dawn. That was when Malcolm knew he’d let his father down. That he was a disappointment.

      Now his father was staring at him with those green eyes they shared and his brows lowered in a scowl. He harrumphed and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “You let the past hold you back, Malcolm. Accidents happen. It’s a normal part of childhood. Even I had my moments when I was younger.” He chuckled, much to Malcolm’s surprise. “I set my charm professor’s hair on fire when I was twelve.”

      As usual, his father had missed the point. “Dad, I don’t want this. Can’t you respect that? I’ve built a normal life for myself. I don’t need magic.”

      His mother nudged Reginald in the ribs and cleared her throat. “Sweetheart, you promised you’d talk, not fight.” His father took the cup of espresso his mother offered and sipped it, eyeing Malcolm as he did.

      A loud ring caused Malcolm to jolt, and Hades gave a sharp single bark of alarm.

      “Sorry! That’s me.” His mother dug her phone out of her jeans pocket. “Hello?” The lights above the kitchen island began to flicker again.

      “Hello?” she repeated. “Joe? Can you hear me? Hang on.” She gave Malcolm an apologetic smile. “I’ve got to take this. I’ll go to my office. I get less magical interference there,” He knew from his mother’s pointed glance between them that she suspected the tension between him and his father was causing that magical interference. He gave his mother a nod, and she kissed his cheek with a whisper of “try to behave,” before she left the room.

      Malcolm and his father were now alone. It did not make things easier.

      “I put your name down on the Council scrolls the day you were born. I am bound by the promise I made for you to serve ten years.” He let out a sigh. “You must take your place by the end of the year.”

      The “or else” was there, unspoken. Onyx paced along the counter, his slender black tail waving as he came to Reginald and brushed his furry cheek against his warlock’s shoulder as he purred. The cat then gave a contemptuous glance at Malcolm’s familiar. Hades stared at the cat with the intense focus of his breed. Malcolm stroked the dog’s head, trying to break the tension. Hades whined softly. The dog wanted to chase that cat down the hall, as he had when he was a puppy, but Onyx would swat him with those sharp claws.

      “I can contact Serafina Batsford. Her husband has a talent for teaching magic to those who fall behind.”

      “You mean Curtis Batsford? He works with kids, dad. I’m thirty.”

      “All the more reason you need his help!” Reginald snapped. “If you hadn’t been so damned stubborn as a child, you would have learned to control your magic. Hell, you’d probably be witch-locked by now and already serving on the Council.”

      “Witch-locked?” Malcolm scoffed. “You think getting married will solve this?”

      “Of course! It’s a proven fact among our kind that falling in love increases the potency of one’s magic.”

      Shoving his hands into his jeans pockets, Malcolm looked away. “I don’t want the magic I already have, let alone make it more potent. Besides, I can’t believe you’d fall for something like Madame Zengala’s Medicinal Love Potions, those are just quick booster spells to enhance power. It’s not real.” He remembered those stupid ads in his father’s Warlocks Monthly magazine.

      “I’m not talking about some silly potion. I’m talking about your heritage. You come from a long line of power, you can’t turn your back on that.”

      “I absolutely can.”

      “You don’t mean that,” his father said. “Your magic is a gift.”

      “Maybe for you. For me, it’s a curse.” They stared at one another for a long, tense moment.

      “Malcolm, regardless of what you feel, your duty has been determined and your fate is set.”

      “You made that promise. You never let me have a choice in the matter. So you can deal with telling the council I’m not coming.”

      “You will take your place on the Council, and that is the end of the matter.” His father’s voice was punctuated by the flashing brightness of the lights in the room. Silky tendrils of a binding enchantment began to swirl around Malcolm, tightening around him.

      Malcolm glared at his father. “You would spellbind your own son?”

      Reginald matched his angry tone. “If I must.” The spell continued to sizzle against Malcolm’s body, green sparks shot off as he resisted. It wasn’t a strong spell, not yet, but it would grow stronger over the coming months, forcing Malcolm to do exactly what his father wished. But it was forbidden to spellbind anyone except in very rare circumstances.

      “Remove it now,” Malcolm growled. He wasn’t a kid anymore, standing in awe of his father’s spellwork.

      “I cannot,” Reginald said, icy as a northern sea. “I have orders from the council to make you comply by the end of the year.”

      Malcolm wasn’t staying. His father had crossed a line to spellbind his own son. He turned and left the room.

      His father shouted after him. “Malcolm, you have until December thirty-first.”

      “Let’s go, Hades.” Malcolm whistled, and his familiar rushed after him as he strode toward the front door. The eyes of his ancestors in the portraits followed him. As he stormed through the house, a few doors slammed in response to the discordant magic. Malcolm didn’t care. He was going back to New York, back to his life. Screw magic. He’d chain himself to his desk if he had to. Or he’d find some other way to circumvent a binding spell.

      He crossed the street to his motorcycle and shoved on his helmet. Hades leapt into the sidecar as Malcolm gunned the bike to life. The pair shot into the street, but as they circled around to pass by the house, Malcolm saw his father’s face in a second floor window, watching him, that disapproving scowl visible a mile off.

      Rage surged within his chest as he drove off. The magic he so despised inside him came roaring to the surface in response to his father’s spell.

      Just then, a portal of bright light flashed in front of Malcolm. Before he could stop his bike, he and Hades shot through the light straight into a witch wormhole.

      Malcolm shouted as he tried to turn the bike around, but it was no use. It careened through time and space, every color imaginable blowing past him, some only visible to those sensitive to magic. A symphony of sound deafened his ears as he tried to find some way to escape the portal, which seemed to stretch into forever.

      Just as suddenly as he’d entered it…the portal vanished, spilling him and Hades out with his engine still at full throttle. The motorcycle tore across fields, crashed into fences and plowed through a dozen massive pumpkins in a large patch, completely obliterating the hapless orange fruit, sending pumpkin purée everywhere. Malcolm choked on pumpkin guts as he tried to wipe his eyes. The bike finally crashed into a flowery archway, and Malcolm was thrown headfirst into a patch of creeping, crawling pumpkin vines. The earth beneath him rumbled as though the earth was quaking, or perhaps that was just his body reacting to being flung through a portal?

      At first he didn’t move. He just lay there in the dark, wondering if he was dead. Then he dared to open his eyes and breathed in a loamy aroma, its earthy scent both awakening and oddly soothing at the same time.

      I’m not dead. But I’m covered in pumpkin guts…

      With a groan, he lay still, taking stock of his injuries. Nothing felt broken, but he was going to hurt like hell once the shock wore off.

      “Hades?” he called out as he took his helmet off. “You okay?”

      Vines rustled as the black giant schnauzer shot out of the garden. When he reached him, he snuffled and then licked the pumpkin shrapnel off Malcolm’s face. Then barked, wanting Malcolm to get up.

      “Give me a minute.”

      Finally, he sat up, wiping the pumpkin off his leather motorcycle jacket and stared around the vine patch he’d landed in. This wasn’t anywhere near New York or Boston as far as he could tell.

      A massive garden sprawled out all around him, filled with flowers and vegetables. The pumpkins had been destroyed, his motorcycle having left a swath of destruction through them. But the rest of the garden was untouched. Shimmering golden pebbles created a winding path that led to a white Victorian house in the distance.

      Hades settled down beside Malcolm as they stared at the sandy gold walkway glowing with a faint illuminating spell, enough to see by on a dark night. He could feel magic all around him, but it wasn’t blood magic like he had. This was earth magic, elemental. And it was everywhere. Even the vines seemed to shimmer with the fresh dew of enchantments on their leaves.

      A witch lived here. That much was obvious. Malcolm climbed to his feet and patted his familiar’s black furry head.

      “Hades, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore,” he muttered.
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      Malcolm took another reluctant glance at the garden he destroyed, and winced. He shared a look with Hades.

      “Do you think I can fix it?”

      Hades whined, and his short bobbed tail wiggled uncertainly, and Malcolm could feel the dog’s mental attempt to bolster his confidence.

      “Thanks, buddy…”

      Drawing a deep breath to help him focus, Malcolm lifted his hands up, hoping to open the pathway to his magic. It was like trying to navigate a rocky, bush-covered path in the mountains during a thunderstorm at night, where each step was uncertain, and every rock and tree held potential danger behind it.

      He closed his eyes and searched for something, anything, he could grab onto. Heat shot out from his palms. When he opened his eyes, he cursed. Flames had exploded from his hands, setting fire to the ruined pumpkins and the vines. Hades barked at the sight of the spreading fire, backing cautiously away. He had wanted to fix the vines and pumpkins, not roast them into a pie!

      “Shit!” Malcolm hissed as turned and sprinted toward the old Victorian house. He frantically searched the garden for a hose. This was why he hated magic. He had a good control of everything else in his life, his software company was booming, he could always get a date when he wanted one, but magic? It was a trainwreck that kept him off balance.

      The back door of the house burst open and a woman screamed.

      “Oh my God!”

      A woman rushed past him in a panic into the garden, and for a moment, time seemed to slow down.

      Her chestnut hair fell in tumbling waves past her shoulders. In those seconds that she passed him, she came close enough for him to see the full profile of her shockingly pretty face, and he caught the most enchanting scents of honeysuckle and hyacinth. That single glimpse of her was like a punch to his gut, and he sucked in a breath. When the moment passed, so did she, speeding toward the epicenter of his crash landing and accidental arson.

      The woman threw her hands up in the air, and the clouds above her coalesced and darkened. A torrent of rain poured down over the small inferno. The woman moved her hands, guiding the rain to extinguish all of the flames. Malcolm could actually feel the power rolling off her.

      She was a witch. And a strong one at that.

      When the last flame died under the torrent of rain, the clouds dispersed. The woman had her back to him, Her shoulders slumped and her head sagged in defeat. She bent to lift up a burnt vine, clutching it to her chest before she slowly let it drop back to the ground. Then she turned around, her gaze searching the garden until it locked onto him. The moment their eyes met, something rippled beneath his skin like quicksilver, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

      It was as though a chill and a wave of heat had passed through him in rapid succession. The woman stared at him, her hands perched on her jean clad hips. The t-shirt she wore had the cover of an old book on it, featuring a headless horseman holding a pumpkin in the air and storm clouds above him. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow by Washington Irving was written in scrawling script across the bottom.

      “Who the hell are you?” The woman marched toward him, her hips sashaying in a most distracting way. Damn, she was cute, even though she was angry. She marched up to him and jabbed a finger into his chest. Her eyes were a brilliant shade of hazel, like honey mixed with nutmeg. Her long hair curled at the ends and he had the sudden urge to reach out and wrap that dark hair around his fist to feel its silkiness.

      “Who. Are. You?” She punctuated each word with another jab. “And why did you set my prized pumpkins on fire?”

      “Your prized pumpkins? I—” he tried to say, but she cut him off.

      “What do you have to say for yourself, fire starter?” Her eyes turned golden yellow as a spell began to weave above her head.

      “If you just let me talk—” His magic suddenly woke up like a sleeping dragon in response to this witch’s magical threat. A bolt of electricity shot out of his hands as he held them up in surrender, zapping her right on that adorable bottom of hers. “Crap!”

      She screeched, clutched her bottom, and the spell above her head shot out at him.

      He flew through the air and landed on the back steps of the porch with a grunt. There was a sickening crunch and pain like a hammer striking an anvil, with his right arm caught in between. Malcolm sprawled across the house steps, his broken arm cradled against his chest, and stared at the witch. He hadn’t been hexed since he was in grade school. She gasped and covered her mouth with her hands.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” She ran toward him, but Malcolm held up his good hand to warn her off.

      “Stay back!” he snapped. “I really don’t want to get hexed again.”

      She halted, eyes still round with shock as she stared at him.

      “I didn’t mean to you hex you, I…” she seemed to realize her words were coming out all wrong. “What sort of creature are you?” Her head tilted to one side. “Wait… you have magic too, don’t you?” she answered her own question.

      “Sort of,” he admitted and nodded to the ruined pumpkins. “I did all that, but I didn’t mean to. Hell, I don’t even know where I am, or how I got here.” He slowly got to his feet and whistled for Hades, who was watching this interaction from a safe distance.

      “You don’t know where you are?” The witch then jumped as Hades trotted past her to stand beside Malcolm. The dog sighed as though he deemed it was safe now to stand between him and the witch.

      “A few minutes ago, I was in Boston. Hades and I were on my motorcycle, driving down the street and then, wham! A witch wormhole opens and here we are.”

      The witch studied Hades with fascination. She caught her lip between her teeth, and a tiny line appeared between her eyebrows as she examined the giant schnauzer. “Is he your familiar?”

      “Yeah, he is. Fuck …” His arm was really starting to hurt and he could feel his body going into shock. “I’m sorry, I need to cut this talk short. I’ve got to get to an ER.” He groaned as the pain made his knees wobble.

      “Oh, that? I can fix your arm.” She took a step toward him.

      Malcolm flinched, his instincts kicking in. “I think you’ve done enough,” he growled. “I don’t want my other arm broken.” He tried to stand, wobbling for a moment as pain shot up his arm and threw him off balance.

      “Don’t be such a baby.” She grasped his good arm. Despite her forceful words, her grip was surprisingly gentle. Something traveled between them, an electric current that broke through the pain and created the strangest awareness of another person he had ever felt in his life. She continued to guide him toward the back of the house, not acknowledging the feeling. Perhaps she hadn’t felt it? He grudgingly let her take him inside her home.

      Despite the pain radiating from his arm, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the witch’s house. It was unlike anything he’d ever seen. He’d grown up with magic, but this was something else entirely… it was magic that felt… magical. The silver weaving of spells actually danced through the air, spinning and twirling like magical snowstorms. Potted plants hung in the air, and vines grew down the center stair railing, with exotic blooms so big they almost didn’t seem real. Scents of cinnamon, vanilla, sage and other flowers perfumed the air. The portraits on her walls moved about, but were far more animated than his own stiff ancestors. Most were happy, smiling men and women who waved at him before they continued on their journeys. If his arm hadn’t been broken he probably would have waved back. This place felt liberated, free, expressive in a way his old home in Boston never had been. There was a charm to the old world magic feel that came with his father’s world, but this…this was a witch’s house built around the magic of the natural world.

      “Your spells …” he said as the witch led him into a kitchen.

      “What about them?” The woman urged him to sit on a stool facing the kitchen island, which was covered with platters of cookies and pies. Some of them definitely made with pumpkin by the smell of it. He’d stick to the apple pies if she offered him any later…pumpkin wasn’t his favorite flavor right now.

      “They…”

      “One sec, the timer on these cookies was beeping just before you exploded my prized pumpkins.”

      She bent over in front of the ovens and removed more edible cookies. He completely forgot what he’d wanted to say. His gaze wasn’t on the cookies, but on her very cute, shapely bottom that made him want to sink his teeth in and nibble and… what the hell? He wasn’t some damn vampire. Then he noticed the small burn mark on her jeans pocket from where his magic had zapped her.

      Oops…

      She set the baking tray of cookies down on the cooling rack and turned the oven off.

      “Sit.” She pointed at the stool like she was commanding a dog. He hadn’t realized he was still standing, trying to get a better look at her ass.

      When did I get so horny? Malcolm had had his fair share of girlfriends and flings. He had a healthy sex drive, sure, but something about this witch was doing crazy things to him. He couldn’t think straight.

      “Let me take a look at your arm.”

      She came over and placed one of her palms on his elbow, just above his broken arm. Her other palm cupped his cheek. She closed her eyes.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Shush.”

      Her hand was warm and soft, and he felt oddly soothed by that simple contact in a way he couldn’t explain.

      Malcolm contented himself with staring at her soft, full, kissable lips. Damn, he might just have to give in to temptation and kiss her. She’d probably hex him again, and he’d deserve it, but he was pretty sure it would be worth it.

      Glowing streams of purple light spun out from all around her and hovered in the air, weaving themselves into a tight webbing that looked like a cast before the spell descended and wrapped around the skin of his broken arm. He expected to feel pain, but there was none. Instead, his body warmed up beneath the shape of the spell. He did feel the odd sensation of his bones knitting themselves back together. As the magic flowed through him, he felt more aware of himself and everything inside him in a way he never had before.

      The witch’s lips parted slightly. He leaned into her palm, which was still cupping his cheek, wanting to feel that warmth, that sense of strange and wondrous connection that her touch had made him feel. After a moment, the magic faded, and she opened her eyes. The bright gold of her eyes softened back to an amber hue. She jerked her hand away from him, her eyes narrowing.

      “Your magic’s not like mine,” she said. “Are you a hedge warlock?”

      “No,” Malcolm sighed. “I have blood magic.”

      Technically all witches and warlocks had magic in their blood, but his family had magic that came from within themselves. Hedge witches and hedge warlocks were elemental. Their strength came from the elements around them.

      Hedge witches and warlocks were not popular in cities and usually not welcomed by those with blood magic. It was a silly prejudice between the two kinds of magic, but he’d seen it his whole life. He didn’t have a problem with hedge magic, but his father did. So he shouldn’t have been surprised that the mistrust went both ways.

      “Oh,” the witch said, and pulled away from him.

      Malcolm caught her wrist and she sucked in a breath like she was expecting another zap from him. “Wait, I don’t bite or anything.”

      She frowned. Her gaze dropped to the hand that gripped her wrist. A delicate English ivy vine tattoo on her inner forearm came to life, real vines magically manifesting outside of her skin to crawl down to her hand as a physical vine, twining around his wrist. He didn’t freak out, although he probably should have. Then again, he’d had boyhood fantasies about the femme fatale villain Poison Ivy in the Batman comics and this was damned close. But what did really unsettle him was that he wasn’t used to hedge magic. Other than being around his father, he avoided magic most days. But hers felt nice… when it wasn’t hexing him.

      “Who are you?” she asked. The vine continued to curve around his skin as though it was exploring him.

      “My name’s Malcolm Wellesley. This is my familiar, Hades.” He flashed her a grin that on mortal women had them purring and sidling up to him. But this witch didn’t purr or sidle. She simply gazed back at him, her honey eyes seeing clear through him.

      Hades stood up and put his paws on the counter to better smell the nearest pie. The pumpkin one, of course. Hadn’t the dog had enough pumpkin for one night?

      “And you are?” he asked. He really wanted to know her name. He leaned in a little. Her pupils widened and her cheeks pinkened with an adorable blush. The English ivy vines still coiled around his wrist, working their way up his forearm.

      “Callista Wynter…” she said at last. “But everyone calls me Calli.”

      “Calli.” When he said her name, the vines around his wrist tightened slightly, but not in a bad way. It felt more like it was gently hugging him.

      “Huh. It’s never done that before,” she murmured.

      “They don’t usually hug strangers like that?”

      Calli shook her head. “They showed up when I was twelve. They move sometimes, but hardly ever emerge from my skin like that to become actual vines…”

      A soft huff from Hades drew their attention. He was licking his chops as he eyed the cookies in front of him. The vines around Malcolm’s wrist retreated into Calli’s arm and vanished.

      “Sorry. He’s hungry,” said Malcolm. “We haven’t eaten in hours.”

      “Can he have a cookie?” Calli asked.

      “Yeah, sure. No chocolate in them, right?”

      She shook her head as she removed a cookie from the baking tray and gave it to the dog, who scarfed it down instantly.

      “By the way … where exactly are we?”

      “This is Moonstone Falls. You said you came from Boston?” Calli asked. He nodded and she said, “We’re just a little north of Boston, about thirty miles or so.”

      “Moonstone Falls…” he muttered to himself. “Wait, I know that name. But how the hell do I know it?” He swore he’d heard of this place, but couldn’t for the life of him remember how.

      “I live on the far edge of town,” Calli said. “You won’t be able to rent a room at the Moonstone Inn until dawn unless you don’t mind talking to a—” She stopped.

      “Talking to a what?”

      “I really shouldn’t talk about it. Moonstone Falls isn’t like other towns.” Calli busied herself scooping cookies from the baking sheet onto a cooling rack.

      Malcolm got up and came around the counter where she stood, crowding her space a little. She wasn’t short, perhaps five foot six, but he still towered over her at six foot two. As he cornered her, her pupils widened, her cheeks darkened with a blush and her lips parted as she drew in a sharp breath.

      Damn…there was something hot about catching her a little off guard like that.

      “So, this place is magical? It’s not like I’d tell anyone.”

      She lifted her hazel eyes. “Yes, it’s a magical town, but it’s more than that. We live in a concentrated pocket of magical energy. It attracts all sorts of supernatural creatures, so we have protective wards around the town to keep out curious humans. Mostly for their own protection. We let some humans in, though. Those we get to know on the outside that mean no harm to us, or those who already know about the town and don’t have any negative energy toward us.”

      “If this place is warded, should it have prevented someone from opening a witch portal from inside the protection of the wards?” he asked.

      “It should have…” She chewed her bottom lip, and for a moment Malcolm forgot what they were talking about.

      When he pulled himself out of a daydream about kissing her again, he glanced out the kitchen window at the back gardens, where his bike and sidecar were still turned on their side. “The Moonstone Inn doesn’t open until morning?”

      “Yes. Only vampires can call for late-night bookings after ten. They have a vampire on staff to answer those calls. The rest of us are supposed to wait to call until the morning.”

      “Ahh…” he cleared his throat. “Not to be a pest or risk another hex, but could Hades and I stay here? Just for tonight? We’ll be gone tomorrow.”

      She looked at him skeptically. “I suppose it’s alright. But you’ll need to shower and wash your clothes. You are covered in pulverized pumpkin.” She delivered that with a frown that reminded him that those pumpkins had been important to her.

      “A shower would be great.” He could definitely smell the pumpkin still on him and by morning, it wouldn’t smell as good as it did right now. A shower was definitely a necessity.

      “All right then, follow me. I’ll show you to a room and the bathroom you can use. I assume you haven’t had dinner?” She turned those stunning hazel eyes on him that sometimes turned a burning amber color when he got too close.

      “Nope.”

      “Right, I’ll send something up for you and Hades.” Calli led the way and Malcolm followed, swallowing hard as he climbed the stairs behind her and found himself staring once again at the delectable ass and wanting to strip her clothes off to see it. He loved sex… but the need to take this particular woman to bed was almost overpowering. Had her pumpkins been hexed with a lust spell or something?

      Get it together, Wellesley, or she’ll hex you again.
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      Calli Wynter’s heart pounded like a jackhammer as she climbed the stairs to show Malcolm to a spare bedroom.

      A warlock was in her house. Not just any warlock, but a blood warlock. She was a hedge witch. The two magics were like oil and water, they didn’t get along. Probably because hedge witches used their magic by drawing from the world around them and using their magic to create beautiful life, whereas those who were born with blood magic tended to have an inflated ego because their magic came from within themselves. She’d never liked the self-aggrandizing attitude of some of the blood witches and warlocks she’d met.

      It would be wise to be careful around Malcolm. He’d already destroyed her garden, set fire to half of her backyard, obliterated her pumpkin crop and caused a small earthquake. All of that was the result of his uncontrolled blood magic. His magic. She prayed he wouldn’t set her house on fire next. Thinking fast, she started sending anti-flame enchantments to all parts of the house.

      “What spell was that?” Malcolm asked as he came up behind her. She nearly tripped on the stairs.

      “Oh … it’s just one of my nightly protection spells that I forgot to set up earlier.”

      “Is Moonstone Falls dangerous?”

      “No, but a town full of magical creatures can be a bit unpredictable.” They’d reached the top of the stairs. When she looked at him again, her heart jolted.

      Why did he have to be so gorgeous? He had features which seemed to be cut from stone by angels. He probably thought he was downplaying his sexiness by dressing like a lumberjack, but it only made him more enticing. His flannel shirt looked soft, and he smelled incredible. She had the sudden image of wearing his shirt, feeling that soft fabric on her bare skin and breathing in the scent of him as it enveloped her. His scent was like the woods, completely natural. She could actually feel the natural magic that clung to his skin. It was a magic she recognized and adored. He must have been outside recently, deep in the woods. Those trees had kissed his skin and hair with a pure and ancient magic, and it had left a scent behind. It was the same ancient magic that called to her every day and whispered its wisdom to her.

      To be so close to this man with the purest green eyes she’d ever seen and thick dark hair that she wanted to dig her fingers into while she… God, she felt drunk just being near him, which was insane. She couldn’t get drunk from being close to someone… could she?

      Malcolm leaned against the wall, a curious, somewhat amused gleam in those jade green eyes of his. She hadn’t realized she’d been staring at him.

      She cleared her throat. “Right, so here’s a guestroom you can use.” She opened the door closest to the stairs. She had five extra rooms in the house aside from her own. This would do as well as any other.

      She’d chosen the one room with walls as green as his eyes. Why had she done that?

      Portraits hung in gold frames on the walls, and a large fourposter bed with vines wrapped around the wood sat against one wall. Flowers from the vines on the bedposts began to blossom the moment Malcolm entered the room. She’d never seen her magic do that for anyone but herself.

      “I guess the bed likes me,” he chuckled.

      She snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself, Firestarter. It does that whenever I’m around.”

      But that wasn’t quite the truth. The flowers always bloomed, but they’d never produced those exotic looking blooms before.

      Hades bounded up onto the bed and immediately tossed the pillows off with his nose, then rolled around on the plush white comforter and flopped onto his side. Thankfully, unlike Malcolm, the dog had escaped being covered with pumpkin.

      “Hades, come on. That’s rude. Get off. She doesn’t need you rearranging her pillows.” Malcolm pointed to the floor expectantly. Hades turned to look at him with inscrutable, dark, brown eyes. Malcolm stared back at the dog, and Calli wondered if they were having some sort of private communication. The schnauzer huffed softly and turned to look straight at her, as if asking for her opinion.

      “He’s fine.” Calli assured Malcolm and she patted the dog’s head. Hades was a beautiful dog and so sweet despite his intimidating size.

      “I’ve never seen a schnauzer this big before.” The nature of familiars meant that they were different than other animals. They lived as long as their chosen witch or warlock, and they were incredibly intelligent.

      Malcolm shook his head. “He’s a giant schnauzer, the largest of the breed. How about you? Do you have a familiar?”

      The question caught her off guard. “No, not yet. They don’t come until later in my family.”

      “In my family, they usually show up when we’re around twelve or thirteen.”

      He reached out to the nearest pink bloom on the bed vine, which flared its petals toward his long, elegant fingers. “Your spells are incredible.”

      She leaned against the bedpost and eyed him thoughtfully.

      “You sound surprised. You don’t cast a lot of spells?” She couldn’t help but be curious.

      His self-deprecating laugh pricked her heart. “Honestly? I can’t do any spells, not on purpose. It’s the one thing in my life I’m not good at.”

      “What?” Calli gasped. “But I sense a lot of magic in you.” It was true, she sensed a very powerful magic in him. When she’d healed his arm, much of the power had come from him. She had merely tapped into it and directed it where it needed to go.

      Malcolm sat down on the edge of the bed.

      “I’m not a full-blooded warlock. My dad is, but my mother is non-magical. My power has been problematic at best, dangerous at worst. It’s why I avoid magic when I can.”

      “Oh…” Calli wondered what it would be like, dreading what her magic might do every day. No wonder he avoided it. “So your crazy attempt at making pumpkin pie in the garden was…” she tried to tease him, but the defeated look he gave her tugged at her heart.

      “Just my magic going haywire,” he sighed. “I’m really sorry. When Hades and I came through the portal, I had no control over my bike.” He was so sexy, so irresistible, so hot that every time he flashed a smile at her, she wanted to melt into a puddle at his feet, but this… this fear of something he was born with? It made her chest ache. No one should have to fear their magic.

      “What about the fire?”

      Malcolm’s face turned ruddy, accenting those handsome cheekbones of his. “I was actually trying to fix the damage and it didn’t work. It literally backfired… into an actual fire.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I can make them grow back. Let me show you to the bathroom.” She showed him the guest bathroom across the hall, then got some towels out of the cabinets and handed them to him.

      “Thanks.” He patted the towels in his arms. “I promise I’ll be gone in the morning.” Malcolm grinned at her from the doorway and butterflies surged to life in Calli’s stomach. She nearly tripped and fell down the stairs.

      Stupid, sexy, fascinating warlock, she thought as she rushed back down to the kitchen. She enchanted a pair of bowls to carry some water and ground beef upstairs for the dog. Then she heated up a bowl of leftover black bean and pumpkin soup and sent a second tray floating upstairs for Malcolm. The soup would stay hot until he was out of the shower.

      Calli cleaned up the kitchen, trying to distract herself from the fact that a stranger, a blood magic warlock no less, was in her house. Even though she lived in a magical town, blood magic warlocks rarely came here.

      Her best friend, Sage Sinclair, was a hedge witch who specialized in weather and owned Mystic Mornings, the local coffee shop. The last time a blood warlock had passed through town had been a year ago. Back when her parents had been in love, Moonstone Falls used to easily attract witches and warlocks, both hedge and blood. In a strange way it felt like some of the magic of her hometown had faded when her parents had died.

      They had perished in a car crash when she was twelve, and ever since, witches and warlocks seemed to pass through Moonstone less frequently as though the town didn’t call to them anymore. Calli was twenty-eight now, and Moonstone Falls had changed in a way she couldn’t quite explain. And it all started when her parents had died. But maybe that was just her heart and mind seeing something that wasn’t true simply because she felt that for her, that the specialness of the town had gone when her parents had.

      Sure, hedge witches tended to be more solitary and rarely ventured from their small towns or forest homes. Blood magic users thrived in big cities. Hedge witches wouldn’t like the city, it felt barren to them by comparison. They’d feel the struggle of every living being in the city. They didn’t need to touch the earth, hear the wind in the trees, or smell fresh flowers to access their powers. Still, when she’d been a child, it had felt like the distinction between hedge magic and blood magic hadn’t mattered as much as it seemed to now.

      That brought her back to the question plaguing her. How did a blood magic warlock open up a portal to Moonstone Falls when the wards should have prevented it? And why did his magic call to her like a siren? Whenever she touched him or was even near him, she wanted to wrap herself in his magic, in him. It was completely unlike her.

      She’d never been one to chase warlocks before. She had only gone on the odd date over the last few years, the last one with an overly energetic werewolf passing through town. But none of the wild body-and-mind bending sex she’d had with the werewolf, or the seductive nights she’d spent with the occasional vampire, had felt like this.

      Malcolm Wellesley, the disastrous half-warlock, had changed something inside her the moment she’d touched him to heal his arm. It felt like tectonic plates deep within her body and soul had shifted, and the effect was deep and irreversible.

      Her grandmother, Celestine, used to talk about magic speaking to a witch or warlock. A magic that was not theirs, and how dangerous it could be.

      “You must be careful, Calli, my girl,” her grandmother had said. “You mustn’t confuse magic-caused lust with love. If it’s love, you’ve been given a gift. If it’s lust, you’ll be cursed.”

      Is this what she meant? Was Malcolm and his magic seducing her with lust? Because it certainly wasn’t love. How could it be? More than ever she wished that Celestine was still alive. Sometimes she got her grandmother’s portrait to talk but most portraits didn’t talk that much. When she died three years ago, Calli had inherited her house and her bookstore in town, Pages and Potions, but she would have given all of that back to have her parents and her grandmother back.

      Calli started tidying up the kitchen, then the living room. She was about to start on the front porch when she realized that she was looking for reasons not to go upstairs to bed. Because he was up there.

      She shook herself out of it. That was ridiculous. He had to be out of the shower by
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