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      “We’ve been summoned.”

      Nathanial “Nate” Thorne cracked an eyelid to peer at his younger brother Andrew. He grunted and shut his eye. His booted feet were unceremoniously shoved off the table they rested upon. A deep, weary sigh escaped him. “By whom?”

      “Father.”

      “Shit.”

      Drew let out a humorless chuckle. “You sound like an American. Mother would be so proud.”

      Nate experienced a small pang of homesickness, but not for England. No, only for his mother. Ten long years he’d been away, and he missed the unconditional love she’d showered upon him.

      Giving up all pretense of napping, he stretched and straightened. “What’s the emergency?”

      The severe expression on his brother’s normally mellow countenance told Nate all he needed to know. He wasn’t going to like what Drew had to say.

      “The Enchantress needs to be contained.”

      “By us?” His incredulity caused his voice to crack.

      The Enchantress was bloody bad news any way you looked at it. In her quest for power, she was known to enslave men, women, and children alike, mostly all magical with a few innocents getting caught up in the madness. It was why he was stuck in America with his siblings. Their parents wanted them as far away from that insane bitch as they could get. Rightly so, since Isolde de Thorne didn’t care if she stole magic from her kin. That was obvious when she’d cornered and killed Nate’s brother Jonah.

      There was no way Nate wanted a damned thing to do with corralling the most powerful witch alive. She was an Aether. A keeper of magic, and the balance between good and evil. The one person able to give or take away a person’s abilities based on a whim. Only one Aether could rule at a time, and when one died, another would take his or her place.

      Unfortunately, this particular one had gone mad over the last twenty years.

      “We won’t be the only ones to subdue her, Nate. Isis has called forth the strongest from the Six. I’m afraid that’s you and me from our family, brother.”

      The Six he referred to were the original bloodlines. Each descended from the gods and contained limitless power but were subject to the caprices of those same gods. If they were being called to action, they had no choice but to answer.

      “Chance and Lottie? What’s to become of them?”

      “Father’s suggested Chance and Charlotte hole up here in America until we return.”

      “You mean if we return.” Unease tickled the fine hairs on the back of Nate’s neck. “This is suicide, Drew.”

      “Father will be with us for the fight.”

      “You think the great Jonas Thorne will be able to prevent the Aether from obliterating us where we stand?” He made a scoffing noise and rubbed the heels of his hands over his face. “Bloody hell.”

      “I’ll leave instructions with Chance should the worst happen.” Drew tugged at his cuffs and cleared his throat. “But we need to go.”

      “How do we explain our disappearance from the boat?”

      “Technically, we’ll be gone, so there will be no need.”

      “Come on, Drew. If we survive, we’ll want to return. Or at least, you and Chance will.”

      “You don’t?”

      “I don’t know what I want.” Yes, he did, but he wouldn’t voice it yet. Nate didn’t want to risk cursing his luck. What he did say was, “We’ve made our fortunes at the tables. We could walk away and invest in any enterprise that captures our fancy.”

      “It’s all neither here nor there, big brother. We’ve been recalled home.”

      “The least we can do is compel the Captain to pull into the nearest dock. Our departure won’t be as suspicious.”

      “Fine. I’ll take care of it. You teleport and make arrangements for the twins.”

      Chance and Charlotte would be irate at being ordered to stay behind, but to leave those young’uns to their own devices on this vast side of the world would be foolish to the extreme. Lottie had a wild streak longer than the Mississippi River and twice as wide. Chance indulged his twin at every turn.

      “Nate?”

      He glanced up and met his brother’s solemn jade eyes. No words needed to be spoken. They both knew what they faced when they returned to England. “The strongest of the Six, huh?” he asked with a half-grin. “This should be interesting.”

      “Father said Isis intends to pull from the Otherworld. This ceremony promises to be a treat.”

      Drew’s sarcasm regarding the upcoming attempt to defeat the Enchantress wasn’t lost on Nate. With a resigned sigh, he clapped his brother on the back. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Closing his eyes, he mentally pinpointed their location and calculated the distance to the closest town. Baton Rouge. The city was always on his radar. They usually stayed at a small, clean boarding house not far from the port. At this time of night, only the drunks would be awake and not many of them. Most likely, they’d be in an alley somewhere, sleeping off the night’s excess.

      Nate’s cells warmed as he visualized the narrow access road behind the boarding house. Within seconds, he was at his destination and scanning the area for any witnesses to his teleport. Finding none, he strode up to the building’s kitchen door and tried the handle. With a quick look behind him, he murmured, “Recludo.”

      The metal bar securing the door from the other side released and allowed him entry. Nate replaced it and silently made his way to the second floor, stopping at the first bedroom on the right. This time, he didn’t speak as he disengaged the lock.

      He stood at the foot of the four-poster bed and stared at the woman lost to her slumber. The clouds outside the window parted—with a little help from Nate—and moonlight shone down on her pale, classical features. His heart turned over in his chest. For years, they’d been dancing around their feelings, with Nate too much of a coward to tell Evelyn he loved her. Now, he might never get the chance. For sure, informing her just before running off to confront the deadliest witch in history was bad form.

      Nate sat on the edge of the bed. “Evie.”

      She smiled in her sleep.

      “Evie, I need you to wake up.” He trailed light fingers along her temple, stroking her silver-blonde hair. “Wake up now, love.”

      Her lids lifted, and her stunning amber eyes focused on him. “Nathanial? What are you doing in my room?”

      “I have a favor to ask, and I hope you won’t refuse me.”

      Heat flared in her cheeks, and she lowered her gaze to the coverlet she gripped. “I’ll not lay with you, Nathanial. I’ve told you that.”

      “I’ve no doubt I’ll wear you down one day, love, but it’s a different favor I’m after.”

      Concern clouded her face as she turned more fully toward him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Drew and I need to return to England. Will you keep an eye out for the twins while we’re gone?”

      “Of course.” A handful of heartbeats passed as they stared at one another, each unable to break the spell surrounding them. “H-how long will you be gone?”

      He couldn’t lie. Couldn’t flirt and tease his way through a bullshit answer. Not with Evie. Not right then. His tone was solemn as he said, “I don’t know, love. With any luck, a few days at most.” Maybe never, the little voice inside said. But he didn’t want to scare her. He didn’t want to turn what might be their last moments together into a sober, sad affair.

      Nate forced a grin. “The Thornes will be out of your beautiful hair soon enough, Evie, my love. Never fear.”

      He started to stand, but she grabbed his hand. “Nathanial? You’ll be careful, won’t you? Despite whatever harebrained scheme you’ve got going, you’ll come back?”

      The desire to weep was strong. He stared at her so long, she became uncomfortable and squirmed under his steady regard.

      “Nathanial?” Her voice was a mere whisper, caressing the exposed skin at his throat. He very nearly swore when he realized he wasn’t properly dressed. No wonder she acted like a shy maiden. What was she supposed to do when she woke up to find a man with his shirt half undone, lurking over her?

      “I’ll come back, Evie.”

      She closed her eyes and nodded, her lips in a tight, thin line.

      “I’ll always come back to you, love. Always.”

      Her eyes flew open and locked on his tortured features. Tears shimmered, and one escaped down her cheek. “You’d better, Nathanial Alastair Thorne.”

      This time, his wide grin wasn’t forced. It had only taken her fierce order to make his soul sing. He threw caution to the winds. “I believe it’s well past time I told you I love you, Evie. Don’t you think?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t promise your heart to another while I’m gone.”

      “Then you best hurry home to me,” she retorted, sassy as ever.

      He pulled her to her feet and tucked a lock of hair behind one small, delicate ear. “Count on it.” His lips settled on hers, and her soft gasp of pleasure ricocheted through him. He pulled back and ran a thumb along her damp upper lip. “Soon.”

      Nate tapped the leather packet he’d placed on the bedside table. “This is everything I have in the world. Use what you need.”

      “I’ll keep it safe for you.”

      “Use what you need,” he said firmly. “You have a business to run and two ruffians to support now.”

      As he turned to go, she latched onto his forearm. “Nathanial.” He gazed down into her beautiful face. Her lips moved as if she wanted to speak, but no words tumbled forth.

      “I know, love.”

      With one last light kiss, he teleported back to his room on The Natchez. He had an Enchantress to conquer.
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        EYTHROPE, AYLESBURY, ENGLAND

      

      

      Isolde de Thorne watched her son playing in the garden three stories below. Even through the distortion of the glass, she could see the strong aura of magic surrounding the boy. One day, he’d possess more power than she. On that day, her hunger would outweigh her love for him, and she’d steal what he had—or die trying.

      Most people believed her heartless, and they would be ninety-nine percent correct. But that remaining one percent was for the black-haired boy below. He deserved a better life than the twisted, dark one she had to offer. He deserved to grow up normal, with love and laughter surrounding him. A small part of her, the only human percentage left after four hundred years, wanted that for him. The larger, non-human part laughed at her foolishness.

      Power. It had to be consumed at any cost to feed the beast within.

      She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the cool windowpane. Sending him away was the only option. But who to trust? Who wouldn’t take advantage of his innocence for their own?

      Alastair Thorne will be his savior.

      A vision of a blond man with sapphire-blue eyes appeared in her mind. Those eyes held knowledge, confidence, and good humor. Yes, he’d be the perfect man to care for her son.

      While they’d never met, she knew of the Thornes. Rumor had it, the family patriarch was a decent man and a good father. He was the only trustworthy warlock she could recall. As a distant cousin to her son, he might be inclined to care for the boy and see he had a proper upbringing.

      Unlike yourself, a little voice taunted.

      Her eyes popped open, and she bunched her hair into fists on either side of her temples. “Shut up!” she hissed. “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”

      Her son paused in his play, startled like a deer sensing danger on the wind. Slowly, he inched his head up and met her gaze. Isolde could detect no fear from him, only concern for her. A single tear formed and fell. The trail of wetness mocked the snarling beast inside her, enraging it further.

      Today. She had to send him away today if she wanted to save him. Already, she could feel the hold on her sanity slipping. Soon, she’d strike against him, an innocent boy of only eight years, and he’d be defenseless against the monster she’d become.

      Belatedly, after years of consuming magic at an alarming rate, Isolde realized she’d made a mistake. She had thought by feeding the beast, she’d keep it happy, but in its greed, it only wanted more and more. Now, that horrid creature wanted her son. She could hold out. She must.

      With a simple snap of her fingers, she woke the writing tools on her secretary. The pen scratched out her convoluted thoughts, pausing now and again when her brain stuttered over her request. Finally, it swirled her name at the bottom and dropped to the polished wooden surface.

      A wave of her hand dried the ink.

      “Deliver yourself to Alastair Thorne,” she instructed the parchment.

      It rolled itself tightly and disappeared in a light puff of black smoke just as a shockwave rocked the countryside.

      Adrenaline and an odd anticipation thrummed through Isolde’s veins. If she wasn’t mistaken, a goddess was about to pay her a visit. The beast stopped clawing at her insides and lifted its head to sniff the air.

      “Yes,” it purred. “More power.”

      Her cells warmed as she thought of the garden and her son below. Within mere seconds, she stood ten feet away from him. Although wary, the boy stared at her calmly, his obsidian eyes prepared for the news she had to deliver. It was as if he’d expected her to come to him.

      “Come here, boy.”

      Because he was wise beyond his young years, he obeyed and trudged forward, stopping only a foot away. He didn’t touch her. He knew better than to trust she wouldn’t absorb his magic. She’d warned him only two years before—hugs were forbidden between them.

      “I’ve made arrangements for your care, but you must hide now. There, over the ridge, about a hundred yards to the north. Don’t return, boy.”

      He opened his mouth, but she held up a hand to forestall his words of protest. Out of a sense of obligation, he’d stay to try to protect her, and he’d be killed or wounded in the process.

      “My darling, you’ll do as I say,” she commanded past the knot forming in her throat. “Promise me you’ll cloak yourself as I’ve taught you and come out for no one but Alastair Thorne. Can you do that?”

      Once, they had been as a mother and child should be, and the remembered love flared in his eyes for a brief second. He nodded, tears welling, but not falling. “I can do that, Mama.”

      Mama.

      Not “Mother” as he’d called her for the past few years, but “Mama” as he’d done when he first learned to speak and would run to her on chubby little legs without reservation, knowing she’d sweep him into a fierce hug and rain kisses on his lovely little face.

      “I love you, Damian. I need you to remember me how I was, not how I’ve become.” She squatted to make them eye level. “It’s possible for one such as us.” Isolde placed a hand on her heart. “I feel it here. You’ll find a great love one day. And when you do, you’ll be a far better parent than I ever could be.”

      “I love you, Mama.”

      “Good. That’s the one thing I was unable to destroy.” She tapped a finger to his adorable nose. “Go now, son. I’m out of time.”

      Damian broke her steadfast rule and flung himself into her arms. The beast within her snarled and snapped, straining at the flimsy chain holding it in place. Isolde allowed her son only two seconds to embrace her before she forcefully set him away.

      “Do as I say, boy.”

      “Yes, Mama,” he whispered, staring at her face as if to memorize every feature. “We’ll meet again. Try to remember this.” He gestured between their hearts. “Please, Mama. Don’t forget.”

      Her vision blurred, and she swiped the back of her hand along her damp cheeks.

      “I’ll remember,” she lied. If she survived today, the one percent would be snuffed out. They both knew it as surely as they drew breath.

      “Please do.”

      She smiled at his formal tone. “Goodbye, my precious boy. Remember to cloak yourself, and don’t come out for anyone but Alastair Thorne,” she reminded him.

      Then he was gone.

      The grass muted the sound of footfalls, but Isolde sensed the crowd forming behind her. Slowly, hands in the air, she turned to face the dozen or more people who’d come to destroy the Aether.

      Fools.

      Her attention was caught by the blond man in front. She tilted her head to the side as she focused on him. The man looked slightly different from her earlier vision. Thinner and a bit taller. Less elegant, somehow.

      “Alastair Thorne?” she asked curiously.

      He shot a quick look at the older warlock next to him. “Nathanial Thorne.”

      “You’ll not set your sights on my son,” the auburn-haired man beside him said gruffly.

      She laughed.

      Sauntering forward, Isolde kept her gaze locked on Nathanial Thorne, ignoring his father completely. “You’re incredible. All fierce and proud. Your magic…” She closed her eyes and inhaled the warm scent of cinnamon. “Your magic is divine.”

      Her eyes snapped open, and she released the seductive energy she used to reel in her victims. “Come to me, Nathanial,” she purred. “I want to taste you, lover.”

      “Shit!”

      Her magic was met with resistance as he shook his head and jerked backward.

      “Evie,” he said under his breath.

      A vision came to her of a pale-haired woman with amber eyes. Her gaze held love for the man standing before Isolde now.

      “She’s lovely. I’ve never seen anyone with her hair color before. So silver as to be white,” she said, taking another step toward him and lifting her hand to beckon him forward. “If you join me now, I shall spare her life.”

      The blood drained from his face, leaving his skin a sickly shade of gray. But he stood his ground.

      Suddenly, a bright gold light flared between them, and Damian ran through the rift, placing himself in front of Nathanial. Shock held her immobile as Nathanial’s father raised his arm, a flaming ball of energy directed at her son.

      “Noooooo!” she screamed. She surged forward, prepared to decimate the entire group if it meant saving Damian.

      Nathanial caught his father’s arm before it descended, and he shook his head. Wrapped in his other arm was her boy. “We don’t make war on children, Father. You taught me that.”

      “He’s her son, Nate. He’ll grow to be evil like her.” In desperation, he added, “Did you forget what she did to your brother Jonah?”

      Nathanial’s cold-eyed stare collided with his father’s. “He’s a boy, now under my protection. You’ll not harm him.”

      Isolde’s shock held her immobile, and she met Damian’s sad, knowing eyes across the short distance. He’d seen the future, and it was Nathanial Thorne who would see her son to adulthood. How or what part Alastair from her vision played, she didn’t know. She only hoped her son didn’t descend into insanity as she had.

      “Go,” she mouthed to him.

      He shut his eyes tightly and teleported himself and Nathanial away.

      “What the bloody hell⁠—!”

      “Our sons have saved each other, Mr. Thorne. You should do the same and teleport to safety. I won’t be taken today.” Isolde lifted her hands, and the wind picked up around them. The sturdy oaks bent and swayed under the force of her power. Fire flared to life in the stone urns bordering the garden, dancing up and outward, as it threatened those closest.

      The twelve remaining witches and warlocks surprised her when they parted and encircled her. She’d have thought they’d have run for the hills at her casual show of force.

      A warlock with light brown hair and a face similar to Nathanial’s captured her attention when he stepped forward. “We’re here to stop you, Aether.” Determination shone brightly in his jade-green eyes.

      “You can try, child. But between all of you, there isn’t enough magic to do so.”

      “Perhaps not, but she has plenty.”

      An atmospheric change occurred, and the air crackled around them. Blinding light flooded the garden just as the goddess appeared through a rift in space, followed by twelve of the most powerful witches of the Otherworld.

      Isis had arrived, and she didn’t look thrilled to be calling.
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          MODERN DAY – NORTH CAROLINA
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      Vacation at last!

      Elizabeth Thorne stepped through the double doors of Thorne Industries and inhaled a deep, cleansing breath. The newest artifact her boss had been so all-fired to acquire was safely disposed of, and now, the family could rest easy for a bit. Surely, there weren’t that many more threats to their kind left out there, right? Fourteen days of relaxation—mixed with a few nights of margaritas and Karaoke—were just what the witch doctor ordered. She sniggered at her internal joke.

      With a spring in her step, she walked at a fast clip toward her Jeep. Just as she reached the vehicle door, an atmospheric shift lifted the hair on her neck, the air around her becoming highly charged.

      Incoming!

      She whirled, ready to strike, but her hand was caught in a vice-like hold. Acting on instinct, she brought her knee up, only to have her balance threatened when she was released as quickly as she’d been detained.

      “You should be more careful, qalbi. Deserted parking lots aren’t safe for beautiful women such as yourself.”

      The grave expression on the man’s dignified face was his standard trademark whenever she saw him these days. But once upon a time, he’d relaxed enough to let his guard down. When he had, those dark, seductive eyes of his filled with sparkling mischief.

      “Rafe. I should have known.” She clicked the remote in her hand. “Other than you, no one would dare accost me on Thorne property. What are you doing here?”

      “Accost? You struck first.” He shrugged and answered her question. “I was in town. I thought perhaps I could persuade you to dine with me.”

      Goddess, she wanted to, but starting something with a man who had serious commitment issues and disappeared on a whim went against good sense. And she’d started a new relationship less than two months ago, so there was that. Although, to be honest, if she believed for one second Rafe wanted something more than a convenient lay, she’d toss old whatshisname over in a heartbeat. Not great girlfriend etiquette, but the heart wanted what the heart wanted. Hers wanted Rafe Xuereb. Had for nigh on four years. Damned Thorne curse.

      “Sorry. I have plans.” She cast him a cool, dismissive smile over her shoulder.

      “No, you don’t.”

      No, she didn’t, because her new boyfriend, Franklin, was out of town—again. But she’d be damned if she’d admit to being abandoned for the fifth time in as many weeks. He was the fourth guy in a year who seemed to find matters other than their budding relationship more important. She was beginning to develop a complex.

      Swinging open the door, she tossed her purse across the console to the passenger side.

      “Liz.”

      When he said her name in that soft, compelling way, her insides turned to liquid heat. She froze in place as if he’d cast a containment spell on her. He hadn’t. Rafe was far too noble and forthright to do anything dastardly. No, that was his appeal.

      “Don’t.”

      She closed her eyes against the remembered pain of the morning he’d left her. She’d believed they started something, and when she woke to find him gone after three days in her bed—no note, no message of any kind—she’d been devastated. Family legend held that Thornes only loved once. They tended to recognize their soulmates instantly and become completely enamored. It had been no different for Liz when she met Rafe that one sunny spring day in Paris.

      “Qalbi, why won’t you talk to me and let me set the misunderstanding to rights?”

      Suddenly furious and tired of it all, she whirled to face him. “Misunderstanding? Rafe, you left me without bothering to say goodbye. Without bothering to leave a simple note with your phone number. How is that a misunderstanding?” She smacked his hand away when he would have touched her. “Look, I get it was a casual fling for you. I should’ve realized that from the start. But for me…” She trailed off and shook her head.

      He shifted closer, ducking his head to meet her eyes. “For you, what? Finish your thought, Liz. Tell me what it meant to you.”

      “Why? So you can laugh at my naiveté?” she snapped.

      “Never that.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. I’m seeing someone.”

      His mouth tightened into a thin white line. “He is a bastard and doesn’t deserve you.”

      “Regardless, I don’t cheat.”

      “I’m not suggesting you do.” He paused for a heartbeat or two. “You should break up with him.”

      Of all the arrogant—! “Why? Other than the fact he’s dating me, why do you hate him so much?”

      “Isn’t that enough?” He met her gaze with such intensity and directness she nearly gasped.

      “I don’t understand you, Rafe,” she managed from her suddenly parched throat. “You disappear for weeks—sometimes months—on end, doing Goddess knows what, and then return to say things like this. Please, stop. Franklin is good to me. He may even love me.” She couldn’t quite state the lie and say she loved him in return, but she was growing fond of him. A life could be built on that type of affection, right?

      Rafe’s face became an inscrutable mask. “Of course. I have no wish to disrupt your life. Good night, Liz. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Actually, I’m on vacation for the next two weeks.” She wasn’t quite certain why she felt the need to blurt the information. Possibly because her last true vacation was the one she’d taken to Paris. Or maybe she wanted to test him in some small way.

      The hot look in his eyes seared her. Seemed he, too, was remembering their time in France. Or rather, in the swanky hotel room in France. Once they’d met, they didn’t leave their suite.

      “Alone?” The timbre of his spine-tingling voice deepened. It set off all sorts of alarm bells in her head.

      “Franklin will eventually join me. Right now, he has business elsewhere.”

      “I’m sure he does.”

      Rafe’s contemplative gaze slowly ran the length of her body. She was positive he missed nothing and, like Superman, could see beneath her form-hugging pencil skirt and white button-down top. Or perhaps he was remembering her nude. Neither of them had been shy during their brief interlude as lovers.

      A flush started somewhere around her toes and worked its way up her neck. Her face started a slow burn—pretty much like her libido, which had been on a four-year hiatus unless Rafe was around. Ah, hell!

      His tongue swiped along the part in his lips, and Liz swallowed hard. It wasn’t an overtly sexual gesture on his part, not meant to be sleazy at all. It was more like an unconscious movement or muscle memory. An act he’d performed after kissing her most private areas, as if he wanted to taste her again.

      “Are you going somewhere… exciting?”

      She might have released a small meep, but if she did, they both purposefully ignored it. Wanting nothing more than to give him the exact location of her first stop so he could join her, she closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “That’s a shame, qalbi. You should have adventure in your life.”

      “I have adventure,” she sputtered. “Plenty of adventure. Every day is one big adventure.” Christ on a cracker, she was babbling!

      A slow, amused smile turned up the corners of his mouth and crinkled the olive-toned skin on the sides of those magnificent midnight-colored eyes. “I’m sure it is. The Human Resources department has to be thrilling most days,” he teased.

      Scowling, she whirled away.

      As Liz reached for the door handle of her Jeep, Rafe stepped to within inches of her back. She could feel his warm breath on her neck, and the sensitive skin at her nape raised with goosebumps.

      “Qalbi, I can show you all the excitement you’ll ever need. Just say the word, and I’m yours.”

      Paralyzed with want and a major case of indecision, Liz stood breathing like she’d just ran a mile, and she wasn’t a runner. Hated any type of exercise if the truth be told. Well, any but sex. That was her favorite form of workout. Thank the Goddess her magical genetics kept her in shape.

      The ringing of her smartphone jolted her out of the sensual spell Rafe had created. She dove headfirst into the vehicle to retrieve her cell.

      
      Rafe released a low groan. Liz was bent over the driver’s side seat as she scrambled for her bag. It was at moments like these, with her perfect, round ass prominently displayed in this manner, he wished he could permit his inner neanderthal to take hold. He wouldn’t, because his father had raised him to be a gentleman, but oh, how he wanted to throw aside social niceties and claim this woman for his own.

      She’d been rejecting him in one form or another over the last year, right after she tracked him to Thorne Manor to deliver his dismissal papers from the Witches’ Council. He was at his wits’ end.

      She continued to cling to the excuse of a relationship with whatever guy she happened to be dating. Currently, that evil sonofabitch Franklin Moore. Rafe considered her relationships shams because she never truly committed to a single one. That would require more than the occasional dinner and end-of-date kiss. Liz’s frustration in that department would continue to grow because he happened to have placed a spell on old Franklin, and all of the men before him. Whenever she kissed one of her companions, the guy would suddenly remember he was needed elsewhere, leaving both parties supremely frustrated.

      “Franklin! Hi!”

      Her voice sounded too chipper for a guiltless woman.

      Rafe leaned back against the Jeep, crammed his hands in his front pockets, and waited.

      “What do you mean you can’t make it? At all? Why?”

      For a brief moment, Liz’s downcast expression triggered Rafe’s guilt. He’d found out from her cousin that Liz was planning a holiday. His intent hadn’t been to ruin her vacation, only to get Franklin the Weasel out of her life.

      “No, I get it. Are you sure you don’t have time… no… I understand.” She disconnected her call and stared morosely at the screen.

      “Everything okay?” Rafe knew it wasn’t. He’d dabbled in Franklin’s business affairs to make sure he fouled up any chance the guy could get away.

      “Nothing important.”

      He hated her defeated tone. Her sadness caused an answering pang in his own heart.

      “Liz…”

      “I’ve got to go. I need to pack.”

      “Pack? You’re a witch. You could conjure anything you might need.”

      “How will it look if I show up without a suitcase?” she snapped.

      He shifted closer and bent his knees to meet her furious eyes. “What do you care? The woman I knew⁠—”

      “But I’m not the woman you knew. She’s long gone, if she even existed. I’m different now. More staid and predict—er, dependable.”

      Pressing his lips together to stem off a smile, he nodded. Yes, to a large degree, she was staid and predictable. Dependable, even. But she had the potential to be much, much more.

      “Those plans you had for dinner. Do they still stand?” he asked softly. “If not, I know a great Italian restaurant only two blocks from where I reside.”

      “Do you live close?”

      “Within a few minutes of you.”

      Her head came up, and she glared. “You know where I live?”

      “I’ve made it my business to learn everything there is to know about you,  qalbi.”

      “That’s stalking, Rafe!”

      “You say tomato, I say tomahto.”

      “Not funny.”

      He shook his head. “You need to learn to have fun again. You are much too uptight.”

      “Fine. I’ll go to dinner with you. I’ll show you exactly how fun I can be.”

      “That would be my fondest wish,” he said with feeling. “Care to drive? I teleported.”

      Liz’s teeth snapped together, and Rafe was sure he heard her molars grind against each other. Jerking her head toward the passenger side, she climbed behind the wheel.

      They drove in silence, and Rafe imagined he could hear the gears of her brain shifting from one topic to another at a rapid rate. Was she putting two and two together? He hadn’t been subtle about his machinations, but he wouldn’t care for Liz to be angry with him this soon in the game.

      “Make a left at the next light,” he directed. “It will be a quarter mile on the right-hand side. Calabresi’s.”

      “Oh, I love that place. I’ve only been one other time, with Nash.”

      Had Rafe not known Liz and her cousin were close, the soft smile she wore would’ve given it away. “How is he going to survive without your services at Thorne Industries while you’re on vacation?”

      “His IQ is off the charts. I have no doubt he’ll figure it out. Besides, he has Ryanne to help him if need be. She can run the entire world with one hand tied behind her back.”

      “She’s impressive.”

      “And taken,” she reminded him.

      Rafe fought a grin. “No one could be left in any doubt. Nash can’t keep his hands off her.”

      “They always think they’re being sly.” Liz’s light laugh shot straight to his groin. It was going to be a long night. He had to continually tell himself he was in it for the long haul and not for the sprint.

      Once they parked, he escorted her inside the restaurant. They were seated in an out-of-the-way area, overlooking the street. None of the outside noise filtered in, or if it did, it was drowned out by the overhead sound system that piped Italian love songs.

      The ambiance of this particular place reminded Rafe of his second home in Italy. He hadn’t been back in many months, and he was feeling a little homesick. While this part of America was beautiful, nothing beat his adopted country of Italy, or his father’s country of origin, Malta. He’d give almost anything to take Liz there and to see the sights through her eyes.

      For now, dinner would have to do. As they reviewed their menus, he silently debated the merits of filling her in on Franklin’s shady business dealings. He could use her help to bring that bastard down, but the idea of placing her in danger rankled. And there was no doubt Liz would dive headfirst into the fray. She was a Thorne, and it was encoded in their DNA to get involved.

      “What are you thinking about so hard?” she asked.

      “You.”

      Her shiny blonde head whipped up as she stared at him with suspicious eyes. “Why?”

      An involuntary smile curled his lips. “If you have to ask…”

      A becoming blush stained her cheeks, and she ducked her head back behind the menu.

      His Liz had become shy around him. Sadness rolled in. Over the years, he’d called himself ten kinds of fool for walking away in the early morning without her number. But back then, he’d been arrogant. He’d believed an elder of the Witches’ Council would have no problem obtaining the number for Elizabeth Thereaux. Except she’d used a false name, and locating her had been impossible.

      “I looked for you,” he said suddenly, feeling it was important for her to know the truth.

      For the second time in as many minutes, her head popped up to stare at him.

      “I did.” He sipped his wine then released a heavy sigh. “I know now why you changed your name—because the Thornes had powerful enemies in those days—but you were impossible to find under the fake alias.” He met her stark amber gaze. “I did search,” he finished softly.

      “My cousin Alastair was adamant that no one who traveled used their real names. With Zhu Lin and Victor Salinger on the loose…” She pulled a face and shook her head helplessly.

      “You don’t need to tell me

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        From the Author
      


      		
        What’s next…
      


      		
        BOOKS BY T.M. CROMER
      


      		
        Bio & Follow Links
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		What’s next…


      		Bio & Follow Links


    


  


OEBPS/images/image-2025-0836-tm-cromer-b09-chapter-image-color.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/ebook-title-page.jpg
T.M. CROMER






OEBPS/images/image-2025-0836-tm-cromer-b09.jpg
‘HORNE‘ \X/ng,;HEé BO@K :
| oL ‘7-\: g/LN N






