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            About this book

          

          AFTER THE MAGIC

        

      

    

    
       

      
        
        Wolf shifter Kason Holt is a single guy, running a bar in a small town tucked away in northern Oregon, with no plans to change status quo.

      

      

      

      
        
        No reason to. The love of his life left him. Natalia Vasquez, a witch from the local coven, moved away to the big city to “find herself.”

      

      

      

      
        
        When she finds herself back in her hometown, she also finds herself an enemy, which isn’t helping Kason’s case to keep her at arm’s length.

      

      

      

      
        
        In fact, he insists on moving in with her to protect her from this unknown enemy.

      

      

      

      
        
        He’ll figure out how to nurse his broken heart later—when she leaves again.

      

        

      
        Witches and Wolves, in reading order:

        After the Magic

        Wolf Me Tender

        Can’t Hide Your Wolf
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      The door to On the Prowl swung open, a beam of sunlight spilling onto the scuffed wooden floor, outlining a shadow of a woman. Tall, although probably a little exaggerated by the angle of the sun. Definitely had curves.

      And wasn’t human.

      Kason Holt kept stacking pint glasses, preparing for the anticipated evening crowd. “On the Prowl is the last stop on your way out of town. You want somethin’ local, or you lookin’ for some of those fancy craft beers they’re making up in Seattle?”

      And everywhere else in the world. Seemed like everybody thought they were a beer expert these days.

      “I was actually hoping you had a nice glass of merlot.” The woman stepped into the bar and the door swung closed behind her, abruptly cutting off the halo of light.

      “Shit.” The word tumbled from his lips before he could clamp them into a thin line he hoped looked disapproving. Or at least off-putting. “You’re back.”

      Natalia Vasquez stepped closer to the bar—thank the gods the wide expanse of wood was between them because Kason had a familiar urge to attack her, and not in a way the word might imply. His version would without a doubt give them both a rollicking good time before it turned sour. Like it always did.

      Not this time. Not again. Not ever again.

      “It’s temporary,” she said, lifting her hand in the classic stop motion.

      “It’s always temporary.”

      “But this time I’m stating it up front.”

      “For once.”

      She winced. Good. She deserved that zinger. And a hundred more, except he was too busy drinking her in to think of any additional scathing remarks at the moment.

      Jesus. She hadn’t changed a bit. No, wait, she’d changed a lot and not a single aspect was off-putting.

      The thick, dark hair was still curly, although she’d managed to mostly tame it into a bun that sat at the base of her neck. Her complexion, while still dark, was several shades paler than the last time she’d breezed through town.

      Too much city living, not enough time outdoors.

      Her wide, brown eyes were outlined with generous, dark lashes and smoky shadow. Her cheekbones were still high and plump, although not as much as they were the last time he’d seen her. She’d definitely lost a little weight.

      He couldn’t decide if that was a bad or good thing.

      Her clothing, if anything, had gotten even more prissy. The button-down, silk blouse, the narrow skirt. What were those things called? A pencil skirt? Seemed like she’d told him that once upon a time.

      And then there were those freaking shoes. Tall, with spiky heels and straps around her ankles; Christ, a man could get lost in a fantasy about her footwear alone.

      A man, but not this one.

      “So why are you back this time?” he asked, his voice gruff, which was okay because it hid how he really felt. What that was, he wasn’t interested in analyzing at the moment. If ever.

      Not if she wasn’t staying.

      “My tía.”

      It was his turn to wince. Selina Vasquez, Natalia’s great- aunt, the woman who’d raised her since her own mother had died when Natalia was a pre-teen, had gone to the Summerlands not even a week prior. Not only was the Willamette Coven mourning Selina’s passing, but so were the wolves. She’d been a great ally and a friend; the first witch they went to for healing that couldn’t be accomplished by the shift.

      “And you’re just now making your way back home?”

      The burning ceremony had been three days ago. Kason had insisted they hold off as long as possible because he’d assumed Natalia would want to be there.

      But she never came.

      Until now.

      She wrung her hands, twisting her fingers until Kason feared she’d wear the damn skin off.

      “Maybe I’d rather have something stronger than wine. Like tequila.” She edged closer to the bar.

      Tequila. Oh, he and Natalia and Maestro Dobel had had some seriously unforgettable ménage à trois back in the day.

      He grabbed the bottle he kept tucked under the bar. It was coated with dust.

      He reached for a martini glass, prepared to make one of the fancy concoctions she liked so much, but she shook her head. “Straight. Neat.”

      He paused before flipping over a lowball glass. Straight and neat was Natalia’s code for it’s been a shitty day and I need the liquor to hit fast and hard to help me forget.

      The drink he poured was a heavy-handed one.

      She sat gracefully on the barstool and wrapped her right hand around the glass. Lifting it to her lips, she breathed in before taking a sip. Then a slug. She closed her eyes and let it linger on her tongue before swallowing and chasing it with another. It’d be fucking erotic if he let his mind wander there.

      Finally, she opened her eyes and canted her head. “You aren’t drinking with me?”

      “That’s the path to perdition.” As they both well knew. Or maybe she didn’t. Maybe she had no fucking clue how much it ripped his heart to shreds every time she came into town, gave him a glimmer of hope, and then disappeared back to the big city. Again.

      She nodded once, succinctly. “Fair.”

      She sipped at her drink, and Kason returned to stacking glasses. It was two in the afternoon on a Tuesday, so they had the place to themselves for now. In a few hours the regulars would make their way here for a quick drink before heading home, and any tourists—humans, mostly—who thought spending spring break in the valley or the nearby mountains was a better option than the crowded beaches would belly up to the bar to exchange stories about what they saw, what they still wanted to do before they headed back to their mundane lives.

      As soon as Natalia finished off the liquor in her glass, he snagged the bottle to give her a refill, a habit. If he didn’t, she’d reach over the bar and help herself. Like she owned the damn place. Or had a thing for the owner.

      No, scratch that. Like the owner had a thing for her.

      Had. Past tense. Definitely past tense.

      Someday, it might be true.

      “I couldn’t do it,” she said, her melodic, soft voice crashing through the silence like a tidal wave.

      “Do what?”

      “Come back. For the burning ceremony.”

      “Couldn’t get time off from your job?” She’d told him, probably more than once, but he couldn’t recall what she did for a living way out there in Dallas, Texas. Something decidedly not backwoods like, which had been one of her goals when she’d left the first time, all those years ago. Gods, it had been fifteen years since they graduated high school, when she hit him up for one last roll in the sack before heading southeast to the lights and hustle and bustle of the big city.

      That “one last time” had turned into a series of “just one more” times that occurred every few years when she popped back into town to check on her great aunt or because their coven’s high priestess had summoned her or that one time when her big-city boyfriend broke up with her and she soothed her heartache in Kason’s arms.

      And then broke his heart when she went back to the guy a few days later.

      Was she still with him? No, that had been years ago. Ten maybe. She’d surely be mated by now if that were the case.

      Shit, was she mated? He wanted to ask, but he really didn’t want to know.

      “No,” she said. “I couldn’t. Emotionally.” She stared at the honey-colored liquid in her glass. “Didn’t want to admit it was true. Like, if I stayed away, she’d still be alive.”

      He nodded. Hell, he’d spent the last fifteen years of his life believing Natalia would come back to him. She just needed time. It was only when he realized she wasn’t coming home for her aunt’s burning ceremony that he had some sort of epiphany: she really wasn’t ever coming home, at least not to stay. Sure, they’d grown up together, had been high school sweethearts, and he’d thought they’d been madly, deeply in love, but love only worked if both parties were on the same page.

      When they graduated, Natalia had wanted to leave the tiny town of Golden, Oregon, and she hadn’t asked Kason to go with her. And they hadn’t been on the same page since.

      “Yet you’re here now.” Three days too late.

      She glanced up sharply, like she’d heard those words he’d said in his head, but she dropped her gaze back to her drink. “Yep. Guess I am.”

      “Why?” Why bother was what he wanted to say.

      She picked up a cocktail napkin with On the Prowl and a paw print stamped on the corner in navy blue ink and began to shred it. “The herb farm. She left it to me. I have to figure out what to do with it.”

      Selina’s herbs had always been, hands down, the best in the coven. She’d had a thriving business providing remedies to the Western Wulf pack and selling her magic-infused herbs to the human tourists who were looking for a bit of supernatural but were afraid to dabble too much.

      “Keeping it running yourself is out of the question, I assume?”

      Her hands stilled and Kason watched as a fat teardrop splashed onto the wooden bar top. He handed her a fresh napkin. She snatched it and dabbed at her eyes and sniffled and wouldn’t look at him.

      “I’d never be able to run that farm as well as she did.”

      “You mean you were seriously considering it?” His heart gave a funny little leap, the way it always did when Natalia showed up yet again and he allowed himself to hope that this time she’d stay.

      But she was already shaking her head before he could even fully ask the question. “No. Kason, please don’t do this. Not now. We’ve been through this so many times, I don’t know why you think things will change.”

      “Because you’re from here, Natalia. And I know you aren’t a wolf, but witches have that same sense of family, of home, of⁠—”

      “Not all of us.”

      “I think you’re just afraid.”

      She took another drink.

      “You’re afraid of us,” he persisted. “Of what we could be. What we should be.”

      “Kason, I gave you my virginity and, yes, my heart, but that was a long time ago. We were both too young to understand what we were doing. And even back then, I never intended to stay here. I told you that. I’ve always told you that.”

      And he’d been stupid enough to believe he could change her mind. That their love could overpower whatever the hell she was running from in her head.

      He watched as she drained her glass. Then she placed it on the bar and dug around in the leather bag she’d draped over the back of the barstool. Extracting a twenty, she tucked it into his tip jar.

      Kason plucked it back out and tossed it at her. “Keep your big-city money. It’s not any good here.”

      She slipped off her seat and straightened her spine and looked him in the eye. Even in the dimly lit bar he could see the pain swirling in those brown depths. Whatever the hell she’d been running from, she still hadn’t run far enough.

      And then she left. Without the twenty.
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      Natalia made it to her car and pressed a shaking thumb to the little button on the handle that would unlock it, courtesy of a wireless connection to the key fob that was buried somewhere in her oversized purse. She slid into the leather seat and tried to suck in a decent amount of oxygen. Enough to calm her racing heart, preferably.

      When that didn’t work, she banged her forehead against the steering wheel.

      At least she’d managed to escape Kason’s too-knowing, too-trusting, too-wishful, and way too sharp gaze before losing her cool. That was something.

      Wasn’t it?

      Shit, shit, shit. She shouldn’t have come back. Okay, she didn’t have a choice—she really did have to figure out what to do with Tía’s herb farm—but she sure as hell shouldn’t have gone to Kason’s bar.

      What had she expected to gain from that little reunion? Another fabulous bout of sex before Kason’s accusatory eyes chased her all the way back out of town?

      Well, yeah, that would have been nice, even if the guilt tended to last for months afterward. Who was she kidding? That guilt never fully went away.

      And yet she went back for more, every single time.

      Those first few times she’d ended back in bed with Kason she’d convinced herself it was purely lust. Kason Holt had thick, black hair that was just a little unruly, melted chocolate eyes, corded muscles everywhere, and she did mean everywhere.

      If she googled tall, dark and handsome, his picture would probably pop up.

      No one had blamed her for tumbling into bed with him far, far younger than she should have. Lord knew all the other girls were standing up and waving frantically, doing everything they possibly could to divert his attention. She’d definitely not made any friends of the female variety when she walked away from what they all referred to as “perfection” after she graduated from high school. Each time she came back, they let her know what a fool she still was, too. No matter how much time had passed.

      Because they’re all still here. Stuck. Never leaving. Never bothering to figure out if the grass is greener.

      She’d said those words to Tía once, and her aunt had replied, “Sweetie, we live in the Pacific Northwest. The grass cannot possibly get any greener.”

      Even Tía hadn’t understood.

      Natalia lifted her forehead from its resting place against the steering wheel. As she reached up to flip down the visor so she could check her image in the mirror, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye.

      A black-clad torso stood next to her rental car, bulging arms crossed over a wide expanse of chest. Lifting her gaze higher, she was greeted with Kason’s scowling lips and stormy eyes glaring back at her.

      Damn it. He’d caught her taking out her frustration on the poor vehicle. She hated when that happened.

      She reached for the button to start the car, but Kason was nothing if not swift—and smart. He opened the door, wrapped his beefy hand around her bicep, and tugged her out of the car.

      And straight into his muscular and oh-so-warm embrace.

      “Stop,” she said, her voice muffled by the cotton of his T-shirt, even as she wrapped her arms around his back and curled her fingers into the soft fabric. “Don’t you dare be nice to me. Not now.”

      “I’m always nice to you, Nat.”

      “I know. That’s the problem.”

      A chuckle reverberated through his body, causing hers to start humming.

      “Are you saying all I had to do to get you to stay was stop being nice?”

      She shoved at his chest and he released her. Sort of. One hand still rested on her arm. She wasn’t sure if he was afraid she’d flee or if he just wanted to touch her. Or maybe he didn’t even realize he was doing it.

      “Knock it off.”

      Finally, he let go of her and lifted his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I won’t bring it up again. At least for a good five minutes.”

      She pursed her lips and gave him a solid glare.

      “Come on, let’s go back inside before Betty realizes you’re here and half the town heads over to see if we’re going to kiss and make up.”

      It was a fair warning. Betty Jones, owner of Betty Brews, was the town gossip and generally knew everything about everyone, sometimes before it even happened. Natalia was honestly surprised the woman hadn’t already made her way down the street to the bar, her Spidey sense alerting her that something exciting was happening and she needed to know so she could tell everyone else. Betty always insisted she was human, but Natalia had her suspicions that she was really some sort of honing alien, with her ability to be in the know about literally everything.

      Natalia let him lead her back into the bar. “No kissing,” she warned.

      Kason nodded. “I promise not to instigate any kissing. But if you start it, I guarantee I won’t stop it.”

      Ignoring the curl of heat twisting inside her, Natalia headed toward the ladies’ restroom. “I need to go touch up my face.”

      “Don’t you dare sneak out the back door,” Kason called after her.

      She didn’t reply. She’d done that before, after all.

      When she left the restroom with her face freshly powdered and her lips covered with gloss, she and Kason were no longer alone in the bar.

      Good. Hopefully, eavesdropping clientele would keep Kason from asking why she’d lost her shit in her car. Well, he probably assumed it was over her tía, which was at least partially true. What he’d want to know was why she ran and hid instead of expressing her frustration in front of him.

      Other people in the bar was also bad because, given how early in the day it was, these patrons had likely made their way to On the Prowl on a whiff of the potential for excitement. As small as this town was, her coming back actually was exciting for many of the residents.

      Kason placed pint glasses in front of the two wolves who had bellied up to the bar. They both tossed back gulps almost simultaneously while watching Kason’s progress as he headed toward her.

      Natalia recognized them. Violet Howell and Brooks Zeeland. This town had a sheriff just like any other backwoods place did, except their sheriff was a wolf from the Western Wulf pack, and he hired only the best hunters as deputies.

      “Have you been out to Selina’s farm yet?” Kason asked, speaking low, probably in an attempt to keep the other two patrons from overhearing. Wolves tended to have crazy enhanced hearing, even when they were in human form.

      She shook her head. This had, in fact, been her first stop since she stepped off the plane at the airport in Portland two hours ago. She didn’t particularly want to analyze why.

      He tugged his phone out of his back pocket and said, “I’m going to call Diana to see if she can cover for me for a bit.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m going out there with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Hey, Di. Any chance you can come in early today? Yeah? How about now?” He chuckled, but it sounded hollow. Like he was worried about something.

      What was he worried about?

      “Yeah, that would be great. I owe you.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m not sure this is worth a raise, and besides, you get paid better than any other server in this town.” He paused and said, “Okay, see you soon.”

      When he disconnected the call, Natalia said, “What’s wrong?”

      Kason glanced over his shoulder at the two wolves still parked at the bar. Natalia grabbed his arm and squeezed. “What is wrong, Kason?”

      He ran his hand through his shaggy hair. “I don’t know.”

      She narrowed her eyes.

      “I don’t, I swear.” And then he sighed. “Violet says there’s been some damage to the farm. Possibly just kids screwing around and not realizing what they were fucking around with.”

      “Possibly?”

      He shook his head. “I know as much as you do, Natalia. As soon as Diana gets here, we’ll go check it out. Together. Don’t even think about heading out there without me.”

      Which was exactly what she’d been thinking. Well, not exactly. She hadn’t thought specifically about his presence so much as just getting out there as soon as possible.

      Something’s wrong.

      She didn’t have the sight like some witches did, but she did have a hell of an intuition, not that she’d been particularly good about listening to it over the years. Or, more accurately, she hadn’t been very good at understanding it over the years.

      Every time she came back, every time she tumbled into Kason’s arms, his bed, every time she ran away again that damn intuition had been screaming in her head, but she’d not been able to decipher what it was telling her.

      Stay. Go. Stay. Go. Stay. Go. Stay…

      Okay, so maybe that wasn’t intuition. That was more of a battle of wills between her heart and her head. But look what her mother’s heart had gotten her. And her tía’s, for that matter. Sure, Tía had been in her late eighties when she died. She’d lived a full life. But she’d died here, in this place, and she’d died alone. No, she hadn’t gone insane like Natalia’s mother had, but had she truly been happy with her life?

      Each time Natalia came back, Tía insisted she was, indeed, happy, yet Natalia had never been convinced. Or maybe she didn’t want to believe Tía could be happy here.

      And now she’d never get to ask again.

      Something touched her arm, and she jerked out of the memories. It was Kason, drawing her attention to the fact that Diana had arrived and was already behind the bar, greeting the two patrons seated there. Natalia had zoned out, and Kason had let her get lost in her thoughts without trying to distract her or converse with her or do any other action that would have ensured she hadn’t just lost fifteen, twenty minutes of time.

      She couldn’t decide if that was a bad or good thing.

      She sure was indecisive when she was around Kason.

      Some things never changed, no matter how much time passed.
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      He hated this part of their reunions. This awkward first greeting, this trying to figure out where he stood, where they would go next. It was the same every time.

      Have a drink to take the edge off. Have some more. Get tipsy enough to finally relax. And, ultimately, stumble upstairs to his apartment over the bar, where they’d paw at each other like animals, desperate to connect in the most intimate of ways.

      But was it really as intimate as he wanted to believe? Sex hadn’t kept her in town, and sex was, in all honesty, the only thing they ever did together with much consistency. He wasn’t knocking the sex—oh, hell no—but maybe, this time, they should try to change things up a bit.

      They had a good start, he supposed. She’d had two drinks, but he hadn’t, and now they were heading out to her great aunt’s farm where, no doubt, all those memories were going to hit her pretty hard, so sex was very likely the last thing on her mind.

      And as great as that aspect of their relationship had always, always been, for the first time in the almost twenty years they’d been doing it, he wasn’t in a hurry to strip her naked and screw away all the emotional baggage they both clung to like a child and his favorite teddy bear.

      Baby steps.

      Golden was a one-stoplight town. The population was small and didn’t fluctuate much, a mix of humans, wolves, and witches. There was a thriving tourist trade, a result of humans who were fascinated by magical beings and the town’s proximity to wine country, the nearby mountains, and the coast. On the Prowl was the last stop before the road stretched out seemingly endlessly, but really, for roughly an hour until the next municipality. Still, it was enough of a distance that Kason made a decent living off the tourists who considered it a necessity to visit the old, rustic locale at least once when they were in the area.

      Selina’s farm was on the outskirts of town, far enough away that she couldn’t walk to the grocery store but close enough that she was accessible when wolves and humans alike needed some of her healing herbs.

      It was also secluded enough that if some asshole wanted to trash the place, he could do it without anyone seeing a damn thing.

      Before Kason and Natalia left in her rental car, Brooks and Violet had paid their tab and headed out, too. Kason knew they planned to shift into wolf form and run cross-country, and would meet them at the farm.

      Kason hadn’t told Natalia, but Violet had been concerned about the destruction she’d discovered at her aunt’s place. “It might have been wolves,” she’d said while Natalia was in the restroom.

      “Rogue?” Kason had asked, because he could not fathom someone from their own pack doing something like that. Especially so soon after Selina’s death.

      Violet had frowned. “Don’t know. We haven’t had trouble like this in quite a while, but we all know that doesn’t mean anything. What I really want to know is, why Selina’s farm? That woman didn’t have a single enemy, did she?”

      No, she didn’t. And Natalia had been gone for fifteen years, not that she had enemies either. “Probably stupid adolescent wolves making dumb decisions,” was Kason’s assessment.

      “Let’s hope so,” Violet had said without any real conviction.

      When they turned off the two-lane road and started bumping along the winding gravel drive leading up to Selina’s tiny, stone cottage with the red wooden door, the destruction to the landscape was the first thing Kason noticed.

      The perfectly symmetrical plots of herbs that had been carved into the earth on either side of the winding drive were torn to shreds. Plants uprooted and tossed every which way, the stakes used to manage the taller vegetation had been pulled from the ground and smashed to bits. Twin ruts indicated someone had gone for a joy ride through the various gardens.

      Not stupid adolescent wolves.

      Natalia gasped, and he instinctively reached for her, grasping her hand and twining their fingers. She clung to him, her grip so tight it was cutting off his circulation.

      He didn’t pull away.

      He stopped the car and killed the engine, right there in the middle of the driveway, just past where the tire tracks swerved to the left and, he presumed, began their destruction of what had once been Natalia’s great aunt’s livelihood.

      As Natalia scrambled out of the vehicle and Kason hurried after her, he spotted Violet and Brooks trotting down the lane from the opposite direction, still in wolf form. And then, in the blink of an eye, they transformed, fur replaced by skin, pointed ears shrunk and rounded, snouts shifting to noses—Brooks’s had a bump in the middle from a break that hadn’t healed properly—paws turning into hands and feet, their clothing magicked into place even as they walked toward them.

      Natalia stepped off the path and into a hole formed by whoever the hell had destroyed this place, and her spiky heel sank into the damp, loose earth. She cried out, and Kason swept her into his arms before she could twist her ankle or fall to the ground.

      She snuggled against him, resting her head against his chest, and his heartrate quickened while his cock went rigid. He started to lower his face toward hers, but the sound of a throat clearing broke whatever damn spell he’d fallen under. Good thing, too. Like he’d told her at the bar, that was the path to perdition.

      He placed Natalia back on her feet on the gravel. “Do you have any other shoes?” he asked.

      She swept her hair away from her face and nodded and then headed toward the car, popping the trunk and rummaging around inside.

      “So she came back after all,” Violet commented.

      “Yeah,” Kason replied.

      “She staying this time?”

      Kason shifted his focus to the torn up gardens. “Don’t think so.”

      “I don’t get it. If you’re mates, why aren’t you⁠—?”

      “We aren’t,” Kason said shortly.

      He heard the other two wolves’ sharp intakes of breath. They probably thought…hell, everybody in this damn town probably believed he and Natalia had mated at some point along the way. Since biting the other person during sex was the way wolves mated, and given how much of their time together had been spent in bed, it was a little shocking he and Natalia hadn’t, to be honest.

      “Sorry, Kason. I didn’t realize…” Violet muttered.

      Kason shrugged. On one hand, it didn’t make sense that they’d never taken that step—sometimes it happened inadvertently during the heat of the moment, and they’d had a hella lot of moments over the years—on the other, why the fuck did Violet think that Kason would accept that his mate lived clear on the other side of the continent for practically the entirety of their relationship?

      The sound of the trunk snapping closed drew Kason’s attention, and he turned to watch Natalia head their way. She’d managed not only to change her shoes but also her clothes in that short period of time. He pictured her unlatching those tiny pearl buttons on her silk shirt, tugging down the zipper on that pencil skirt…out in the open, with only the car as cover, protecting her from his and Violet’s and Brooks’s prying eyes, but what if there was someone else out here, hiding behind a bush or something? What if they were crouching there, enjoying the show? A show that should be for him alone, damn it.

      Violet touched his arm, and Kason flinched. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” Kason grumbled. “I’m fine.” He wasn’t, but Violet didn’t need to know that.

      Natalia had changed into leggings and a T-shirt and tennis shoes, and for a second, Kason let himself believe that she’d brought these comfy clothes because she planned to get down into the dirt and take over the farm and maybe the two of them could make things work after all.

      Which was stupid of him because why the hell wouldn’t she bring comfy clothes while she was coming to visit, whether for a few days or forever?

      Damn it, he was back to acting like that lovesick fool he’d been for the past twenty years, and hadn’t he just a short while ago sworn not to be like that this time?

      “Who would do this?” Natalia asked, carefully picking her way through the debris, inspecting plants as though she were assessing whether they were viable.

      “What are you planning to do?” Kason asked abruptly instead of answering her question.

      “What do you mean?”

      Violet and Brooks had wandered away, doing their own inspection, but Kason knew they could hear and were no doubt shamelessly eavesdropping.

      “With the farm. Are you going to sell it?”

      She spoke without looking at him. “That’s the plan, yes.”

      Now that Selina was dead, and once she sold the farm, Natalia would have no reason to return to Golden. Sure, the high priestess could summon her back for coven business, but Natalia could fix that issue, too, by joining another coven. Hell, she might very well have already. He knew nothing at all about her life in Dallas, other than it was apparently so great that she was willing to leave him for it. For good, this time.

      “I’m going to go talk to Violet and Brooks,” he said gruffly. “See what they’ve come up with.” And then he stomped off.

      He could run away just as well as she could.
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      Natalia’s magic was rusty from disuse. Pretending she was human had been a coping mechanism she’d developed fifteen years ago, when she left Golden for the first time. She’d wanted it to be the last, yet she’d kept returning, over and over again. There was always a reason to come back.

      And she always insisted the reason was not Kason, yet he was always the first person she saw each time she returned. They were the epitome of the moth and the flame, and she got burned every single time.

      He was an addiction, and she needed to break the habit. Once she sold the farm, he would be the only tie she had to this place. The only connection back to a life she didn’t want.

      I don’t want to become my mother. I won’t.

      Yes, she loved Kason. Yes, she’d probably always love him. But he belonged here, in this tiny town, with his pack and his bar and the life he’d carved out here. He’d never expressed an interest in leaving, in seeing the world, maybe moving away with Natalia. And she needed to stay away so that she could maintain her sanity.

      The sooner she got this place cleaned up, the sooner she could contact a real estate agent and get a sign put out by the road. She could head back to Dallas and let the agent do all the work. Offer a bonus if everything was wrapped up in thirty days or less. She’d come back one more time to sign the deed of sale and then she’d be done. Hell, she might not even have to come back. It was very likely everything could be done via email and electronic signatures. She could leave this place—and Kason—forever.

      She rubbed at her chest. Damn, it was tight, like a vise was in there, squeezing her organs. She gasped out a breath and then closed her eyes and raised her arms, summoning the magic.

      The tingling started in her fingers. It wasn’t unlike that sensation when circulation was restored after sleeping on her arm or foot for too long.

      It traveled down her arms and into her chest, increasing in strength as her bloodstream pulled it through the rest of her body, until she felt like a human sparkler.

      Awakening the magic after it lay dormant for fifteen years wasn’t all that hard after all; it was much like riding a bicycle, in truth. Once you learned, it always came back, no matter how long between rides.

      Using the magic, channeling it appropriately, that was the tricky part. It took practice, a lot of it, and Natalia had been avoiding practice for far too long.

      The earth began moving, chunks of it filling holes. Plants lifted and stood upright while she instructed the magic to tuck the nutrient rich, black soil around their roots. She repaired stakes and rearranged a boulder that had been shoved out of its resting place next to the driveway. Okay, that one took some serious effort, but those things were heavy.

      Just why had she avoided using her magic since moving away? Using it pushed away the pain, helped her to forget, temporarily, that she had committed to giving all of this up.

      “What are you doing?” Kason asked.

      She opened her eyes, her concentration broken, and several clods of dirt crashed to the ground. “Cleaning up the mess.”

      “Violet and Brooks aren’t done with their investigation.”

      She sighed.

      “Even if you are selling it, we need to figure out who did this,” he pointed out. “No one local will touch this place if they’re worried these vandals might come back.”

      And no one but a local would be willing to buy a farm in this area, so far off the beaten path that it wasn’t even on most maps. Damn it.

      The two pack hunters made their way back to Kason and her. Violet did all the talking, as usual. No one would ever accuse Brooks of being chatty.

      “I don’t like it,” Violet said with a shake of her head. “This doesn’t feel random. It feels deliberate. And personal.”

      “Personal? Against Tía?” Natalia asked.

      Violet shrugged. “Or you.”

      “Me?” Her voice was shrill. “I haven’t lived here in fifteen years. Why would someone attack this place because of me?”

      “It could be because you’re a witch. The timing could be coincidental. You know how some of those humans are. Afraid of anything that isn’t just like them.”

      “But you said you thought it was wolves,” Kason said.

      “That’s because there are wolf scents all over this place. But the burning ceremony was held here, and it was only three days ago. Practically the entire pack was out here for it and we haven’t had a hard rain since then, so the scents are still pretty strong.”

      The burning ceremony. Natalia blinked rapidly, trying to keep the stupid tears at bay, and then she shied away when Kason reached out like he was about to comfort her. She didn’t deserve his comfort. She’d deliberately avoided returning for the burning ceremony, and it was her own damn fault she now felt so guilty.

      I gotta get out of this place. I can feel the crazy sweeping over me already.

      Clearing her throat, she said, “Listen, guys, I appreciate you coming out here. I assume you need to get back to the station and write up a report or something. Kason, do you think you can shift and go back into town with Brooks and Violet? I’m really tired, and I’d like to go up to the house, take a shower, get settled.”

      The three wolves shared a look she was all too familiar with, having grown up around wolves, and she braced for whatever macho alpha bullshit they were about to spew.

      “We’d rather you not stay out here alone,” Violet said.

      “You’re coming back to the bar and staying with me,” Kason added.

      “Uh, no, I’m not.” Oh, hell no. If she stayed in his apartment over the bar—like she did every other time she ended up back in this town—they would sleep together, and she was absolutely certain she could not handle that guilt on top of grieving for her tía and, oddly enough, for the life she was finally going to leave behind for good.

      “Fine, then I’m staying here,” Kason announced, which wasn’t any better, frankly.

      “No. Violet, you can stay. You can⁠—”

      She shook her head. “I can’t do that to Estella. My mother has dementia and she’s living with us and⁠—”

      “Us?” Natalia interrupted, momentarily distracted from her own plight. “You and Estella live together?”

      Violet gave her a wry grin. “We’re mated.”

      “You’re…” She didn’t know why that was so shocking. While she hadn’t known Violet very well before she left, she had known the pack leader was gay, although when Natalia left, she hadn’t been mated.

      It was wholly unsurprising that status had changed in the last fifteen years. The only people who had been seemingly standing still for the past decade and a half were Natalia and Kason.

      Natalia shook her head. “Belated congratulations.”

      “Thanks. It’ll be nine years in July,” Violet said with a chuckle. Sobering, she added, “I don’t spend the night away from home unless it’s prearranged, so I can make sure someone else is there to help Estella. And since Kason already offered…”

      Natalia turned to Brooks, but when her mouth opened, no words came out. She couldn’t ask. Brooks was scary as hell, which clearly was a good thing when a woman needed protection, but she was pretty sure she wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing he was in the house.

      “It’ll be fine, Nat,” Kason said, patting her on the shoulder like she was one of his buddies. “I’m sure you can keep your hands off me. Now come on, let’s go back to the bar. You can shower upstairs and relax for a bit, and then we’ll come back out here after closing.”

      He was sure she could keep her hands off of him?

      She wasn’t.
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      Kason wiped off the counter and glanced at the ceiling of On the Prowl. He grabbed a couple of empty pint glasses and added them to the dish tub underneath the bar and glanced at the ceiling. He made a gin and tonic with extra lime, placed it in front of his customer, and glanced at the ceiling.

      Natalia was up there, in his apartment. She’d taken her suitcase when she headed up earlier and had stated she planned to take a shower and then a nap.

      Was she still sleeping? In his bed? Christ, the idea put images in his head that he did not need to visualize. Memories of the two of them in that very same bed, doing a whole lot of not sleeping. Or hell, even sleeping. He’d never slept as well as he did when she was wrapped in his arms. He enjoyed the comfort of it, the peace that came over him, the brief opportunity to pretend. This is what it would be like every night if she didn’t leave.

      But then she did, every time. And she was going to this time, too. Which meant he needed to stay the hell away from her, even though he had every intention of not letting her go anywhere alone until they figured out who ransacked her aunt’s herb gardens.

      At least at Selina’s cottage there were two bedrooms. Which one would Natalia want? Her old room or Selina’s bigger one? Didn’t really matter so long as he slept in the other one, did it?

      The greater challenge, at the moment, was getting upstairs, packing a few items, and getting out of his apartment again without doing what they did best: tumbling into his giant and admittedly comfortable as hell bed together.

      “Hey, Kason.”

      He gave Aria Benson a quick nod as she slid onto a stool and leaned forward on the bar, showing off an impressive amount of cleavage above her, tight, red, scoop neck top. Aria was part of the Western Wulf pack, and she and Kason had known each other practically since they were in diapers. When she hit her twenties, Aria started working her way through the single men in the pack, trying them on for size and dismissing them with alarming speed.

      About four months ago, she’d set her sights on him. Even though he should have known better, he’d let her seduce him and they’d spent a few weeks having a lot of sex. He hadn’t slept with anyone since the last time Natalia blew through town, and he had begun to doubt she would ever come back again. Aria’s timing had been perfect.

      But then they started bickering more and more and having sex less and less, and, honestly, sex wasn’t worth the effort it had become, so Kason decided to cut his losses and go back to being single and lonely.

      When he told her he didn’t want to see her again, they had one of their most spectacular fights ever. But she’d finally acquiesced, and he hadn’t heard from her for a few weeks.

      He’d figured all was well.

      “What can I get you?” he asked, treating her like nothing more than a bar patron.

      “Surprise me. Give me something with a little flare.”

      A little flare? What the hell was he supposed to do with that? He was a bartender, sure, but the customers in this place liked beer and wine and the typical mixed drinks. He didn’t keep rotgut liquor on his shelf, but neither did he have anything more interesting than bitters and Selina’s herbs and this little instrument that could cut lemon peel into curlicues.

      “Okay, at least tell me which liquor you prefer.” Something, anything that might inspire a little flare.

      “How about tequila? The good stuff.”

      “Everything here is the good stuff.”

      “No, I mean that bottle you keep tucked under the bar that has so much dust on it you can’t even read the label.”

      How the hell did she know about the Maestro Dobel? He only ever drank it when Natalia was in town. It wasn’t something he wanted to share with her or anyone else. If Natalia really was leaving for good this time, he’d damn well finish that bottle on his own.

      Probably all in one sitting.

      “I have something you’ll like better,” he said, and he plucked the Patrón Silver off the shelf behind him. Scooping ice into a shaker, he added lime juice and club soda, capped it and shook vigorously, then poured a generous amount of Patrón into the concoction and shook it again.

      After carefully filling a martini glass, he added a curl of orange peel and, finally, a sprig of rosemary, one of the last from the batch he’d purchased from Selina before she died. Was there any that hadn’t been destroyed out at the farm? Maybe he could talk Natalia into giving him a plant before she sold the property. The magical qualities would wear off eventually, of course, but in the meantime, he’d continue to carry fresh garnishes that added exactly the right touch to the drinks he served.

      Aria arched her brow as he pushed the drink toward her.

      “Give it a try,” he urged. “It’s a Kason special.” Shit, he shouldn’t have said that. She’d take it as flirting, when, really, he was just being a bartender. And bartenders said all the right things to encourage their patrons to purchase drinks.

      “In that case…” Aria’s gaze stayed locked on his face as she took a sip. Her eyes widened. “Wow.” She looked down at the clear liquid. “This is really good. Like, wow.” She took another drink. “And you made it just for me.”

      Oh hell.

      “Listen, Kason, I know we didn’t work out so well the last time, but I was thinking⁠—”

      “Hey.”

      Like a siren’s song, that voice pulled Kason’s attention to the woman who had stepped up to the end of the bar. Her eyes looked sleepy and her hair was mussed, but not so much that it looked bad, more like it reminded him of all those times over the years they’d slipped upstairs for a quickie when he was supposed to be tending bar.

      She wore a striped T-shirt dress that fell to mid-thigh. There were a pair of bejeweled flip-flops on her feet. She’d put gloss on her lips and maybe some mascara on her lashes, but otherwise, she wasn’t nearly as made up as she was when she’d arrived in town earlier in the day.

      Damn, he liked her like this. Natural. Real.

      Or at least, that’s how it felt to him. This was the Natalia he’d known all through high school. The smooth, sophisticated woman who walked into his bar earlier was what Kason liked to think of as Dallas Natalia. The woman who left him for greener pastures that, based on the sadness in her eyes, she hadn’t yet found.

      Probably because there wasn’t any grass greener than right here in Golden.

      Aria snorted and swirled her drink. “Oh. You’re back. Noticed you weren’t at the burning ceremony.”

      Natalia winced.

      “Knock it off, Aria,” he snapped.

      Aria studied Natalia while sipping her drink.

      “You
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