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  Author Note


Untraced Magic is a paranormal romance novel.

It includes profanity, sexual content, and mentions themes such as death of parents, suicide (off page), and betrayal.








  
  





Mani

For believing I could move mountains when I was barely treading water.
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  Unknown


“You must take her. Go now,” his voice rasped against the still of night, an urgency staining my son’s lips.  
“Don’t ask me to do this,” I whispered, cradling the bundle into my arms, wincing as it stirred from the unsettling movement. “Please come with us. We could go to the coven, talk to the elders. Ask for their help.”
He shook his head, desperation haunting his features. 
“You know I can’t. It’s the only way to keep her safe.” He gestured inside the darkened house our family had called home for generations, his voice lowering to a mere breath. “She’s gone mad. And if what I believe is true, she will come for her too. Take the power that is rightfully hers. I can’t let that happen. We can’t let that happen.”
Tears slipped from my stinging eyes, and I swiped them from my cheeks, wondering how long he had held this burden within. Hidden behind thick brown hair that looked as if not cut in months was the answer I knew, deeply embedded in irises that had once shone bright yet were now barely a shade of ash. They sunk deep amidst the shadows framing them, a ghastly tale of their own. It pained me to see him like this.
There had to be another way. Another option. But deep in my heart, I knew he was right.
He pulled me into his embrace, and for an agonizing moment I took comfort in arms I knew I may never feel the warmth of again.
His lips pressed delicately against my forehead. “I love you. Now leave.”
Every part of me screamed for this not to be, a wretched ache tearing at my heart. But I nodded, taking one last look into the eyes of a love so deeply rooted in my soul it stung.
A sob laced with emotion escaped me. “I love you, too.” And by the gods, I always would. 
My boots shuffled against gravel as I retreated to the edge of the forest. Raising my fingers to my lips, I kissed the air between us, and the wind whisked it away. 
My son blended into the midnight shadows, a silhouette barely visible under the overhanging veranda. 
His hand lifted in the air.
A final tear slid down my cheek.
Under a bright crescent moon, the forest wrapped me in darkness. 
Then I fled.






  
  Morgan


A  thud startled me awake as a different world moved past my window, my eyes raising to the towering mountain peaks kissing a somber sky. 
I stared at the passing scenery as the bus wound its way down a road encased by a forest so close, daylight found me in dappled moments, until finally grinding to a halt at my destination. Cutters Cove, a fishing village home to 6,521 people. 
Swinging my bag over my shoulder, I thanked the driver before stepping outside, a chill in the salted air prickling my skin as relief left me in a long breath. Just what I needed, fresh air and a fresh start, away from the sympathy stares that had followed me since my parents’ death. 
If I heard ‘I’m sorry for your loss’ one more time, I would have screamed. So, I left.
My gaze flicked over my immediate surroundings, where antique lanterns evenly lined the narrow street ahead, three perched on each pole. It gave the town a gothic vibe, and I imagined their amber glow would offer the cove an entirely new perspective at night. 
Beyond that, aged storefronts led down the road, where paint cracked from them as if creatures shedding their decayed skin. 
How hard was it to pick up a damn paintbrush around here?
The familiar grind of coffee beans sounded from a nearby coffee cart, a brunette around my age smiling at me as I approached it.
“Hi.” I fumbled through my bag for my wallet. “Could I grab a latte, please?” 
A dimple creased her cheek. “Sure thing. From what I’ve seen, whoever gets off that bus is either in town for a few days or moving here. Which is it?”
I laughed at her observation, leaning against the side of the caravan. “The latter. I’m about to pick up my house keys. Are you from here?” I asked. 
She glanced over her shoulder while working her magic on the coffee machine, her eyes a shade of blue-green I hadn’t seen before. “Sure am. Welcome. I’ve been gone a few years but moved back not long ago. I’m usually at Coffee Cove a few blocks down. You should pop in and say hi sometime. I’m Skye.”
She leaned out of the cart, and I lifted onto my toes, taking the coffee from her.
“Thanks. I’m Morgan. And I might just do that.” With a nod, I waved goodbye.
At that moment the bus pulled away, revealing the waterfront I hadn’t seen from where I’d exited moments prior. I mean, nothing ever looks like the photos, but hell, the real estate agent had really oversold this place. 
In the previous town I lived in, I’d found myself instantly drawn to a new board listing properties for sale in Cutters Cove. The house prices seemed reasonable, and before I knew it, I’d fallen in love with a cottage from the pictures alone and bought it. The agent had described the town as a quaint seaside village. 
I guess that much was true, but quaint? 
It was an insane thing to do, move to a town I’d never been to, to buy a house I’d never seen in person. I was never spontaneous, but something about Cutters Cove spoke to me, invitation by instincts you could say. Aside from the small rental house I’d lived in, with a roommate that seemed to think neon was the new black, I’d only ever lived with my parents. But life threw me a giant curve ball.
I learned that when your parents die, a piece of you dies with them. And that piece, the gaping hole in your heart, I don’t believe ever mends. It could be stitched, or patched up, like the worn knees on your pants as a child, but never fully mended. Turns out you also get a reasonable inheritance... and an unfathomable urge to just get the hell away from everything.
I surveyed the bleak harbor, where trees drained of life stood bare in the ill waters. Others floated on the surface, evidence of storms since past that had claimed their souls. 
There seemed to be a channel in the grave of limbs that led beyond the murky scene, and I wondered what lay beyond its blanket of secrecy. Closer to shore, boats scaled with grime bobbed like ghost ships in the thin mist that skimmed the water. Its harbor docks proved uneven and weathered, held together by brazen bolts seeping rust into its hollows.
It was like it had no heart. Like no one cared. I grimaced at the sight. 
A brittle gust swept my long, dark hair over my face, and I gathered it in my hands, pulling my wool coat tighter around me.  
Walking up the main street, I continued along the pavement where I passed a corner shop, an apothecary, and a large stone complex that appeared to be a town hall. I was halfway across the road when a prickle chilled the nape of my neck. 
The kind that told me curious eyes followed my every move.
I was the new girl in town. The outcast. But my parents had moved often for work, so it was something I’d become used to over time and I no longer cared, happy to fade into whatever town they dragged me to next. 
People could stare all they wanted with their eyes that assumed who I was in one wild sweep. It was usually backed up by an onslaught of verbal diarrhea among the elderly that had nothing better to do than gossip, like a rite of passage in small towns. 
I expected nothing less. Still…
I stole a glance to my side, convinced I was the center of someone’s attention.
Turns out I wasn’t wrong.
Except the eyes that found mine lacked the usual crinkled corners framed by gray hair I’d become accustomed to.
Fifty feet away, in what I thought was an abandoned gasoline station, charcoal eyes found mine with an intensity that made time drag into a moment. 
Curiosity piqued my senses. So much so that my feet faltered as my eyes greedily searched to uncover the figure attached to the dark coals that had brought me to a sudden halt. Dressed in coveralls, his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. Oil-smudged hands gripped the side of a car hood. 
His thick brown hair matched the morning shadow that edged his jaw, but his eyes… 
They were locked onto mine.
An intense heat slid over me. Into every part of me.
The slam of the hood shutting made me jump as he turned away, walking deeper into the building.
Who was that?
Men rarely grasped my attention.
My feet fell into step once more, and I chanced a glance over my shoulder but didn’t see him. 
I let out a long breath, trying to calm the beat that thundered in my chest.
Seriously. Get yourself together.
I continued on, approaching a group of strangers standing off to one side of the footpath. All in matching uniforms, they were obviously from a nearby school. 
I inwardly smirked at the uneven hem of the girl’s skirts, clearly rolled over at the waist to look shorter. Their white long-sleeve shirts matched the guy’s ones, complimented with a tie hanging so loose around their necks it was clear they didn’t give a shit. 
The lot of them looked like they needed a holiday to the Bahamas, they were so pale. Either that or some serious fake tan. The group stilled as I approached, and I felt their eyes on me as I passed.
“Hi.” I smiled at them casually.
They deadpanned me.
I heard a lone snicker before their chatter returned.
Charming.
That will teach me for being polite. 
Rounding a corner, I noted the sign above me. Cutters Terrace. Scanning the houses down the street, I found number 17, a white cottage wrapped with a crooked picket fence.
Bent over a garden bed, a well-dressed lady in her 60s plucked out a stray weed, and having heard my footsteps, she whipped around to face me, dusting dirt off her slacks and blouse.
“Hello, dear, you must be Morgan. I’m Betty. Welcome to your new home!” She smiled one of those smiles that reached her eyes, her arms stretched wide in greeting.
“Hi, Betty, thanks for meeting me here,” I said, following her as she guided me inside. 
She drew back the curtains, and daylight spilled onto the washed-out floorboards covering the kitchen and dining area. 
It was cozy, just as I’d imagined, the cottage kitchen light and airy like the only ray of sunshine is this town’s uniform of gray. I surveyed the living room filled with furniture and boxes, before Betty insisted on giving me the tour room by room, the subtle scent of jasmine following her.
She finally turned her gaze to mine. “I hope you don’t mind, but the moving van beat you to it. I just got them to pop most of it in here.”
I offered her a smile. “It’s no problem. Thank you for everything.”
“You are most welcome,” she said on a sigh, staring longingly around the room. “I’m going to miss this place. Up until now, it’s the only home I’ve ever had in Cutters Cove.”
I remained silent, watching a sparkle return to her eyes.
“Mavis and I always had our cup of tea just over here.” She pointed to an empty space near the window. “It’s not like we get much sun here, but when we do, this is the spot.”
A sadness tugged at my chest, watching her recall some of her fondest memories in the house that was now officially mine. 
There was something about Betty I easily warmed to; she just had a way about her. I moved closer, resting my hand on her forearm briefly. “Thank you for the tip, I will make sure I do the same.”
Betty ran a hand over the side of her pant leg before straightening. 
“Dear, I don’t mean to love and leave you, but I have a few errands I must attend to. If there’s anything you need or if you run into a spot of bother, I’ll leave my number right here.”
She scribbled on a notepad in the kitchen before placing it back on the countertop next to a set of keys.
“Thanks,” I replied, looking around at all the boxes. “Hopefully there shouldn’t be anything I can’t handle myself.”
I followed her onto the front porch where she gestured to the flowerbed she had been attending to earlier.
“I planted those last spring. They should bloom again as long as you keep up the water.”
The grey clouds above made her request seem ridiculous, like rain could fall at any moment, but I nodded, hiding my amusement. “I’ll be sure to take special care of them.” 
“Thank you, dear.” Her blue-gray eyes suddenly filled with a sparkle. “Also…” she paused before wiggling a bony index finger in my direction. “You watch those lads next door. They can be a bit of a handful, but they really are harmless.” 
I raised a brow, my gaze sliding over the fence to what looked like an ordinary split-level house. “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I said, hiding my amusement.
When she left, I rested against the doorframe of the entrance to my living room, my gaze veering once more to the boxes taking over much of the space. A place of my own, and somewhere I could finally call home. A new beginning and fresh start, where the secret I held close to my chest would remain just that.
The sadness that had taken permanent residence in my heart seemed to dim, a warmth discretely filling its place. I walked over to my phone, syncing it with the speaker I had purposely packed in my bag with me. As the familiar playlist filled the room, my hips moved to the beat.
A smile broke over my face.
These boxes wouldn’t unpack themselves.






  
  Tyler


Damp concrete scuffed my boots as I shuffled out from under the Camaro I’d been working on, the permanent lack of warmth in this town sinking into every inch of the already drab workshop I owned. 
“Tools down. Let’s call it a day!” I yelled, swiping an oily rag off the workbench and running it over my hands. 
Wes whooped beside me, steering his gaze to the clock on the wall that read 4 p.m.
“I could get used to this whole knocking off early thing,” he chimed with a grin.
“Don’t get any ideas. I couldn’t work alongside that face every day,” I joked, giving him a shove as I walked past.
He jutted out his lip in mock-insult, his hand palming the chest of his stain free coveralls I’d thrown at him earlier. It wasn’t the norm to have Wes around the workshop, as his hands were better suited to a tattoo gun, but he knew his way around a gear box, and today I needed an extra set of hands. 
I flipped over a retired oil drum sitting on top of its base. “You got a hot date or something tonight?” I asked, knowing full-well I’d be lucky to get an honest answer out of the guy, banter being his preferred response to everything. 
He flashed me his pearly whites. “Can’t keep them off me. You know that.”
I shook my head with a knowing smile. His pretty-boy image had never failed him where the ladies were concerned. With dark hair, green eyes, and a jaw that could rival the angles my grinder cut, Wes always had women hanging off him. 
I cracked open a beer on the side of the drum and passed it to him, then did the same for myself.
“Who’s the lucky lady this time?” my apprentice asked, fishing for details no doubt. I’d only employed Max a couple of weeks ago and already he’d proven worthy of his employment.
Wes tilted his beer in the youngster’s direction, leaning lazily against the work bench that ran the length of the building.
“Real men never kiss and tell,” he retorted with a smirk.
I chuckled to myself from behind my beer. The cheek of the guy. Wes had game, I’d give him that, but Max was none the wiser. I’d known Wes my entire life, having grown up together in the same coven, all but a few years of friendship cemented from a very young age.
I looked at the new guy sitting quietly, his gaze still fixed on my best mate.
“Don’t worry about him,” I said to Max while nodding in Wes’s direction. “Many a man have tried to figure out why women love a cocky guy. Even the elderly woman who lived next to us took a special liking to him.” I paused, raising a brow suggestively. “Said his best asset was his eyes.”
Wes raised his arms in the air defensively. “Who was I to correct her? She’d flip if she saw the real one.”
Max threw his hand to his mouth, laughter and swallowing his drink at once not working out so well for him.
A heavy chuckle left my lungs at his innuendo.
“Speaking of…” I looked over to Wes, taking a swig of my beer. “I see Betty sold her house. Any clue who the new kids on the block are?” 
He shook his head. “I haven’t heard a thing. I’m sure going to miss her pumpkin pie, though. Never did ask her what the spice was she put in it,” he mused.
Betty had been our neighbor for years now. We didn’t see a lot of her, but she’d made a point of coming over with a fresh batch of pumpkin pie every so often, having always made an extra one for us. She was a kind woman, had always lived on her own, but I knew her and the nosey neighbor from across the road could start up their own column in the local news with the amount of gossip I’d heard from over the fence. It was sad to see her go, but she’d downsized to a more manageable section for her age.
Cutters Cove was not your average small town. Every supernatural being imaginable lived in or around here, but we flew under the radar for the most part. Witches, vampires, werewolves… to name a few. You name it, we had it. 
We lived where the veil between here and the Underworld was at its thinnest, and we guarded it with our life. There was an unspoken rule between most of us to remain undetected, to cause no harm to the humans who lived alongside us, oblivious to our kind. 
There were a few vampires who conveniently forgot that, with human blood being their preferred main course, but the humans seemed none the wiser.  
It was one place you never went out alone. Not without the element of magic in the palm of your hand. The thought reminded me of the stunning brunette I’d seen walk past the garage earlier that day. Dare I say it, she’d sucked the air from my chest and rendered me immobile for longer that I’d like to admit. 
I’d come so close to costing myself a month’s wages in repairs from the distraction under the hood alone. 
I cursed under my breath, remembering how she’d walked past them on her own, the younger version of bloodsucking leeches that roamed these streets. The vampires. 
Not that she was aware, but I’d watched her, hidden in the shadows of my workshop to make sure she got past them safely. She had to be new to town, I hadn’t seen her before. And I knew most people.
After locking up the garage, Max headed off in the opposite direction, with Wes and I jumping into the van I’d converted into a mechanic-on-the-road type thing. He slid in beside me, resting his boots up on the dash.
“Get those fucking things off there, would you?” I ordered, slamming the van through the gears out of the drive. It was hard enough keeping the work van tidy without him adding to the mess.
He parked his feet back on the floor and wound down his window, his hand riding a wave in the air. “Ty, you seriously need to get laid.”
I flicked him the bird.
He was fucking right. I hadn’t touched a woman in years, but I couldn’t care less. He knew he’d hit a nerve. And about my history with her, the human who I’d let into our world. But that was just how our friendship was. 
In some ways, Wes and I knew each other better than we knew ourselves.
The last of the day’s light filtered over the town as we made our way down the narrow streets of Cutters Cove. Although we rarely saw it, the sun always set early here. But it also meant trouble came out to party earlier, too.
I pulled the van into our drive and cut the motor, walking up the path towards the house we shared. There was nothing special about it from the outside, just your everyday split-level home. I’d been saving for years to buy it, then converted the lower level into a basement-turned-man-cave as the years went by.
It had quickly become a popular gathering place among our close friends.
Discarding my boots at the door, I headed through the open-plan living area and down the hall to the bathroom, needing to freshen up. Stepping out of my coveralls, I threw my clothing into the laundry basket and turned on the hot water, sliding under the steady stream of heat.
I had a thing about showers. 
If it wasn’t hot, I wouldn’t come out clean.
A dewy mist filled the room as the water carved a pathway over my back, its heat like jagged razors branding my skin. It sent a shiver down my spine, and the hairs on my arms stood on end.
Running my hands through my hair, my eyes closed as I thought of her. Ava, and her dark eyes that used to look up at me when on her knees. She’d been my girlfriend for over two years, much to the disgruntlement of the supernatural community. 
It wasn’t the thing to do, fall in love with a human, and I hadn’t been popular. I’d sworn her to secrecy when I’d told her everything. Of the beings that exist in our world.
My fist connected with the shower wall, sending pain through my knuckles in protest. I splayed my palms flat on the tiles as water sprayed over my face, shaking my head as if to clear my mind. 
Like it could heal my haunted heart.
Fuck. She’s dead. Get a grip.
Shutting off the water, I reached for a towel, wrapping it around my waist.
“Come and get a look at this,” I heard Wesley say as I shut the bathroom door behind me. 
Making my way into the living area, I spotted him looking outside where he nodded towards Betty’s old house next door.
Through the window, a woman with long dark hair danced to a muted beat, oblivious to her audience. Her curves swayed with seduction and ease as she danced around what I knew was Betty’s old living room. 
When her body turned to the side, I recognized her as the woman I’d seen outside the workshop earlier. Her jeans had hugged her in all the right places, those same jeans now sending the both of us into a trance of our own, seducing us in silence, every move of her hips commanding our attention.
I tore my eyes from her, my gaze turning back to Wes.
I arched a brow. “Human?” I asked.
Brows furrowed and eyes squinting, I knew Wes was trying to get a read off her. He finally said, “Unsure.” He slowly cracked the knuckles on his fist. “I think we need to invite our mesmerizing little neighbor over tomorrow to find out.”
I didn’t object. With his sensor gift, Wes could feel magic near him through intuition or touch, and when new neighbors were concerned, it came in handy knowing who or what had moved into our neighborhood.
I turned on my heel, waving over my head. “Do your thing. I’ll invite the guys and give Skye a call. She’s just moved back to town.”
“Your sister? I haven’t seen her since we were kids.”
I shook my head. “Yeah, time flies.”
Wes walked past me, heading next door to extend the invitation no doubt. He had a natural way with women, and I’d never met one able to refuse his charm.
Good luck to her.






  
  Morgan


Later that evening, a chill had set upon Cutters Cove. Not that there had been an ounce of warmth in the day, but dusk had swallowed daylight, leaving a newfound bitterness in its wake. 
A shiver staked its claim over my body, and I was about to seek refuge in the warmth indoors when the padding of footsteps had me glance over my shoulder.
A guy in a black hoodie with eyes a bright tint of green leaned over the crooked fence separating our properties, his lower half hidden from view. “I thought I’d come over and introduce myself. You must be our new neighbor. I’m Wesley.”
He pulled back his hood, revealing a square jaw and thick dark hair that fell loosely over his forehead. I waved awkwardly from my front steps. 
“Hi. I’m Morgan,” I said, offering him a polite smile.
He looked at me with intrigue, his head cocked to the side, in thought it seemed. When he spoke again, his demeanor changed, and a cheeky grin filled his features.
“We’re having a small gathering here tomorrow if you wanted to come and meet a few people in town.”
A question that sounded oddly like an order.
His eyes took a dive to my feet then slid back up to meet mine again.
I inwardly groaned.
Flirt.
No wonder Betty was getting all giggly talking about the boys next door. Wesley was not a boy. He was all man. I guessed in his late 20s and a good-looking one, too.
Except he knew it.
I knew all too well how these guys worked, thanks to my ex.
I gripped the handle of my broom tighter, sweeping the last of the season’s bronze dusting my front porch off the side. The leaves floated over the edge and onto the ground. I wanted a day for myself to get settled in, but I knew I should at least try and do the neighborly thing.
“Thanks, I’d like that,” I lied. “What can I bring?”
He waved me off. “Don’t worry about that. Just come over around five-ish and leave the rest to us.” Then he winked before turning back towards his house.
My eyes followed him until he disappeared back inside.
Luckily, flirty guys like him were no longer my type.

      ***After waking the next morning, I shoved my feet into my runners, tugging a knitted beanie over my ears. Morning air was the one thing I could count on to help clear my mind, but sea air was intoxicating.
Borderline addictive, even. 
There was just something fresh about it, like the salt on my lips could cleanse me in some way. Every breath like a brand-new day. 
I set off towards the bus stop until I stood before the town map I’d seen yesterday, my eyes skimming over the labyrinth of trails I could follow. There seemed to be a track that looped around the perimeter of the town which would take me past the forest, so I opted for that.
As I walked, I couldn’t help thinking about Wesley’s invitation, or gathering as he’d put it, that afternoon. A heaviness settled in the pit of my stomach. There were things about me I kept hidden, things I didn’t know how to explain, so I naturally kept people at arm’s length. 
A party with a bunch of strangers was not part of my plan, and liquid courage would definitely be required to calm the nerves.
The footpath soon turned into a dirt trail that wound its way around the outskirts of town, pockets of darkness peering back at me through dense forest. It trailed off to the right up a grassy bank that spoke of hushed whispers in the breeze, and I rested on a rock for a moment taking in the view overlooking the town. 
Cutters Cove was small without being too small, and I liked that about it.
Mountains curved their way around the town as if protecting it with their broad expanse, and in the distance, swampland lay littered with willow trees chasing another life. Further to the north, large cliffs boarded the edge of the cove, their baren rockface scarred by the elements that evidently tore through the exposed side of the town.
A raven sounded high above me, its raspy craw breaking my attention. 
I searched the sky, and beady eyes found mine as it stalked me from its perch on naked limbs. Some people thought ravens were a sign of death or a bad omen. They just gave me the creeps.
With a sigh, I hopped down off the rocky overhang and began following the trail back into town.
Coffee Cove soon came into view, the converted villa a faded timber that had obviously aged over its time. Four women sat at a rustic outdoor table that encroached on the footpath. Wrapped in jackets and deep in conversation, they clutched their coffee mugs, lapping up the morning air.
An older man with a receding hairline leaned against a lamp post. He lifted his gaze at me.
“Good morning.” He smiled genuinely, tipping his head and straightening the newspaper in his hand.
“And to you.” I waved, turning towards the small villa.
Set back a few feet off the footpath, I followed the three cracked pavers to the entrance where a quirky owl held the door open at its base. 
As I walked inside, the familiar scent of coffee hit my senses, and the timber floorboards and rustic interior warmed my insides. I admired the reclaimed whiskey barrels serving as leaners in their second life before my eyes lifted to the wall of photos, all in mismatching frames and randomly placed on the wall in no particular order. It seemed Coffee Cove was certainly the place for a morning brew, with most tables full of customers of all ages. 
A young child’s eyes sparkled as they met mine, evidence of hot chocolate around his mouth in a prominent circle. I laughed freely as his mother caught my eye, shaking her head with a smile.
Heading over to the fridge, I plucked a bottle of water from it.
“Morgan?”
My gaze followed the voice to find the girl from the coffee cart clearing a table, a tea towel draped over one shoulder.
“Oh, hey.” I smiled at her. “It’s Skye, right?”
“The one and only.” She followed me over to the counter. “Lovely morning for a walk. This is my favorite time of the day.”
“Mine too,” I agreed, handing the water over to her along with my payment.
My gaze shifted to the window where a haze of sea fog still lay over the cove. Its muted tones stood frozen in breathless air, begging for an artist to recreate its dreamy masterpiece.
A palette made for my soul.
The thought spilled from my mind before I could stop it, and I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment to collect myself. I hadn’t picked up a brush since the accident; I wasn’t ready. 
The emotions that were bound to my brushes, still heavy. Too raw.
I wound my eyes back to hers, swallowing over the lump in my throat. 
“Tell me, what does a girl do on the weekends around here?” I asked as I worked to keep my voice level, determined to bury my thoughts.
Skye shrugged. “Depends on what you’re into. My brother’s having a party at his house this afternoon.” She tipped her head to the side. “Actually, to be fair, it’s more of a gathering than a party by the sounds of it... but a girl can bring wine and it soon turns to a party, right?” Her eyes glistened at the thought.
The word gathering caught my attention for the second time in less than twenty-four hours.
Coincidence maybe?
I pulled the lid off the water and took a sip, welcoming the liquid as it slid down my throat. “You don’t mean at 19 Cutters Terrace, by chance?”
Skye’s brows creased. “Yeah. Have you been invited?”
I nodded. “Yes, by a guy named Wesley… Is he your brother?”
She shook her head. “Wesley’s my brother’s flat mate. You must be the neighbor he mentioned. This place is way too small.”
At least I would know one person there apart from this Wesley guy.
Skye whipped the tea towel off her shoulder to dry a coffee mug from the rack behind her.
“How about I stop by your place. We could go together? I’m hardly going to know anyone there either. What do you say?” she suggested. 
I smiled cautiously as Skye turned to take another customers payment, unsure if making friends was the best idea, but I liked her theory.
I waited until she was free to speak again. “Strength in numbers, you reckon?” It was better than walking into a party full of strangers alone.
Skye laughed. “Yeah, something like that.”
I paused momentarily. “I’m at number 17. See you at five?”
She grinned, waving me goodbye. “Sounds like a plan.”
I raised my bottle to her on my way out, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves. I only had to make an appearance; I didn’t have to stay long. 

      ***Later that afternoon, I shimmied into my favorite black jeans and slipped a tank and sweater on. I was always the first to feel the chill, and my pale skin was proof of that. Running my hands through my hair, I applied some mascara and a nude shade to my lips before smacking them together. 
The heaviness in my stomach had lifted knowing I had Skye to go to this party with, happy to go along with her ‘strength in numbers’ plan. The possibility of making a new friend in town made me cautiously uneasy, yet another part of me, the part that longed for friendship, tingled with comfort.
Knocking came from the front door, and I hurried to swing it open. Skye stood dressed in black leggings and an oversized denim jacket with a cropped tee peeking out from beneath.
She held up a bottle of bubbles in one hand and did a ridiculous dance. “Are you ready?”  
I cracked up. “Just let me put my shoes on.”
It seemed strange to hear my laughter again. The sound so foreign to me after so many years in a state of permanent mourning. 
I ducked inside, glancing in the mirror one last time to smooth my hair. Shoving my feet into my sneakers, I grabbed my ciders before following her outside.
We walked over to the neighboring house where the front door hung wide open, a pair of work boots neatly lined up to the side.
We let ourselves into an open-plan kitchen and living area that had an instant ‘boys’ pad feel to it. It had no particular color scheme, and men’s clothing sat drying on a rack off to one side. When I noticed the older-style couch and couple of armchairs positioned in front of a large TV and oversized speakers, I was certain of it. The dull thumping of a baseline hit our ears, followed by a few hoots of laughter erupting from somewhere below. 
My head ducked to the side, following the noise that filtered from downstairs. 
Skye turned to me with a raised brow. 
I pointed down the dimly lit stairwell. “You first.”
The stairs lead to a large room with walls smeared black as if the night sky had spat out its insides in revulsion. Couches and armchairs occupied one area, a makeshift bar set up in the corner and a large door held open, leading outside. 
The rest of the room was vacant space, now filled with what looked to be some sort of sparring competition between two guys. One topless, one not. They were both good-looking and well built, but not in an over-the-top way. My eyes widened as I took in their fighting, each blow making me wince. 
Skye instantly deserted me, racing over to a guy who was outside with his back to me. She gave him an enormous hug from behind. It had to be her brother.
I stood pinned at the bottom of the stairs beneath the doorway as curious stares landed on me from around the room, piercing my skin. Perks of being the new girl. I was used to it by now.
“Hi, I’m Morgan.” I waved to no one in particular, and a curvy girl with dark auburn hair, heavy eyeliner, and a black choker around her neck approached me.
“Hey, I’m Scarlet.” She smiled in greeting, her hazel eyes giving me a onceover. “Don’t mind them; they’re just having some fun.” She nodded toward the two guys jostling in some supposedly not-so-serious sparring match, but damn, it looked real to me.
It was like something out of a movie, the guys ripped with all their muscles and—
“And that’s Jade,” Scarlet continued, pointing at a girl with bright chestnut hair over the other side of the room. She waved in response.
“Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” I replied, giving Jade a wave as well. My eyes swung around the room, landing on familiar green eyes.
Wesley leaned against the back of a couch, beer in hand. He lifted it in the air. “Morgan, glad you could make it.”
“You asked so nicely, I couldn’t refuse,” I countered with a chuckle. 
Scarlet moved her head into my line of vision. “Aaannndd you’ve obviously met Wesley somewhere along the way?” Her hazel eyes watched me with interest.
“Yeah, I just moved in next door, he invited me over.”
Scarlet’s lips formed a thin line, her head bobbing in understanding. She moved in closer, her voice lowering. “Between you and I, many a woman has probably had an invitation to his house, if you get what I'm trying to say.”
I nodded. “Loud and clear.”
No surprises there.
A heavy thump sounded from the center of the room, drawing my attention. Of the two guys sparring, the broader one with light hair stood over top of the other, the darker haired one flat on his back. Blondie extended his hand, helping the guy on the ground to his feet. 
They slapped each other on the back in good spirits before circling each other again.
“That’s Reid and Colton,” said Scarlet, motioning to the two guys, but her words misted into the background as my eyes gravitated to the guy who I assumed was Skye’s brother, still facing away from me. 
When he turned to the side, my breath stilled, lungs holding tight, recognizing the familiar dark hair.
It couldn’t be. The guy from the gas station?
His feet were bare, and he wore a dark t-shirt and faded black jeans that hugged his thighs in a way that should be dubbed sinful.
I was sure it was him.
Scarlet’s voice broke my stupor. “Oh, and last but not least... that’s Skye’s brother, Tyler.” She nodded towards Skye and the stranger from the gas station.
My mouth went dry, falling open slightly. Like I could catch a taste of him.
Skye’s brother.
Tall, dark, and handsome. As if his mother had checked all the right boxes.
I didn’t need the distraction of a male. But against my better judgement, I found myself silently willing him to turn to me.
To find my eyes.






  
  Tyer


Above me, the glow of two amber lanterns lit up the deck as daylight disappeared beneath the horizon. The air was stiff, but on nights like this I still managed to run hot even in a t-shirt. Thermo magic had a way of doing that to me. 
“God dammit, Wes, it’s the wrong connection size,” I muttered just as arms engulfed me from behind. My eyes widened in surprise before a familiar voice met my ears. 
“Hey, big brother, thought fixing the grill would be your jam.”
I turned to find Skye standing beside me with a knowing look in her eyes. She hadn’t aged a bit in the years she had been away at boarding school, still looking as young as the day she left. I was sure she had inherited our mother’s seemingly ageless genes.
“Hey, sis, long time no see.” I grinned back, landing a peck on her cheek. Wrapping my free arm around her, the gas bottle balanced precariously on my thigh. “No more blonde?” I asked, motioning to her hair.
She laughed, tugging at a strand. “Yeah, thought it was time for a change.” Her eyes darted to the bottle. “Problem with the grill?”
“Yeah, sorry, just let me get this sorted and I’ll be back shortly.”
Just as I turned to head towards the stairs, my feet froze mid-step when my gaze landed on our new neighbor standing at the bottom of the stairwell.
Chocolate-brown eyes connected with mine, and a foreign heat washed over me. Intense. Like an outgoing tide, threatening to pull the sand from under my feet and take me with it. My gaze fell to her full lips, and her tongue slid over them as if parched.
A heat licked at my insides, only intensifying as I walked closer.
We both moved to the side, but in the same direction, causing us to do the whole ‘you go that way, I’ll go this way thing’ but both got nowhere. 
Standing face to face, she shoved her free hand in the pocket of her jeans, the other clutching her drinks.
Those jeans.
I chuckled under my breath. “I can’t dance with you all day.”
She let out a sigh. “Don’t worry, I don’t intend to.”
A smile played on my lips. Witty and attractive... damn.
She moved to the side and jutted out a hip, a mask of indifference replacing the heat that had flooded her eyes moments ago.
I swiped my hand over my jeans before stretching it to hers.
“I’m Tyler. You must be our new neighbor.”
She paused, and for a moment I didn’t know if she would introduce herself.
Finally, she replied, “Hi. I’m Morgan.” Her soft palm enclosed mine before quickly pulling away, her eyes darting to the gas bottle still parked on my thigh. “I’ll get out of your way,” she mumbled, stepping aside.
She was either rude or playing hard to get; I couldn't be sure. Either way, my reaction to her presence had caught me off guard, because ever since Ava’s death, I’d not given a single woman my attention.
“Thanks,” I said with a nod, moving past her.
I found the connection and ventured back to the man cave, hooking up the gas bottle easily this time. Watching the action inside, I grinned as Reid pulled a roundhouse kick on his sparring partner Colt, sending him hard into the ground with a thud.
Cheers erupted around the basement.
“You’d better up your game, Colt,” I joked, and he swiftly responded with  and his middle finger.
From outside, I saw Wes talking to Morgan, catching the way his hand innocently brushed her arm. She would think he was being overly friendly, coming on to her even. She wouldn’t know his true intentions. 
He caught my eye over her shoulder, subtly nodding his head to the side.
Human. I figured as much.
Reid threw me his classic cheese-dick smile. “Up for a tousle?” he challenged, his arms open wide as he beckoned me forward.
Colt eyed me from where he stood, still catching his breath. “Ty, get out there. Last time I looked, you were getting rusty,” he taunted. 
I met his amused eyes with my mine. I wasn’t big on fighting, but when push came to shove, I could hold my own.
“You wish,” I bantered back as I moved inside.
Approaching Reid, I didn’t think before pulling my top over my head and throwing it to Morgan. She caught it with wide eyes, her stare drilling nine-inch nails into my back as I walked away.
Fuck. I clenched my fists. Real smart move. 
I didn’t mean for it to happen, to discard my clothing into her hands like that, but there was no going back now.
Reid moved closer, his blue eyes stalking mine like a scope to its target, waiting for me to make my move. I had height and muscle on my side, but Reid was lean and fast. 
We had one rule when sparring: No gifts allowed. It was fair game that way.
“Make your move, Ty…” he goaded me.
I knew how Reid worked. I’d seen him spar many times, and he was mainly all talk, although his fast reflexes were not to be dismissed. 
He gave in first, sending a quick jab to my left that I blocked before quickly connecting two blows to his side. He adjusted to the impact, showing no sign of slowing down, then he came at me. 
Launching a high kick to my shoulder, I blocked and took hold of his leg, twisting until my back was to his stomach. It left him on one leg, and wasting no time I grabbed the back of his neck, propelling myself forward and hurling him over my shoulder until his back met the ground with a thump.
“Too much talk, not enough game, pretty boy.” I smirked, looking down at him.
He made a face. “Whatever, Ty, you won’t be so lucky next time.” 
I pulled him up, and we shook hands laughing.
Colt slapped me on the back. “Not so rusty after all.”
I leaned against the wall, my eyes lifting to Morgan who was walking in my direction, my top between her delicate fingers.
“I believe you may be looking for this,” she stated matter-of-factly, squaring her shoulders. Her eyes lowered to my chest before darting away.
“Thanks.” I took it from her and slipped it back on. “Good to see you haven’t auctioned it off without an autograph.”
She rolled her eyes. “You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”
My brows pitched, surprised at her observation that couldn’t be more wrong if she tried. My fire element crackled inside me, itching my palms. Something about her baited me. “Are you always this… friendly?”
She folded her arms across her chest, eyes narrowing. “You threw me your clothes.”
I held back a smile. She was feisty for a human.
“I threw you the top half,” I corrected. Her pale cheeks flared with heat, her irises stirring. “And you caught it,” I added.
She huffed out a breath. “You’re such a jerk.”
I laughed to myself, shaking my head. “And you have me all figured out.”
A moment silently stumbled upon us, collecting our breaths, our eyes locked in a way they hadn’t before. Hers were dark brown, so rich, so intense. I felt the way they crawled over me as she studied me, my skin an inferno under her scrutiny. 
Caution edged my tone. “I was just messing around… before, I mean.”
She shifted her weight between feet, her hand falling to the plain silver chain resting over her collarbone.
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