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Dedication

To Mom, who keeps asking when I’m going to buy her a mansion and yacht. Wait your turn, Elmer Fudd! I get mine first. (And if you recognize the reference, you totally rock.)

To Dad, who, like my husband, just rolls his eyes and remains silent amidst the insanity of the females in his life. Smart man.

And to Dusty, who’s down for the whole mansion thing but thinks the yacht might be taking it a bit too far. This from the man who wants to scare the crap out of me by taking flying lessons. Heck, it’s not my fault he gets seasick.


Prologue

Gareth wouldn’t look at her.

He wouldn’t look, and she couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t every day your soul was invaded by not one warlock, but two. The effects on both Gen and Gareth had been emotionally devastating. Everything she was had been laid bare to him as she protected his life from her father’s evil.

And Gareth wouldn’t look at her.

Gen knew any chance she had at happiness with the man she loved had been viciously torn from her. The visions she’d had so long ago had finally come true. Her father, Davis Godwin, had tried to kill Gareth Beckett, the future king of the wizards. He’d nearly succeeded, too, almost sucked the man’s soul into his magical dagger, the one he’d been using to summon a demon. If he had succeeded, he would have gained Gareth’s power and destroyed not only the Beckett family but his daughter as well. Filled with the souls of unwilling sacrifices, it would have granted both Davis Godwin and the demon the raw power to take over the magical world.

Gen had responded in the only way she could when the man she loved was threatened. She’d used her gifts as an Own, a warlock Own, forcing the darkness out from Gareth Beckett by forcing herself in. It was something she’d never attempted before, but she’d acted on instinct, the whispers of her Goddess guiding her until the darkness had fled and Gareth was free.

And touching his soul—noble and strong and fierce—had confirmed everything she’d believed about him. He was beautiful and wonderful and forever out of her reach. His soul had recoiled from the invasion, but the ecstasy of the Goddess’s touch overrode his natural instinct to force Gen out. Gen had protected him with everything in her, but there was a price to pay for saving him. There was always a price, and Gen would gladly pay it, knowing he lived, if only he’d look at her just once.

Please look at me.

But Gareth didn’t. The intimacy of their souls touching must have shocked him to the core, and now the man couldn’t get away from her fast enough. He carried his brother through the woods, his expression at turns stunned and grim.

Zachary Beckett, the newest Own and possibly the most powerful witch to have ever lived, had passed out after defeating Davis Godwin. Zach had killed her father, destroying the dagger in Davis Godwin’s hand, halting the man’s evil forever as the captured souls the dagger had once held were forever freed of their bondage.

But the demon took Davis’s soul as payment, condemning him to an afterlife of eternal torment.

The sound that had poured from her father’s throat as the demon took its due would haunt her until the day she died. All of Hell was in that cry as darkness leapt from Davis’s body into the shattered altar he’d used to sacrifice so many.

It had cost Zach dearly to free the souls of at least three witches Davis had trapped within the dagger. Zach had collapsed from the strain of so much power rushing through him. It had been too much for his body to bear. Gareth had caught him before he hit the ground, and now Gen and Gareth trudged through the woods, too exhausted to do more than shuffle. Zach was slung over Gareth’s shoulder, unconscious from the massive overload of power.

“Gods, what has this man been eating?”

It was the first thing Gareth had said since Davis fell. “Anything he can get his hands on?”

They broke through the woods to the beach where Jo, Zach’s mate, waited impatiently for them, an anxious expression on her face. Blood ran down her arms and legs from the wounds Davis had inflicted before she’d been freed. Gen was fiercely glad to see that, while she’d been harmed, she would be all right. Zach deserved the happiness Gen had forfeited.

Gareth and Gen stepped through the trees, Zach slung over Gareth’s shoulder. Gen kept her hand on his lower back in an attempt to keep him steady, but if Gareth started to fall she doubted she’d be able to save them. She was as weak as a newborn kitten. How Gareth was even still on his feet, she had no idea. The wizard was just as tired as she was if the unsteady way he walked was any indication.

Jo looked so terrified at the sight of Zach in Gareth’s arms that Gen rushed to reassure her. “He’ll be all right.”

“He’d better!” Jo limped over as quickly as she could. “What happened?”

“He poured too much of himself into stopping my father. He’s dead.”

Jo’s face went white. “Wh-what?”

“Oh! No, no, no! My father, not Zach! Zach’s just burned out. He’ll be fine with rest and food.” Why couldn’t she get her foot out of her mouth? She constantly said or did the wrong thing around the Becketts.

Gareth still refused to look at Gen, breaking her heart. “Let’s get him out of here.”

“Where’s Hugh?” She knew at least one of her brothers, who’d been assisting their father in his asinine plot, had gotten away. Zach had sent Arthur flying out over the river with a show of power that still made her head reel. But Hugh’s fate was a mystery to her. Had he, too, gotten away?

“He booked when he realized the odds were against him.” Gareth marched forward, Zach swaying boneless in his grasp. “Let’s go, ladies. Time’s a-wasting.”

Gen plodded after them, her feet dragging. Once the Becketts were home and safe, Gen would leave them. She had no other option left. Hugh and Arthur were still out there, still very much a part of her father’s schemes. Gen was the only one who knew them well enough to stop them.

They were, after all, family.

Jo placed her hand on Gen’s arm. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Gen stopped, her head dropping. She hadn’t expected sympathy, but her family deserved none of her heartache. That ache was reserved for the loss of Gareth, burning like acid in her stomach. “Thank you.”

They arrived at the edge of the beach to find Chris, Daniel and Kerry waiting for them. They were standing by the car Zach had propelled across the river to the tiny island, skipping it like a stone on a pond. Daniel was standing over Kerry, arms crossed, a scowl on his face as he gazed down at her. The blonde glared at him defiantly, but everyone could see how her hands trembled. Kerry was mundane, not a part of their magical world, but she’d been taken by Gen’s father’s evil and almost lost her life because of her connection to the Beckett family.

Chris rubbed his hand over his face. “Kerry, Lana’s going to want to know you’re all right. You know how she gets.”

“She’ll freak out. Besides, you know she doesn’t want me involved in the woo-woo stuff.”

The woo-woo stuff? A reluctant smile crossed Gen’s face.

“She was trying to protect both of you.” Chris was obviously trying to placate Kerry.

Kerry shrugged, her expression pained. “Whatev.” She winced. “Hospital. Gonna need one. I’m pretty sure I have a broken rib.”

“Shit.” Daniel bent down and picked her up. He hadn’t once taken his eyes off of her. “We need to get back across the river.” He climbed into the passenger seat, Kerry settled on his lap. “Where the fuck is Zach?”

“Right here.” Gareth carefully lowered Zach’s unconscious body to the ground. “Davis is dead. Glowbug lit his ass like the Fourth of July.”

Gen smiled again. It was wonderful, the way Zach’s family accepted his new status as one of Hecate’s Own. Zach might possibly be one of the most powerful Own she’d ever run across.

Deep inside, that spark of the divine that lived within her smiled, and she knew. Zach was one of the most powerful Own in the world, and rather than be jealous, Gen was grateful. The price Zach would be forced to pay over and over again would be staggering, and not something she would wish on her worst enemy. Just saving Gareth had exhausted her to the point of collapse.

She’d do it again in a heartbeat, even knowing her love was now lost to her forever.

Gen swayed a bit, praying no one saw. Gods above, she was exhausted. All she wanted was a quiet place to curl up and lick her wounds, but she doubted she would get that chance any time soon.

Daniel looked torn, but stayed put, keeping the squirming blonde on his lap with a well-placed arm. “Will he be all right?”

“She says so.” Gareth pointed toward Gen with his thumb without looking, his voice taking on an odd timbre. Gen just prayed it was embarrassment, and not hatred. “He needs lots of food and rest. He’s depleted his reserves. Every action has a price, and Zach is paying for saving us all.”

So Gareth had listened to her.

Chris nodded. “Anyone else hurt?”

“Me.” Jo limped forward. “But I think that’s it.”

“There’s a dead body back there with no marks on it, a dagger that’s…shit.” Daniel ran his fingers through his hair wearily. “I’ve never seen anything like it, man. The metal’s twisted, the handle cracked. I don’t think anyone will be using it as anything other than scrap ever again.”

“The souls cleansed the blade when they were freed.” Gen collapsed wearily on the sand, her eyes closed, the effort to keep them open almost too much. Goddess, she was exhausted. “I’m going to need some alone time soon.”

“What?” Gareth’s fierce tone could mean anything. She squashed the tiny spark of hope that said it was concern. She couldn’t afford to make that sort of mistake. Not with him.

She smiled grimly. “There’s always a price to pay.”

“Fuck. And our handy-dandy car skipper is still passed out. How do we get back?”

Chris and Gareth stared at the car, Chris answering, “Good question.”

Gen sighed. Oh, the price was going to be painful. Channeling the Goddess again so soon would cause unimaginable agony, but it had to be done. She owed the Becketts, especially Gareth, that much. “I can open a portal to the other side of the river.”

Chris stared at her. “You can?”

“Mm-hmm.” It was not something she did lightly, but to get away from the heartache of Gareth’s rejection she’d open a portal to Zimbabwe.

“Why didn’t you say so? We could have avoided that!” She opened her eyes just as Gareth jabbed his finger at the river. He looked so put-upon, it almost made her smile.

Jo stared at the SUV. “Um. How did the car get here?”

Gen pointed toward Zach. “He did it.”

They stared at Zach for a moment before Jo shook her head in disbelief. “Of course he did.”

Gen stood, ignoring the way the Beckett men watched her. “Time to go home, people. Everyone in the SUV.”

They piled in, and Gen spread her arms wide, ready to channel her Goddess and send them home.


Chapter One

“They’re coming for you soon, bro.” Zach leaned against the doorjamb, all casual and relaxed. It was a good look for him, but Gareth didn’t have time to admire how settled in his skin Zach now was. The last few months had been hell on them all, but none more than Zach. He’d overcome a horrendous curse, found his mate, and become one of the most powerful witches in the world. He’d destroyed one of their most hated foes in a battle and saved Chris from certain death.

Hell, he’d even made nice with Prince Roland, who Gareth thought was more likely to turn his baby brother into a baboon than welcome the Own into his court.

He could hear Zach’s mate, Jo, laughing with their brother Chris and his mate, Lana. Goddess only knew what the two witches were up to, but it smelled delicious. And with Christopher there to protect them both, Zach could relax. He’d barely let Jo out of his sight since her ordeal at the hands of the Godwin boys. His mate had been scarred by Davis Godwin and his sons, and in return Zach had literally called down the wrath of the gods on Davis.

Godwin. Now who woulda thunk that name would bring such longing to Gareth’s heart? He still remembered the look on Gen’s face when she’d left Chris’s house for the last time.

She’d looked flayed open, exhausted beyond endurance. And he’d been so lost in what had occurred between them, too busy reliving the glory of her soul blending with his, that he hadn’t stopped her from walking out the fucking door.

He was going to regret that for the rest of his life.

“They can fucking wait.” Gen couldn’t. Not after what she’d done to save him from Davis Godwin. She’d somehow used her gifts as one of Hecate’s Own to combat the demonic energy Davis had hurled at him. It had been meant to kill Gareth, but instead Gen’s power flooded him, filled him with an ecstasy he’d never before encountered. As much as he’d tried to dismiss it as the touch of the divine, he, and his wolf, knew better.

It had been Gen’s touch, not the Goddess, that made him cream his jeans during combat. And he’d treated her like shit afterward, refusing to look at her because he’d been fucking embarrassed at his reaction to her. So she’d fled, and he’d let her, and now he was going to rectify the biggest mistake he had ever made.

He studied the table one last time. Everything looked correct. All of the runes were aligned properly within the circle. Both Chris and Daniel had gone over it with him three times just to make sure.

The incense was burning, its cinnamon scent filling the air. Chris had smiled when he smelled it. For both of them, that scent meant home, and everything it should be. The small fire in his cauldron burned merrily, ready for the slip of paper he’d be throwing into it after he recited the spell. Colored candles were lit and placed just so. Flower stems, a rose for love and an iris for wisdom, were braided through the Beckett emerald ring, waiting for him to begin the chant. Every item held a piece of the spell, the same spell every Beckett male had cast for centuries.

The spell that would bring his brave little warlock home once and for all. And if she thought she was ever leaving again, she had another thing coming.

“Ready?”

Gareth Beckett nodded. This was it. The moment he’d been waiting for ever since Genevieve Godwin had disappeared from his life and ripped his soul in two, taking the better part of him with her.

“Be careful, bro.” Zach, usually so happy-go-lucky, was dead serious. “You cast this spell with a specific person in mind, and you’re in danger of turning it into a love spell. None of us want that. Karma can be a real bitch.”

He didn’t need Zach’s warning. Casting a love spell on a specific person was just inviting the karma police to come and put the smack-down on your ass. The resulting spell could drive the lover into an insane stalker, turn the wizard into someone unable to love at all, or cause the would-be lover to both love and hate the wizard until one of them wound up dead. It wasn’t something he ever wanted to do to his sweet Gen. “Shut it, butt munch. I’ve preparing this spell for how long?”

“Long enough for me to get a cramp in my tailbone.” Daniel, the next-to-youngest brother, was sprawled in a chair in Gareth’s study, tossing M&M’S into the air and catching them with his mouth. “Can we go already?”

Zach flicked a finger, and the M&M’S scattered.

God. It was like wizard daycare. “Don’t make me come over there.”

“He started it.” Daniel stuck his tongue out at Zach.

“He started it first.” Zach stuck his right back out.

“I don’t care who started it, I will end it.” Gareth glared at both his little brothers, but they ignored him.

“You took my M&M’S.” Zach reached with his fingers, the candy dancing away from Daniel.

“You weren’t sharing, asshole.” Daniel threw the bowl at Zach.

Zach ducked. “Butt munch.”

“That’s it. I’m calling Mom.” Gareth tugged his cell phone out of his pants, smiling to himself when his idiot brothers raced from the room.

God and Goddess, let them raid the fridge or something, anything, so long as they stayed the fuck out of his study. He loved them, but…

Yeah. Some days being the eldest sucked donkey balls.

He took a deep breath. He had to place himself in the right frame of mind necessary to cast the spell, or it really would turn into a love spell. If that happened, not only would Gareth be FUBAR, but so would Gen.

Nothing was ever hurting Gen again. Not even him. He was willing to promise on his wolf never to do anything to harm her if only she’d forgive him.

His hands shook as he closed the circle, barring anyone else from entering the room. This was it, one of the defining moments of his life. His ancestor’s spell would determine the course of the rest of his life.

It had better fucking pick the only Godwin worth her father’s sperm.

He closed his eyes and tried to picture a generic female, one without those amazing eyes and shining blonde hair. One who didn’t radiate power and innocence in equal measure. One whose sweet, generous soul had brushed against his own and left it raw and bleeding when she disappeared.

Shit.

No. If this was going to work, he had to think in general terms, or the karmic backlash of the Law of Three would destroy them both. For him, as a wizard, it would be bad. For a warlock, and one of the Goddess’s Own, it would be… He couldn’t even begin to imagine it. The power an Own held was tremendous. Driving an Own insane with a love spell?

He shuddered.

Instead, he concentrated on all of the things he desired in a mate. Sweet to his dark, soft where he was hard. A woman who would smooth his rough edges, help him navigate the shark-infested waters of the wizard court. A woman who understood his nature was both human and not, someone who accepted the wolf within him.

Someone who made his heart beat faster with just a smile.

Someone he could picture rocking his future children to sleep.

He could feel the power building within him. He’d written down his wishes in red ink, the color of passion, ready to be burned in the cauldron. He knew the exact moment when the spell’s tension had reached the breaking point, when he either had to make a move or stop, wait and recast another time when the stars were properly aligned.

Gareth was done with waiting. If he didn’t cast the spell now, call Ge—his mate, to him today, he was terrified he’d lose her forever.

That was unacceptable.

Gareth reached into the pocket of his purple silk robe and pulled out a wand crafted especially for this ritual, and smiled. He’d made his wand of apple wood, knowing it was a wood associated with love. Zach would probably shit a brick if he saw it, but Gareth didn’t care. For the first time ever, Gareth was casting a spell just as much with his heart as his head.

He would love his mate. Hell, if he was right about who it would be, he already did.

He slipped the sheet into the flames, watching it catch fire before dropping it into the cauldron. Raising his arms high, he began his chant. As the paper burned, he concentrated with every ounce of will he had.

“I call on forces higher than I,

To awaken the dreams that I hold inside.

Venus, grant me the love I lack;

With this spell my mate attract.

This candle for her,

This candle for me.

When they touch,

United we’ll be.

Kindle the love,

Kindle the flame,

When we meet, she’ll know my name.

By the power of earth and fire,

Bring unto me my heart’s desire.

By the power of air and sea,

As I will so mote it be.”

As he chanted, two candles, both red, one carved with the symbol for female, the other marked with the symbol for male and bearing a lock of his hair, shifted slightly toward one another.

Gareth almost sagged with relief.

The ritual was working. Now all Gareth had to do was sit back and wait for his warlock mate to come home.

He could hardly fucking wait.





“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

Genevieve Godwin did her best to hide her grimace. She couldn’t let the mundane know how deeply frightened she truly was. Hunting Hugh for the last three months had been exhausting, and she was beginning to run out of options. But what else could she do? Her family needed to be stopped before anything else occurred. She couldn’t allow them to hurt the Becketts, not even if it meant her own life.

Deep golden eyes, the color of warmed honey, filled her mind’s eye.

No. She couldn’t allow the Godwins to cause the Becketts any further harm, and not just because most of them had accepted her with open arms. She strapped the gun to her hip, shivering at the familiar weight of it. She prayed she wouldn’t have to use it, but it never hurt to be prepared. Most magics would expect just that: magic. Bringing the gun was a security most wouldn’t think of. “Yes, I believe so.”

“Hmm.” Kerry Andrews leaned back and eyed Gen, her expression filled with misgiving. “It might be me, but the Beckett boys don’t seem like the type to forgive a woman for putting herself in harm’s way for them.” Kerry shrugged. “Which makes me like this plan a little bit more, but still. You’re absolutely, positively sure this is the right thing to do?”

“What would you like me to do, Kerry?” Gen shrugged on her typical tweed jacket and hoped it would hide the bulge of the gun. “Zach just moved to Cleveland and is acclimating at the witch court, and the others are not Hecate’s Own. My brothers would eviscerate them on sight.”

“And Gareth?”

Gen shot the human an unfriendly look. “And Daniel?”

Kerry sighed. “Touché.”

“It’s a sad state of affairs when the man you are in love with wishes to salt the ground you walk on.”

Kerry scowled. “I am not in love with Daniel.”

“Of course not. And I don’t love Gareth.” And maybe if she kept telling herself that, the overwhelming sense of loss would eventually disappear. Thank the Goddess she wasn’t a witch, or her emotional state would seriously interfere with her spell casting. The more emotional the witch, the stronger and more unstable their spells became. A warlock like Gen pulled on power outside themselves. Emotion, while a strong motivator, did not factor into their spells. Only the strength of the outside source and the warlock’s own willpower defined how strongly they cast.

Gen picked up her practical beige purse and slung it over her shoulder. “How do I look?”

Kerry tilted her head. “Uptight.”

Gen smothered the hurt that filled her at the familiar taunt. She wanted to look uptight, at least today. She was going to meet someone who was the very definition of uptight and would not appreciate a casual appearance. Gen’s expensive tweed jacket, simple silk blouse, tan slacks and beige pumps would fit right in where she was headed.

The gun was a simple precaution, because her contact was not only uptight, but cold as well. This could very well turn into a battle royale rather than a social tea.

“If Lana finds out I’ve been helping you I’m in deep shit.”

Gen, her thoughts on her destination rather than her companion, was startled. “Why?” When last she’d seen the Evans witch, she’d been happy that her family was alive and safe. Gen hadn’t gotten the impression that Lana blamed Gen for any of it.

She didn’t have to. Gen blamed herself.

“For keeping it secret.” Kerry and Lana were best friends. The very human Kerry had gotten a serious education on the magical world when she’d been kidnapped and nearly killed by members of Gen’s family, but like Lana, she didn’t blame Gen. It was one of the reasons she’d agreed to help Gen, to give her a safe place to rest when she wasn’t hunting. But she didn’t like putting Kerry in the position of lying to Lana, never mind that Kerry was the one who’d decided to keep quiet about her aid.

It wasn’t like Gen could go home, though. Hugh and Arthur had seen to that. And going to the Becketts was out of the question. As long as Gen hunted Hugh and Arthur, they were safe.

She hoped.

Kerry had offered to take her in when she had shown up on her doorstep with no place else to go. Something about the nonmagical Kerry made Gen want to protect her and watch over her. The fact that she’d managed to survive their attack would make Hugh, especially, want to take her again.

Gen couldn’t allow that, so living with Kerry, protecting her in person, was the perfect solution. She got a place to stay, and Kerry had the magic of an Own to defend her. It was win-win.

To keep Kerry safe, Gen had done everything she could think of to protect the very unmagical Kerry from attacks. She’d shielded Kerry’s home, her car, her place of work, given her additional protection amulets on top of what Annabelle Evans had done for her… There was nothing she could think of that could protect Kerry more in Gen’s absence. But she still planned on returning as quickly as possible. There was no telling what Hugh and Arthur would do if they knew she’d left Kerry alone for longer than a day or two.

And if Kerry got hurt because of Gen, Lana would truly never forgive her. Thank goodness Annabelle Evans, Lana’s grandmother and grande dame of the Philadelphia coven, had agreed to watch over Kerry whenever Gen had to go on the hunt. She wasn’t happy they were keeping things from her granddaughter, however, and let them know it whenever they spoke to her. “Maybe you should tell Lana.”

Kerry grunted her disagreement. “If I tell her, she tells Chris, and then guess who else hears about it?”

Gen bit her lip. As much as she wanted to see him again, she knew what a bad idea it was. The man hated her, and Gen didn’t blame him one iota. Her family had done nothing but cause his grief for years. “Then wish me luck.”

“Good luck.” Kerry’s tone was full of doubt. “If you don’t come back in two days I’m calling in the cavalry. And I expect phone calls.”

The cavalry being Annabelle. “As you wish.” Gen smiled, wishing she could shed some of the mannerisms that made her seem so uptight. But as a member of the Godwins she’d had those affectations drilled into her since she was a child. It was expected of her, to be the pretty porcelain doll her father paraded in front of his blue-blooded wizard friends.

When she’d seen the first Harry Potter movie, she’d gasped at the Malfoy family. They had been eerily familiar, right down to their disdain for mundanes. And when she’d realized what she, and the rest of her family, actually were she’d offered herself to the Goddess before her father could force another unwanted choice upon her.

She smiled as a feeling of warmth swept over her. The Goddess had accepted her plea and protected her from the Godwin men and their evil machinations. But before that, it had been her mother who’d protected her.

Her mother had taken care of her, had loved her when no one else did. She cast a spell that hid Gen’s nature from the rest of the family, with unintended consequences that wound up nearly costing Chris Beckett his life.

Because of her mother the Registry hadn’t picked up on what Davis and the rest of the Godwins had become until it was almost too late to stop them.

Her mother’s spell, driven by love and the desire to protect Genevieve, had spilled over onto the entire bloodline. It had hidden their warlock status from everyone, much to Davis Godwin’s delight. He hadn’t been certain why his wizard wife, cowed by his evil, had cast the spell, but he hadn’t questioned the gift. Davis Godwin, his daughter and his sons had been listed as wizards in the Registry until Chris, Daniel, Zach and Gareth Beckett had questioned just how Cole had been able to cast some of the spells he had. They had ripped away the veil her mother had put in place all those years ago, bearing the family to the court’s scrutiny and eventual expulsion.

But not before Cole Godwin had almost become the wizard king.

When Davis Godwin realized Cole was up for the position of king, he was beyond ecstatic. A warlock on the throne of the wizards would have given them both power beyond reckoning. Gen had tried to stop them both, but they’d hurt her, stopped her by ambushing her.

Her wrist still ached in cold weather.

Now, it was time for Gen to confront her eldest brother and biggest bane of her existence. Hugh had been horrible as a child, and not just to Gen. His treatment of Kerry, touching her when she had no desire for him, cemented Gen’s desire to see her brother destroyed.

“Hey.” Kerry placed her scarred hand on Gen’s shoulder. It was damaged from Davis Godwin’s unholy knife, another thing Gen and her brothers had to pay for. “Keep your cell phone on.”

Gen nodded. “I will, I swear.” She didn’t tell her new friend that the GPS locator they’d downloaded wouldn’t work where Gen was headed. That would only cause Kerry to worry even more. “I’ll call you when I get there and when I’m on my way back.”

Kerry nodded and let go. “I worry about you.”

“And I, you.” Gen didn’t want Kerry to know that she’d accepted her offer of a place to stay more for Kerry’s safety than anything. The Godwin men had gone after the mundane solely because they believed she was Daniel Beckett’s mate, hoping that by killing her they’d drive Daniel’s wolf, and thus Daniel, insane.

Because of that, she wouldn’t put it past her brothers to try and kill Kerry again. She was the most vulnerable, and if she wasn’t Daniel’s mate Gen would eat her scratchy tweed jacket. “I’m off.”

“Bring back Dunkin’ Donuts on the way home, would you?”

Gen grinned. Her roommate had an unhealthy obsession with Boston Kreme donuts. “I will.” She grabbed the handle of her overnight bag. “Kerry?”

“Hmm?” Kerry’s attention was already returning to her computer.

“Be careful.” She wanted to make her roommate stay in the apartment, but Kerry would never go for it. The nurse was very dedicated to her patients.

“You too, Gen.” Kerry shot her a fond smile and returned her attention to the computer.

Gen quietly let herself out of the apartment, squinting at the brightness of the early morning sun. The urge to visit Gareth, to see how he was doing, was strong, but Gen resisted. The man had made it more than clear he wouldn’t welcome her attentions, and Gen had bigger fish to fry than a wizard who didn’t want her.

She loaded her suitcase into her SUV, struggling to lift it into the back. She’d given up the luxury sports car when she left her family, and the used Jeep was all she could afford now.

Hecate’s Own didn’t make a great deal of money, especially warlock Own. It was a calling, not a career, and Gen had to find ways to pay her bills yet still hunt for the bad guys.

It took about eight hours to arrive at her destination. She hadn’t dared to fly; her brothers would think nothing of pulling a plane full of innocent people out of the air just to get to her. Gen drove into the more opulent sections just outside Pittsburgh, her senses on high alert for any sign of her brothers. If they caught her now, tired and close to their territory, things would go poorly for her.

When she arrived at her hotel without incident she breathed a sigh of relief. Either they didn’t know she was here, which was good, or they were off doing something, which was bad.

But Gen had an appointment, one that couldn’t be put off no matter how exhausted she was. She checked into her room, freshened up as quickly as possible, and headed for the mansion.

Please let my brothers not be there. If they were, if her contact had chosen to side with them, Gen didn’t know what she would do.

She pulled into the circular driveway of the mansion, aware she was running perilously close to being late. Checking her lipstick one last time in the rearview mirror, Gen grabbed hold of her purse and made her way to the front door. She pressed the bell, trying not to roll her eyes as Pachelbel’s “Canon in D” sounded from inside the house. She would have done better to make her doorbell Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D minor”. It would suit the woman far more than the quiet, soothing tones of Pachelbel.

The door opened, revealing a man Gen knew well. “Filbert.”

The butler inclined his stately head. “Ms. Godwin.”

“She’s expecting me.” She took a step forward, knowing full well Filbert could stop her from entering the house with a single word, and unless Gen had reason to believe her gifts as an Own were needed she would be unable to enter.

Filbert stepped back, much to her relief. “She’s in the front parlor, Ms. Godwin.”

Gen made her way toward the one person in her entire family who might be willing to help her. She opened the door to the parlor and stepped inside, hiding her wince as Filbert firmly shut the door behind her.

She took in the woman’s appearance, the tightly wound gray chignon, the high-necked blouse and old-fashioned skirt. Sipping tea by the fireplace, back straight and head held high, she was every inch a lady. Gen felt like a grub next to the elegance of the woman seated in the wing-back chair before her. She always had.

“Genevieve.”

Gen bowed her head. “Aunt Vivian.”

When those cold, steel gray eyes turned on her, Gen knew she’d lost the gamble. “Why are you here?”

“To ask for your assistance in hunting down Hugh and Arthur.”

Aunt Vivian’s expression didn’t change. The matriarch of the Godwin clan merely studied her with all the affection of an iceberg. “As all three of you are warlocks, I hardly think it’s my place to help any of you.”

She’d feared this reaction. The bad blood between warlocks, wizards and witches usually kept them from cooperating with one another, but she’d hoped the ties of blood would have made her aunt react differently, if only to remove the stain from the family name. As a wizard, her aunt was powerful, especially in her own home. “I’ve been tasked with bringing them both to justice.”

Aunt Vivian’s brows rose. “By whom?”

“The Goddess herself.”

Aunt Vivian turned back toward the fireplace with a sniff of disdain. “A warlock Own. Such a thing is practically unheard of.”

Hardly, but Gen knew better than to correct the prejudices of her aunt. It would not get her any closer to her goal of obtaining Aunt Vivian’s aid. Trying to explain to her how not all warlocks aligned themselves with demons would do nothing. A magic user whose power came from an outside force rather than from within, most warlocks wound up seduced by demons while still children. Some, like Gen herself, resisted the persistent demonic whispers and chose other paths. A warlock could choose an elemental focus, a divine focus, or even another magic user to bond with, not that Aunt Vivian would believe her. Not after the shame Davis and Cole had brought to the family. “I wish to bring Hugh and Arthur to justice for what they have done.”

“Then you will do it without our aid. Find some of your own kind, girl. You are no longer my concern.” Aunt Vivian waved her hand, and the door into the hallway opened once more.

“Aunt Vivian—”

“Do not call me that, warlock.” The anger and hatred on Vivian’s face had Gen taking a step back. “You are no longer welcome in this home, and no Godwin will render you aid, now or in future. Not if they wish to continue to be considered Godwins.”

“But—”

“Warlocks are the spawn of evil, and I will not have them in my family!” Aunt Vivian pounded her closed fist on the arm of her chair. “You and your entire branch are a disgrace, and should you kill one another off I will not shed a single tear. Be aware, you are banned from this house forevermore.”

Gen bowed her head in defeat. There would be no reasoning with Vivian, but at least she was allowing Gen to leave unmolested. The gun was not necessary. “Yes, Matriarch Godwin.”

“Hmph.” Vivian returned her gaze to the fire. “Leave, now, while the affection I once held for you still allows for it.”

Gen didn’t wait to hear anything more. She fled the mansion, eager to get away from the head of the Godwin clan while she still could.

At least one good thing had come out of her abortive trip. Vivian Godwin would no more help Hugh and Arthur than she would Gen. That was something, at least. And as strongly as she felt about warlocks, she would have taken precautions against hexes or influences that could sway her to aid them anyway.

Gen kept repeating that to herself as she made her way back to her hotel room. She prayed what she believed was the truth. She was running out of options, and soon she’d have to sit back and wait for Hugh or Arthur to make a move. The thought terrified her.

If they made the first move, one of the Becketts would suffer, she was sure of it. There was one last thing Gen could try, one last bastion of hope. One that would cause Gen pain, but it would be worth it. There was always a price to pay.

Gen had to commune with the Goddess.


Chapter Two

The king was dead.

The wizard king was dead, and now Gareth was—

“Sire?”

Fucked. Well and truly fucked without lubrication. On top of it all, Gen was still missing.

Double fuck.

Gareth tried not to snarl at the man’s simpering tone. If the guy shoved his nose any further up Gareth’s ass he’d be able to sniff Gareth’s pastrami on rye. “What?”

The long-suffering sigh as the man took a seat on Gareth’s couch tempted him to do horrible, terrible things. He sounded like this was such a chore for him.

Like Gareth wanted the fucking job of king of the wizards. Stupid seers and their spells. What the hell did they know? All Gareth wanted from life was to help his father with his graphic design business and live a quiet, peaceful life with his mate by his side.

Instead, he got his door pounded on at oh dark hundred by a guy who barely came up to his shoulder and insisted on calling him sire.

“Sire, there are arrangements to be made. We must move you to court as quickly as possible, so the transfer of power will be seamless. The ritual that will initiate you as king must be performed at the next full moon.”

Gareth understood rituals and timing. As a wizard, his power relied on them. “The next full moon is in three days.” Not a lot of time to prepare.

“And if we don’t perform it then, we must wait for the next full moon. Your crowning must have the approval of the gods.”

Gareth glanced toward his study, to where the Beckett spell still waited for Gen to arrive. “I’m in the middle of a ritual myself.”

The man, who’d introduced himself as Abraham McDorman, the court’s steward, grimaced. “I’m afraid your ritual must wait. The king ritual must take precedence.”

Like hell it did. There was no way anyone was interfering with his spell to call his mate to him. “You understand I’m a Beckett.”

McDorman nodded. “Yes, sire.”

“Then you also understand the Beckett curse?”

McDorman’s expression turned stricken. “I’m… No, sire. I’m afraid I don’t.”

Aw, shit. This guy was clueless. “You are aware I’m a werewolf?”

“Ah. I’ve been informed of your affliction, yes.” McDorman once more appeared merely stressed instead of horrified.

“We’re wolves because of a curse, cast long ago by a witch who felt she’d been wronged by my ancestor.”

Curiosity replaced some of the stress in McDorman’s expression. “I’ve heard some of the tales, sire, but I would prefer to hear the truth from you.”

“Why is that?”

McDorman sniffed disdainfully. “I’m not a fan of gossip, sire.”

Good man. His estimation of McDorman went up slightly. “Apparently my ancestor couldn’t keep it in his pants.” He ignored the surprised snort of laughter from McDorman, but again, his estimation of the nervous little man went up. “He vowed to love a witch, but in the end he bowed to pressure from his family and chose a more suitable wizard to take to wife. The witch, pissed off beyond sanity, cursed my ancestor.”

“Making him a dog in truth as well as inclination.”

This time it was Gareth who was startled into laughing. Maybe McDorman wasn’t quite as stuffy as he seemed. “Exactly. But the karma police hit her upside the head, returning the curse to her threefold. Theresa Langhorn lives now as an immortal, giant bunny.”

McDorman blinked.

“Her descendants are all vegetarians.”

The man’s lips twitched.

“So great-great-blah-great-grandpa wound up eating great-great-blah-great-grandma, which seriously freaked out his kids. His son, in turn, tried to figure out a way to fix the curse, and wound up turning himself inside out, which seriously freaked out his kids.”

“I would imagine so.” McDorman shuddered delicately.

“But Becketts are stubborn. In time one of our ancestors came up with a way to coexist with our wolves.” Now came the important part. “The curse that changed the Becketts so long ago has morphed into something more. The symbiotic relationship we now share with our wolves means we are mostly in control of our other halves, but that control comes at a price. It’s been a long time since a Beckett has eaten anyone.” He smirked, thinking of some former lovers who’d had no trouble with Gareth’s appetites. “In a bad way, that is.”

“What price would that be, sire?” McDorman’s gaze drifted toward Gareth’s study.

“Every Beckett has a mate somewhere in the world. When the loneliness becomes overwhelming, we cast a spell to draw our perfect mate to us, calling to the one person who both the wolf and the man can accept as theirs.”

“Wonderful!”

That was…unexpected.

“It means that we do not have to put forth the effort to find you a consort.”

Gareth’s wolf growled. No way would it accept anyone but their destined mate. “Yeah. Let’s not do that.” The wolf would destroy anyone he tried to mate with who wasn’t theirs. “But there’s always a price to pay.” The familiar words sent a pang through him. He prayed to the Goddess that Gen’s price for helping them hadn’t been too steep. “If the mate never appears or if the Beckett refuses to cast the spell, his wolf half will slowly drive him insane and kill him.”

“Oh.” McDorman paled. “That is the ritual you’ve cast.” At Gareth’s nod, he sighed. “Sire, I’m not certain the court will survive without you while we wait for your mate. Due to King Steven’s illness, there have been some power struggles, some decisions made that perhaps should not have been. It will take a king to reverse some of those decisions.”

“Wonderful.” Gareth was stepping into political dog doo his first day on the job.

“Is there any chance we could perform this ritual again after we crown you?” He held up his hand when Gareth opened his mouth to protest. “I would be more than pleased to aid you, sire. I would not like to serve an insane monarch.”

“Thank you, but no. I can’t put it off, and it’s important that it completes before we crown me.” If the court couldn’t handle his mate, he would break with tradition and deny himself the crown, no matter what the court’s magic had told them. Gareth couldn’t be king without his mate by his side. But perhaps…

Yes. Perhaps the court could be useful after all. “There’s a reason I can’t put it off, one beyond my wolf’s desire to have its mate. I have reason to believe my mate may be in danger.”

McDorman’s eyes went wide. “You know who she is?”

Gareth hid a grin. If his brothers heard the bullshit pouring out of his mouth they’d flay his ass. It went against everything they believed in for Gareth to name his mate before she’d arrived, but he knew, deep in his soul, that Gen was the one. “Yes.”

“Then we must find her.” McDorman pulled a tablet PC from his pocket and pressed a button. “What information can you give me on your mate?”

“Her name is Genevieve Godwin.”

The tablet PC fell to the floor. “Um, I’m sorry? Did you say Godwin, sire?”

“Is that a problem?” Gareth was willing to force McDorman to accept his mate or remove him as steward.

“Is she one of those Godwins?”

Obviously McDorman had heard about Davis and his asshole sons. “She’s an Own.”

The man relaxed. “Ah. Then she is not one of those Godwins. Most excellent.”

Shit. He’d better clarify, or this could go south. If he had to work with the man he needed his trust, and keeping his mate’s magical status a secret wouldn’t work in the long run. It was why he was going to surprise Daniel with his position in the court. He wanted family close by in case Gen’s last name became an issue with the rest of the court. “I’m sorry, but she’s a warlock Own.”

McDorman slumped in his seat. “Oh, dear. Vivian Godwin won’t like this at all.”

Gareth scowled. How many Godwins were there? “Who the fuck is Vivian Godwin?”

“The matriarch of the Godwins, sire. She rules the family much as you will rule the court. And she’s not known for her patience or her compassion.”

“Gen is known for both.” Just the thought of his sweet mate had him smiling like a sap. “She saved me from Davis Godwin, at great cost to herself.”

Some of the color came back to McDorman’s cheeks. “Then I swear to you, sire. We will find her as soon as possible, and bring her home.”

Gareth couldn’t agree more.





Gen took a deep breath and surveyed her altar. Two candles rested in silver holders, a golden one for the God, a silver one for the Goddess. The rich scent of dragon’s blood incense filled her senses. She’d chosen it for its ability to enhance her powers and protect her from evil spirits, but it was incense more associated with the God than the Goddess, and thus one she used rarely.

To balance out the male power of the incense, Gen had ringed her circle with nine smoky quartz geodes, the dark stones sacred to Hecate. Her wand was willow, her candles rubbed with cypress oil. Hecate’s Wheel was stitched in pale green, the color of Gen’s warlock magic, on the black altar cloth. The one thing she couldn’t change was the timing. The moon was waxing, heading toward full. Hecate’s moon was the new one, not the full, and casting in Her dark light would have been far preferable for Gen’s purposes. She’d just have to hope the Goddess would answer her call despite the bad timing.

She placed the wine and the cakes on the altar and sighed. The candle, water bowl, amethyst geode and incense were all in place around the smoky quartz circle, ready for her to call the quarters. Her athame, the black-handled knife used for spell casting, lay unsheathed on the altar, between the God and Goddess candles. A small bowl of salt, for purification, lay next to the Goddess candle while the brazier burning the dragon’s blood lay next to the God candle. Between the candles was a pair of statues, one representing the Goddess, with the triple moon crown on her brow, and the horned God, his antlers raised high and a smile on his face. She’d placed tiki torches at the four cardinal points, just outside where she’d cast her circle.

Gen had chosen to dress in deep purple, with a silver cord at her waist with silver keys attached, signifying her Goddess’s role of gatekeeper to the underworld. The plain silver circlet on her head, the silver pendant at her throat in the shape of the Wheel, and her bare feet, painted with henna, all declared her Hecate’s child.

She’d used every symbol she could think of to counteract the waxing moon. She was as ready as she would ever be.

Gen took a deep breath and centered herself, reaching for that spark of the divine that had lived within her ever since the Goddess Hecate accepted a frightened young warlock as Her Own.

Peace filled her as she connected with that spark. Lifting the athame, Gen decided to take a page out of Zachary Beckett’s book. Tonight, she would cast a triple circle, and protect herself even further from her brothers.

She pointed the tip of the blade toward the amethyst geode in the north quarter. She visualized the circle she wanted, one that would hold out all evil intent. She began a stately walk clockwise, or deosil, around the circle, and poured her power through her athame.

“I lay down the circle white,

Symbol of purity and might.

May evil be blinded by the sight.”

White light gleamed along the tip of her athame, casting a gentle moon glow around the circle. It was working. Zach’s triple circle spell, unconventional though it was, was working. She could feel the moon’s protections wrapping around her.

When she was done she was once more at the geode. Smiling, Gen began the second circle, the second chant, the tip of her athame glowing with pure blue light.

“I lay down the circle blue,

For protection sound and true.

May evil not pass through.”

When the second circle was cast, she paused. This one was the most difficult, the one that might alert her brothers to her spell casting.

But without that third circle, the protections would not be complete. Gen lifted her blade and began to chant.

“I lay down the circle black.

Justice comes to those who lack.

May evil intentions break and crack.”

The tip of the athame quivered as darkness poured from the tip. She knew from Zach’s circle that the mist was harmless to her. Indeed, its touch was pleasant, akin to the touch of her Goddess. The last time she’d felt the touch of that circle, she’d almost lost herself to it.

But instead of the pure black light of Zach’s circle, Gen’s flickered with tiny sparks, like starlight. She didn’t know if that signified the difference between a witch Own and a warlock Own, or if it had to do with Zach’s sheer strength, but nothing about her circle felt off.

It…felt right, even more so than Zach’s, so Gen let it go.

Gen stopped in front of the geode and bowed. Earth was not the element she felt the most kinship with, but as with all the elements, she respected it greatly. The elements took in those of her people who chose to follow a different path, and she could feel nothing but gratitude for that. Warlocks who bonded with the element of earth were some of the most steadfast warlocks, and the least likely to lose their tempers. But when they did, the results could be devastating as their element literally rose to their call.

She sheathed the athame, knelt and placed her hands on the geode.

“North and Earth I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your stability.”

She felt the answering rumble beneath her feet, not as strong as when Zach had called the quarters, but strong enough for her purposes. The air around her was filled with the scent of green, growing things, of life.

Next she walked to the incense burner. The element of air could be capricious, and those tied to it equally so. Air was the element most often bonded to by artisans. She lit the incense and began to chant.

“East and Air I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your creativity.”

She’d chosen lavender incense to honor Hecate, the scent sacred to the goddess, a delicate counterpoint to the dragon’s blood. A gentle breeze swirled into the circles, filling the area with sweetness, a caress against her skin that made her shiver with pleasure.

The element of fire was next. Energetic, passionate, its bondmates were often fierce warriors and equally fierce lovers. Golden eyes—wolf eyes—haunted her as she began to chant.

“South and Fire I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your energy.”

She lit the red candle, and the fire leapt at her call, taller than it should have been but tamed, contained by the wax holding it in place and by Gen’s will.

The last element waited for her. Water beckoned, shining in the light of the nearly full moon, the element Gen felt most at home with. If she had not chosen to bind herself to the Goddess she would have offered herself to water. Fertility and healing were its bailiwicks, but like air it too could be capricious. Its bondmates, if their wills were not strong, were prone to mood swings as the tide of their emotions ebbed and flowed. She held her hand out over the bowl of water and began to chant.

“West and Water I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your clarity.”

The water in the bowl rippled, a green Hecate’s Wheel appearing in its depths, shining with the pure light of a warlock Own. Her call had been answered, her plea heard. The elements would protect her from adversity.

The quarters called, Gen stepped toward the altar, ready to summon the God and the Goddess to watch over her. She just hoped they heard her as easily as the elements had.

She turned to the altar and picked up a lit candle. She preferred not to use matches or lighters on the altar itself. Instead, the small white candle, bathed in salt water and essential oils and dedicated to the gods, sat waiting, lit well ahead of time. From this candle she would light the golden and silver candles that represented the gods. Lifting the flame to the golden candle, Gen chose to call on the lighter aspects of the God and the Goddess.

“Lord of the Wild, sun's delight,

Hear me now, know my plight.

Your faithful child cries out to Thee;

Join me in my circles three!”

Gen lit the golden candle and waited.

The sun’s warmth filled her as in the darkness horns called faintly. The Lord had heard her.

Gen called upon the Goddess, pouring herself into her cry. She couldn’t call on the Dark Lady this night, not with the moon so full and bright, but she could call on Hecate’s other aspects instead.

“Lady of Magic, beacon of might,

Hear me now, know my plight.

Your faithful child cries out to Thee;

Join me in my circles three!”

Gen held her breath and waited.

The breeze died down. An owl hooted off in the distance, and a dog barked in response. The circles flared bright, even the black one.

Gen closed her eyes and lifted her arms to the sky. Silently, she channeled her Goddess, no longer needing words now that Her presence filled the three circles.

A vision appeared in her mind’s eye, so crisp and sharp she almost felt as if she could reach out and touch her brother Hugh.

And Hugh, bastard that he was, was up to their father’s old tricks. There was nothing she could do as Hugh carved symbols into the black-handled athame, whispering words to the demonic forces he’d chosen to ally himself with.

It was the way of warlocks, the price they all paid for their power. Unlike other magic users, a warlock’s power came from without, not within. A warlock was born in tune with forces beyond their control, and at puberty, when they reached the yearning stage, the seduction began.

Still children when it started, most warlocks fell to the lure of the darker pathways, allowing themselves to be corrupted by the forces that whispered sweet power into their ears. And the dark powers always delivered on those promises. Riches, fame, love, it mattered not what the warlock gave their soul away for. They would attain it, but at a cost.

There was always a cost for a warlock.

Those that resisted, who managed to seek power elsewhere, were few and far between. Some chose to bond with the elements, a dangerous choice if your will was weak. The elements were fickle, and could easily burn out a young warlock before he learned control. Those that survived bonding with the elements became guardians of the earth, doing everything in their power to turn back the tide of man-made poisons that were slowly killing their world.

Or a warlock could appeal to the gods, binding themselves to divinity and risk becoming a warrior bound to the god’s will. If they succeeded, either the Goddess or the God could accept the plea of the young warlock, making them into an Own, though the Goddess accepted more often than the God. Those the gods rejected usually found a bond with an element, or even more rarely, another magic user, such as a wizard or witch.

Those who survived that divine touch, like Gen, pursued the evil that infected the magical world. Gen often found herself confronting warlocks who abused their powers to dally with mundanes and magics alike.

And Gen knew the best way to stop a warlock was to cut them off from the source of their power. If she could find, and bind, the demon Hugh had made a pact with, Hugh would lose his magic and all the benefits he’d derived from his evil pact.

Gen concentrated on the symbols Hugh was carving into the blade, and frowned. None of them made sense. It was like he carved nonsense on the blade. But she made a mental note of the symbols. She would draw them out later, research them to find what Hugh was looking for. If he was becoming a soul-stealer like their father…

Gen shuddered.

The image of Gareth formed next to Hugh, a startling, ghostlike vision that gazed at her with sorrowful golden eyes.

Oh. Oh, Goddess, please no. Please don’t let Hugh be targeting Gareth.

But the vision remained firm, the symbols Hugh carved into the blade taking on an even more ominous meaning as Gareth’s ghost flowed into the blade.

Hugh was targeting Gareth specifically. He wasn’t going after the mates; he was going after the king.

The vision changed, showing her Arthur. Wherever Arthur was holed up was unfamiliar to her, her brother’s quarters cramped and dingy. She began to wonder if he was still even in the country. If not, then Hugh was the clearer threat, so Hugh would be her quarry first.

Gen lowered her arms and thanked the Goddess. Her path was clear, the crossroads left behind. Hugh would be the third Godwin to fall.

And may the gods have mercy on his lost soul.


Chapter Three

One day until the full moon. One day, and Gen still hadn’t shown.

Gareth was beginning to seriously worry. If she didn’t appear soon, he’d have no choice but to cancel the Beckett spell and undergo the king ritual without her.

“Sire?”

Gareth bit back a growl. His annoyance, mingled with his wolf’s impatience, was beginning to get to him. “Yes, McDorman?”

“I’m sorry, sire, but we’ve received word of a sighting of Genevieve Godwin.”

“Really?” Now didn’t that news make his day? “Where?”

McDorman squirmed. “It seems the lady paid a visit to Vivian Godwin two days ago.”

“Is she still there?” It was a slim hope, but that was all he had to tide him over right now.

“No, sire. I’m afraid there’s been no further sign of her.”

“Shit.” Gareth ran his hand through his hair. “Get Vivian Godwin on the phone.”

“Yes, sire.” McDorman scurried off, muttering to himself.

Gareth knew what was making the little man so jumpy. He’d refused to leave his home until Gen returned, but if she wasn’t here within the next day, he’d have no choice but to fly out to the court to be crowned. McDorman had made it more than clear that Gareth was needed.

Too bad he was filled with the sense that Gen needed him far more than the court did. His wolf paced beneath his skin, eager to shift and hunt down his mate wherever she was hiding.

“Sire?”

Gareth whipped around. “Yes?”

“I have Ms. Godwin for you.”

Gareth held out his hand. Once the cell phone was placed in it, he held it to his ear. “Ms. Godwin. It’s a pleasure to speak with you.”

“Yes, your highness.” The woman sounded sour and full of disapproval. Whether that was for him or for Gen remained to be seen. “I understand you had a question for me regarding Genevieve.”

The contempt that dripped from her tone when she said Gen’s name filled him with anger, but for Gen’s sake he had to hold on to his temper. This woman might be his only key to finding Gen. “Yes. I’d like to know where she is.”

“I do not know, nor do I care. I have disowned that entire branch of the family.”

Disowned. Shit. Gen wasn’t there anymore. “Why did you disown her?”

Silence, as if Vivian Godwin was surprised by the question. “She is a warlock, your highness. What more reason could I need?”

“She’s an Own, and your niece.” If this was the welcome his mate had received from her own relatives, he could imagine how the court would react to her.

“She’s a warlock. You, of all people, should understand how dangerous and unstable a Godwin warlock is, your highness.”

He blinked. “She’s tied to the Goddess, Ms. Godwin, not a demon. She aided my brother—”

“Ah, yes. The witch.”

Gareth bit back a snarl. No one should ever speak of his brother with such amused disdain. After everything Zach had been through and the sacrifice he’d made to save Chris, Zach should be treated with nothing but respect. “You have a problem with my brother?”

Either the woman didn’t understand the threat in Gareth’s tone, or she didn’t care. “It seems such a shame that a lineage as old and uncorrupted as the Becketts has such a stain upon it.”

“Said the pot to the kettle.” Gareth hoped this woman planned on remaining in her cave, communing with her bats or something. Because if she showed up at court he was going to bite her ass off. “By the way, how are Davis, Cole, Hugh and Arthur?”

“At least Davis had one thing right. It should have been a Godwin on the throne, not some flea-bitten, cursed almost-mundane.” And with that, Vivian Godwin hung up on him.

“I don’t think she likes me.” He handed the phone back to McDorman, who stared at in shock.

“Sire, she’s very powerful in the court. She could cause you problems with some of the other families.”

“She can try.” Gareth smiled.

From the expression on McDorman’s face it was a little more feral than he’d planned. “Yes, sire.” The man fidgeted with the phone. “If Lady Genevieve was turned away by her family, where else might she go?”

Gareth shook his head. “She’s an Own, and she’s probably hunting down her brothers.” Alone. God, even knowing she was made for this, the thought of Gen facing Hugh or Arthur, or both, by herself gave him hives.

He’d felt her strength when she drove the darkness off of him. Their souls had twined around one another. While he had no doubt she was capable of doing what needed to be done…

But, dear gods, she looked like a Disney princess, not a fierce warrior battling against evil. Gen had shining, innocent blue eyes framed by pale blonde hair she wore cropped to her chin. She was thin, so thin a stiff breeze could lift her off the ground. He could hold both her wrists in one hand. And the prim way she dressed and spoke made him want to rumple her up, get beneath that princess exterior to find the woman underneath.

He hadn’t felt that way the first time he saw her. He’d snarled, and snapped, and tried to drive her from Christopher’s home. In his defense, she was a Godwin, an enemy of their family, and he’d thought he was protecting his brothers and their mates.

Maybe that was why she hadn’t come. Maybe she was resisting the pull between them because he’d done nothing to indicate that his attitude toward her had truly changed.

But there was one family member she felt comfortable around. “I need to call Lana.”

“Lana, sire?”

He took the phone back and began dialing. Lana and Gen had become tight, even more so than Gen and Jo, Zach’s mate. Jo would be the next person he called. Maybe one of the mates knew where Gen was holed up. “Lana Evans.”

McDorman’s eyes went wide. “Alannah Evans? Granddaughter of Annabelle Evans, the head of the Philadelphia witch coven?”

“The one and the same.”

The ringing stopped, and a warm, feminine, very familiar voice spoke. “Hello?”

Gareth grinned at the sound of his future sister-in-law’s voice. “Hey, Lana.”

“Gareth! Is it good to be the king?”

He chuckled. “It would be better if my mate were here.”

“You cast the spell?” Her excitement was coming through loud and clear. Lana’s generous heart was just one of the things that made her perfect for his brother.

“I’ve got the spells set up, but we’ve run into a problem.”

“What do you need?”

Gareth knew if he asked both Chris and Lana would come running. “I need to find Gen.”

Silence on the line. Did Lana know that Gen was his mate? “Tell me you didn’t cast the spell at a specific person.”

“I didn’t cast the spell at a specific person.”

Lana sighed. “Gareth.”

“Why does everybody assume I’m a moron?” He didn’t feel any better when Lana giggled. “I know better than to target that kind of spell at a single person. That doesn’t mean Gen isn’t my mate.”

“What are you going to do if some stranger shows up in response to the call?”

That thought hadn’t even occurred to him. “It won’t be a stranger. It will be Gen.” He knew that the way he knew his wolf. Nothing less was acceptable. “Look, that’s not why I called. I need to know if you know where Gen is.”

“I have no idea.”

He closed his eyes against the sudden shot of fear. “I need to know she’s safe.”

“Gareth—”

“I have a bad feeling that she’s in trouble. Please, Lana.”

“In that case I wish I could help you. But I don’t have a clue. The only thing I know is she was planning on going after her brothers, and she thinks you hate her.”

“Do you think Jo might know anything?” It was worth a shot.

“I don’t think so, but it might not hurt to give her a call.”

“Thanks, Lana.”

“You could always try a locator spell.”

“I thought of that, but in order for me to cast it, I would need to cancel the Beckett spell first.”

“Oh. That sucks.” He heard something tapping faintly, and wondered if he’d interrupted Lana at work. The witch, famous for obeying her instincts, worked as an accountant. It never failed to amuse him that his seat-of-the-pants sister-in-law worked in precise numbers, while his wizard brother, whose magic ran along strict guidelines, was the artistic one of the pair. “You want me to try running the locator spell? I can get Chris to give me a hand too.”

He almost sagged with relief. “Pretty please with cherries on top?”

“Not a problem.”

“Thanks, I—” A knock at the door interrupted him. “Hold on a sec.”

He didn’t know why, but his hands were shaking, his palms sweating as he made his way toward the front door. He flung open the door without looking through the peephole.

He almost dropped the phone in shock. Her pale blue eyes were rimmed in red. Her blonde hair was mussed. Her conservative blouse and slacks were wrinkled.

He’d never seen a more beautiful sight in his life.

“Where the hell have you been?”



Gen bit her lip, wondering if she’d made a huge mistake coming here. She could have figured out a way to watch over Gareth from afar rather than subject herself to his disdain.

But the urge to see him, to hear his voice even if he growled at her, had been overwhelming. She’d given in to her desire to go to him, and it looked like she was going to get exactly what she’d expected. The small part of her that had wished desperately for a warm welcome died an agonizing death as Gareth Beckett glared at her. His nostrils flared as he took a deep breath, expanding that massive chest.

She should never have come here. She should’ve set up some sort of scrying spell or an alarm spell that would let her know when Hugh approached Gareth rather than attempting to protect him in person. There was no way Gareth would—

She gasped as her arm was grasped in an unyielding hold and she was yanked into Gareth’s house. The door slammed shut behind her, sealing her inside with an angry wolfman.

His grip tightened around her arm as he dragged her into the living room. “Don’t even think about leaving.”

She stumbled as the heel of her pump caught on the edge of his carpet. “Gareth, you don’t understand.”

“I understand plenty.”

Oh dear. This was not going to go well. “I had a vision from the Goddess.”

“That’s nice.” Gareth flung himself onto the sofa, dragging her down with him. “Where the hell have you been?”

She eyed him with some misgiving. He wasn’t acting like himself. He’d loosened his grip somewhat on her arm, but when she tested his hold it tightened once more. “You know what I have been doing, Gareth.”

“I spoke to your aunt. She told me she disowned you.”

Gen did her best to hide her wince. As deeply as her aunt’s rejection hurt her, she had to think of what was best for Gareth and his reign as the wizard king. Allowing the Godwin matriarch’s actions to influence her would get them nowhere. She needed to be the bigger woman, and Vivian would prove to be an invaluable associate for the future king. “My aunt is a formidable woman. She will make a strong ally.”

She didn’t understand the angry expression that crossed his face. “I’d rather stick my dick in a wombat’s ass than make nice with that cast-iron bitch.” He leaned forward, his hand sliding down her arm until he clasped her own. “I don’t think I’ll be able to forgive her for abandoning you.”

His sincere tone and concerned expression sent warmth racing through her. Maybe he didn’t despise her quite as much as she’d thought. “Thank you, sire.”

“For the love of all that’s holy, please don’t call me that.” He pointed over his shoulder toward the man Gen hadn’t even noticed hovering in the background. “I’m getting enough of it from him. Isn’t that right, Mac?”

The stranger looked startled. “Mac?”

Gareth shrugged. “McDorman is a bit of a mouthful, and I’m sorry but you don’t look like an Abraham to me. But if it bothers you, I won’t—”

“No, sire.” The man, Mac, was practically blushing with pleasure. “I like it.”

Gareth’s answering grin was almost shy. “Good.” He turned his attention back to Genevieve, all traces of shyness disappearing. “Now. Tell me what the hell’s going on.”

Things were beginning to make sense. He didn’t care about her personally, only as an Own and his brother’s coworker. “Sire—”

“Gareth.”

He glared at her until she nodded. “Gareth.”

His thumb caressed her palm. “Go on.”

She cleared her throat. His touch was scrambling her senses, that soft, continuous caress scattering her thoughts. “After my abortive meeting with my aunt I decided the only option left to me was to commune with the Goddess.”

“What price did she demand you pay?”

Gen stared at him in surprise. She’d forgotten that she’d once told him there was always a price to pay, and was startled he’d remembered, let alone cared enough to ask. “Nothing I wasn’t already willing to give her.” He growled a little bit at that, but allowed her to continue. “One of the visions She sent me was of Hugh working on a knife similar to the one my father held when he threatened Jo. He was carving strange symbols into it, ones that were unfamiliar to me.” She grabbed hold of his hand, stilling that maddening caress. “I saw you, your soul, being sucked into the knife.”

They both ignored Mac’s indrawn breath. Gareth’s attention seemed focused totally on her and what she was telling him. “Is he a threat to anyone else in my family?”

“The future is always in flux. All I can tell you is what the Goddess has sent me. You must find a way to protect yourself from my brother’s evil.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll have to do some research, but I’m certain there are things I can do to prevent your brother’s spell from working.”

Thank the Goddess. He’d take precautions now. “In the meantime, I’ll do everything in my power to hunt him down and stop him.”

His grip became painfully tight. His golden eyes glowed with power as he dragged her so close to him they were practically nose to nose. His breath ghosted over her lips as his arm snaked around her waist, shackling her to his side. “Over my dead body.”

“Sire—”

“Gareth.”

She sighed. “Gareth. You don’t have a choice.”

The gleam in his eye did not bode well for her. “Don’t I?”

She stood, surprised when he let her go. “I will protect you, and the rest of the Becketts. I swear it to you.”

He scowled as she spoke her oath. “There’s more than one way to do that. You don’t have to go rushing into danger.”

“I’m an Own, Gareth. It’s what we do.” She was reluctant to take that final step that would drag her from his side, but it had to be done. She was the only one who could stop her brother.

A cunning expression crossed over his face before it became curiously blank. “Before you go, I have something you need to see.” He stood and held out his hand, waiting patiently for her to take it.

“What is it?” Reluctantly she accepted his hand, allowing him to pull her along behind him. She needed to leave, before her own desires made it impossible to do so. The feel of his hand in hers was majorly distracting.

“A spell.” His evil grin should have terrified her.

“A protection spell?” Her heart beat faster as he opened the door into what was obviously his workroom. The lingering smell of incense, the cabinets with their different-sized drawers, and the books scattered all over the room declared it a well-used space. The room was dominated by dark woods, light gray walls and a huge, round table similar to the one Chris Beckett had in his workroom. The windows were covered in thick, bright blue curtains that blocked the light.

One wall was almost hidden by a huge, dark gray velvet sofa. The back was tufted, the arms rounded, the cushions were full and inviting. The bright blue accent cushions were smushed, as if Gareth often napped there. She had no doubt that when he moved to the court that sofa would be going with him. She bet if she lay down on it, she’d be able to smell him.

What wasn’t in Gareth’s work space was a desk. He either did his spell research on the huge gray sofa, or in another room. She could picture him, his feet kicked up on one arm of the sofa, his head resting on the other, and a book resting in his lap.

She briefly saw the components of a spell in progress before Gareth stepped in front of her, blocking her view. “I don’t want you to go.”

She could only accept the sincerity in his tone. “Thank you.”

He frowned. “Why are you thanking me?”

She shrugged. How could she tell him she’d been certain he hated her? Everything in his demeanor since she’d shown up on his doorstep indicated otherwise. She wasn’t so much of a martyr that she’d continue to believe something that obviously wasn’t true. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” She took a step back, prepared to leave. “I’m glad you’ve taken precautions, but I’m not certain I can help you with your spell casting.” Neither fish nor fowl, a warlock’s spell casting was different from both a wizard’s and a witch’s. Where wizards took their time, creating powerful spells with lengthy rituals, and witches cast on pure instinct and emotion, warlocks had to appeal to the entities their powers were linked to. If the entity chose not to allow the spell to be cast, the warlock was out of luck, no more than a human with a funny look on their face as they realized they weren’t being granted what they’d asked for. It happened, but rarely. Most entities, even the demonic ones, granted their chosen warlock’s request. It was in their best interests to do so, or they never would have bonded in the first place.

So while she could appreciate the beauty of Gareth’s ritual, unless he explained it to her or she’d seen it before, she’d have no clue what he was up to.

“Oh, I think you’ll be more help than you realize.” That smirk was back, the one that made her heart beat faster and her palms sweat. But he couldn’t really be looking at her like that, as if she were the last bacon cheeseburger on the planet and he was hungry like the wolf.

I really have to stop listening to the oldies channel when I’m driving. Even if they do play the best music from the eighties and nineties.

“I really have to go now.” Something about the way he was staring at her made her want to flee the workroom. Gareth was up to something. And she’d learned, from her brief time at Christopher Beckett’s home, that when Gareth Beckett wanted something neither Heaven nor Hell would stop him.

The thought that he could possibly want her, as improbable as that was, was electrifying. And it was why Gen so desperately needed to leave. He might not hate her, but…

But she was still a Godwin. Still a warlock.

No. She wouldn’t allow herself even the hope of him until her family was dealt with. She smiled at him, and patted his cheek before taking a step back. “Good-bye, Gareth.”

He stood as she backed away to the door, and for a split second she thought he would physically restrain her. Instead, he reached behind him for something on his work table, a little smirk on his face, one she was familiar with. Gareth had a trick up his sleeve, but she had no idea what it was. “Gen?”

She opened the door, ready to flee both whatever he had planned and her own conflicting emotions. Thank the Goddess she wasn’t a witch, or she’d be utterly useless to Gareth right now. Whether he knew it or not, he needed protection that only she could provide. “Yes?”

“Catch.”


Chapter Four

“Oh, shit.”

Gareth grinned as his mate’s eyes went wide, her lips parting as she clutched the Beckett ring in her hand. He quickly covered her clenched hand with his own, completing the circuit.

He could feel the spell settle inside him as warmth flowed up his arm, twining around them both like a sleek silken rope, binding them together for all time. Heat raced through his system, filling him with the desire to take the next step, to take her and bind her physically to him.

The last step would place the shadow wolf on her shoulder, marking her as the chosen mate of a Beckett. If Gareth had his way, that mark would be there today. But unless she fully accepted the mating he could chant the last bit of the spell until the universe ended and her shoulder would remain distressingly blank.

So Gareth put aside casting the rest of the spell, knowing full well she was hesitating, intent on leaving him. His wolf howled in protest, demanding he claim her, keep her chained to his side.

Gareth would do what he could to accommodate its wishes. The thought of Gen running back out of his home to confront her brothers gave him hives.

“What have you done?”

Gareth growled out loud. Instead of horror, or sadness, or even confusion, Gen was…

Was leaning toward him, her pupils dilated, her lips wet and inviting.

She was aroused.

So instead of answering her question, Gareth did the only thing he could do, that wolf and man would allow. He accepted her unspoken invitation, kissing her with all the longing he’d felt since the moment she disappeared.

Whatever he’d done, however he’d driven her away, he’d regret for the rest of his life. Once he figured it out, he’d never do it again. She’d know she was wanted, was needed more than breath.

Whatever it turned out to be.

But that was a question for another time. Now the most important question he had was whether she was a screamer or a moaner.

He’d never understood how someone could say that another person tasted like sunshine, but that’s exactly what Gen tasted like: happiness and warmth and everything good. She tasted sweet, like she’d been sucking on a hard candy, and Gareth drank her sweetness down. He’d been starving for her, and now he was going to wolf her down.

He almost laughed at that thought. No pun intended.

She whimpered, collapsing against him, trusting her weight to him. Gareth wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight as he plundered her mouth. Her total surrender to him, the way she clung to him, soothed the snarling beast inside him. Alpha that Gareth was, he needed that, to know that as powerful as Gen was, she was willing to give in to him.

But Gareth should have known better. His Gen didn’t stay passive for long. Soon she was clawing at his shirt, tugging it up to caress bare skin, her nails leaving little trails of fire as she scored him, marked him in her own way. He hissed as she broke skin, drawing blood, the scent making his wolf wild.

Just a few steps, and he’d have her. A few steps, and they collapsed together onto his velvet sofa. Gareth thrust his hips against her, moaning as she trembled beneath him.

“Gareth?”

He had no idea what expression he had on his face, but Gen’s eyes went wide. She tilted her head, baring her neck to him, that long, slender line and smooth, creamy skin tempting him as nothing else in the world could. The need to bite down on the fleshy part of her shoulder, right where neck and shoulder met, was almost overwhelming.

Gareth growled, pleased at his mate’s show of submission. He longed to allow his fangs to descend, to take that tender flesh between his teeth and mark her forever as his. He shuddered with the need to chant the last bit of the spell that would bind them together for the rest of their lives, marking her forever his.

He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bite her yet, couldn’t chant the rest of the spell. She hadn’t fully accepted him. So Gareth, despite his aching gums, despite the whining of his wolf, pulled back from that tempting flesh and instead sat up. He ripped his shirt over his head, smiling when her breath caught.

He’d bite her when the time was right, take her blood into him, chant the last of the spell to mark her forever as his.

Only when it was time.

But for now, he’d do everything he could to chain her to him without it.

Kicking off the rest of his clothes, Gareth immediately began to strip his mate. She didn’t protest, but she didn’t help either. She lay there, watching him out of huge eyes, shivering as her skin was bared to his gaze. And gaze he did, lingering on the startlingly dark nipples, the thatch of dark blonde hair at the apex of her thighs. Her muscles quivered as he ran his fingers down her legs as gently as he could, tossing her pants and her panties beside his jeans. He didn’t even know how she’d lost those ugly beige pumps of hers, considering she’d only moved enough to help him get her undressed.

She was perfection, blushing perfection.

Gareth took one of her nipples between his teeth, giving in to the urge to nip the budding flesh. He growled as she gasped, arching beneath him, her legs restlessly tangling with his.

Oh, his little warlock liked that. Gareth did it again, and again, switching to the other nipple when her movements became jerky, her cries almost pain-filled. Her hands clenched his shoulders, his biceps, her nails digging into his skin. He loved that stinging pain, the knowledge that she’d marked him again in her own way filling him with joy.

“Oh. Gareth. Please.”

Her eyes were closed, her head tossed back as he savored her breasts. Her breathless cries drove him south, kissing his way down her stomach, touching her hips until she spread for him.

He wasted no time. He needed to see what she looked like as she came, needed to taste her on his tongue as she found her pleasure. He held her hips still when she practically bucked him off at the first touch of his tongue to her clit.

Had no one gone down on her before? She acted like it was new, and he wondered what sort of lovers she’d had before him that she gazed at him now with so much wide-eyed wonder. Just the thought of some phantom man giving her pleasure had him snarling inside, but he kept it to himself. His past wasn’t exactly spotless. He’d had his share of lovers before.

He would be lying to himself if he didn’t admit he wanted to hunt down each and every man who’d ever touched his mate and string them up by their balls.

So, he was a hypocrite. He could live with that.

She gasped as he took her into his mouth, sucking her clit in rhythmic pulls, determined to get her off before he slid inside her. She struggled against his hold, writhing in his grasp as she sought her pleasure with flushed cheeks and glazed eyes.

Her tiny cries became louder, more frantic, and Gareth followed her cues. He intensified his efforts, stroking a finger over her hole as he continued to devour her.

She cried out, screaming, her eyes clenched shut as she rocketed over the edge.

Oh, Goddess, yes. A screamer. His favorite fucking kind.

He slid a finger inside her, frowning slightly at how she flinched. She was tight, tighter than any female he’d touched this way, but then she bucked, driving his finger deeper into her. Gareth continued to lick her pussy, keeping her from coming too far down from the orgasm high. He wanted her wet and panting, desperate for him to come inside her. So he stroked her, fucking her with his finger gently at first, then picking up speed as he began once more to suck on her clit.

She liked that, if her increasing whimpers were anything to go by. So he added another finger, stretching her. He wasn’t huge in size, but she was so tight he was afraid he’d accidentally hurt her if he drove into her without loosening her first.

Whatever experience his mate had, it couldn’t be a lot. Either that, or it had been so long since she’d fucked that she was practically a virgin.

A virgin at twenty-two, in this day and age? Gareth almost laughed. That was as probable as Daniel trying out for RuPaul’s Drag Race.

She cried out, startling him as she clenched around his fingers. Gen in the throes of orgasm was a beautiful sight, one he planned on seeing over and over again.

Before she was done he was crawling up her body, ready to slide inside her, fuck her until she screamed for him again. He kissed her, let her taste herself on his lips as he gently slid his cock along her hole.

She froze beneath him as he nudged inside, wincing as he invaded her.

Shit. Guess he’d be buying Daniel a sparkling dress and glitter lipstick. “Gen?”

“Yes?”

Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut, so Gareth stilled. As desperately as he wanted to just thrust inside her, his mate’s needs came first, always. “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

“No, I—”

“Gen.”

She mewled, the sound surprisingly kittenish. “I may have a little less experience than most women my age.”

Gareth pushed forward slightly, stilling when her expression became pain-filled. “A little?”

“A lot, a lot.” She grasped his biceps surprisingly hard. “Just…give me a minute.”

He would give her forever, no matter how difficult that was. Her expression eased, and she nodded. He inched forward again, freezing until she gave him the go-ahead.

Slowly, ever so painfully slowly, Gareth entered his mate. By the time he was fully seated he was aching so badly he thought his balls might explode, but at least his mate didn’t seem to be in any more pain. Still, he waited, softly kissing her lips, her throat, nibbling on her ear until her hands began to clench and unclench on his arms. Her hips lifted, driving him deeper inside, and those whimpering little cries started up again.

Thank fuck, she was ready.

“We’re going to have a little chat about the importance of telling me things like, ‘Oh, by the way, I’ve never made love before.’ Got it, sweetheart?” Gareth punctuated his words with a shallow thrust, smiling as she gasped.

“Gareth.”

“The only thing I want to hear is ‘yes, Gareth’.” He thrust again, this time a little deeper, a little harder. He wouldn’t ride her the way he’d originally planned. She might be The Little Virgin That Could, but he’d cut his own nuts off before he hurt her. So he kept his movements gentle, shallow until she indicated she was ready for more. And even then, he fucked her gently, slowly as he gave her a sweetness he hadn’t known he was capable of.

Oh, it was good. Better than he’d thought it would be. Taking his time, savoring every thrust, the ways she moaned and gasped and began babbling for more, had him feeling more like a king than all the sire this and sire that.

“Oh. Oh. Goddess, Gareth.” Her eyes were glazing over, her lips parted as she gasped. “Oh, please.”

“What do you want, sweetheart?” He kept his thrusts deep and slow, fighting his own orgasm with everything in him. He needed her to come first.

“Gareth. Please.”

Her desperate tone, the way her cheeks flushed and she couldn’t meet his eyes, all screamed her lack of experience. Gareth wasn’t bastard enough to force her to say what she wanted. Eventually he’d get his prim and proper mate to whisper filthy things in his ear while they fucked, but for now, he’d accept her nonverbal cues and leave it at that.

So he sped up his thrusts, tilting her hips until she gave a startled gasp. There you are. He was brushing her clit with every stroke, driving her higher and higher as his fangs descended.

Not yet. Not yet, he chanted desperately to his wolf. Soon.

Soon, but not yet.

She cried out, a tight, breathless sound as she spasmed around him, dragging him over the edge with her. Stars danced behind his closed eyelids as he shuddered above her, panting as pure ecstasy blinded him, turning his world white.

And when it was over, when his skin slid across hers as he turned and cradled her close, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that as soon as he caught his breath they’d be doing that again, and again and again. His mate was addictive, and he’d never get enough of her.





Gen woke slowly, as she was wont to do, her brain about two steps behind her body. Stretching slowly, she paused as her toes encountered…another leg?

What in the world?

She opened her eyes and glanced warily next to her. What fresh hell had her family…

The face of the man next to her finally registered.

Oh.

Oh.

Goddess above, she’d slept with Gareth.

Gareth.

Gen pinched herself as hard as she could, wincing at the pain.

Yes. She was, in fact, awake. And Gareth was, in fact, lying next to her, his glorious nakedhood covered by a thin gray sheet. He was sound asleep, his jaw slack, the usual fierceness of his expression giving way to a little boy softness that had her wanting to coo.

But he wasn’t a little boy, not at all. He had a hairy chest, one that begged to be stroked, with hard pectoral muscles and six-pack abs to die for. She had to resist the urge to reach out and pet the dark pelt that covered him from pecs to penis. Even his thighs and biceps were sprinkled with dark hair, thinning out down to his ankles and wrists. She understood now why he didn’t wear one of those metal watchbands that stretched. It would constantly get caught, pulling at the hairs on his arms.

His brothers weren’t nearly as hairy as he was. It was like Gareth’s wolf lived closer to the surface of his skin, from his golden wolf eyes to the way he prowled into a room, alert and dangerous and powerful. His low, pleased growl when she’d submitted to him, tilted her head and bared her neck…

Gen shivered hard enough to rattle the bed.

Gen was at a crossroads. She could stay put, wait for him to wake up and deal with whatever consequences came from their night of passion, or she could sneak out of the bed and out the front door, thus avoiding all the awkward morning-after scenarios running through her head.

It had been…intense, and slightly painful, and absolutely wonderful. And when it was over, when she lay spent in his arms, he’d picked her up and carried her to his bedroom, to his den, and nestled with her under the covers until they’d both fallen into an exhausted sleep.

Well. She’d fallen asleep. She had no idea if he’d followed suit. She’d been so tired from spell casting and then sleeping with Gareth that purple elephants could have danced the mambo in front of her and she still would have passed out.

“Good morning.”

Gen meeped, startled.

Gareth laughed, the sound low and deep in his chest, sending shivers down her spine. He rolled over on top of her so quickly she had no time to respond. “Hello, warlock mine.”

“Hi.” Mine? Did he just say mine?

And she very much doubted that was a cucumber poking her stomach as he loomed over her.

He smirked, that knowing expression that made her want to beat him with his own arm. “So. A virgin.”

She flushed deep red. “You’ve met my family.”

He nodded. “Yeah. Though I’d like to think they had nothing to do with you being a virgin.”

“I’d ask you to picture yourself with a baby sister—” She laughed when he suddenly scowled. Overprotective of his brothers and their mates as he was, he’d be a holy terror with a sister—“but my brothers were never that nice.” She tilted her head. “My father had every intention of making an advantageous marriage for me, and remaining pure merely drove up my price. So he tasked my brothers with driving away any potential suitors.” She grimaced. “They were exceptionally good at their jobs.”

“So I managed to steal the princess from her ivory tower.”

“No.” Her serious tone wiped the smirk from his face. “The princess broke free on her own.”

“You’re right, sweetheart. Getting away from your father and brother took some balls.”

She nodded as grimly as she could when a man who’d hated her one day and made love to her the next was straddling her thighs. “It’s why I clank when I walk.”

Gareth blinked, a wide, delighted grin crossing his face. “You made a joke.”

“Yes, Gareth. The stick up my ass is actually a funny bone.”

Deep, booming laughter was her reward for mocking herself. “That’s my girl.” He kissed the tip of her nose before rolling off of her. “Time to get up, sweetheart.”

She blinked. “Um. All right.” She took a deep breath and rolled over, studiously avoiding looking at the naked man striding toward the bath…

Oh. That ass should be illegal. Nothing should look that good before caffeine.

She waited until the door was shut before scrambling for her…

Oh dear. Where were her clothes?

She sighed deeply, remembering exactly where they were. She was going to have to streak through Gareth’s house to his workroom, gather her things and pull them on. Her suitcase was still in the car, but everything inside was dirty and needed a wash as desperately as yesterday’s outfit did. She needed to go home, gather some more of her things to take over to Kerry’s house before her brothers destroyed them. She wouldn’t put it past them to take her items and sell them on eBay.

But that was a worry for another day. Today, she had to worry about getting from the bedroom to the workroom without being seen.

She opened Gareth’s closet door and pulled out one of his button-down shirts. It barely covered her dignity, but it would do for her purposes. If the man owned a robe it was somewhere else, probably in the bathroom.

Somehow, she doubted he did.

Gen darted into the hallway and down the stairs, heading for Gareth’s workroom. She only had a few minutes before Gareth would be done in the bathroom.

“Good morning.”

She froze, her hand on the knob of the workroom door. She didn’t remember either of them shutting it last night.

“Ah.” Pulling the tatters of her dignity around her, Gen turned and faced Gareth’s steward. “Good morning.”

The man’s gaze remained on her face, either out of respect for Gareth or because he was a true gentleman. “I’ve taken the liberty of bringing in your suitcase, your highness.”

Your highness? Gen felt faint. “I don’t think—”

“I’m afraid one of the silk blouses was a total loss. The rest is in the wash, along with the items of clothing you and his highness left in the workroom.”

All right. His expression was suspiciously bland, but she got the impression he was secretly laughing at her. Of course, that might have had something to do with the way she was tugging on the front hem of Gareth’s shirt. “Thank you?”

“You’re welcome, your highness.” He glanced at his watch. “We have three hours before we need to leave for the airport. Would you mind informing his highness?”

“Airport?” Gareth was leaving?

“Oh, yes.” The man smiled, and it was truly happy, not one of the fake court smiles she’d seen so often in the past. “Today, Gareth Beckett will be crowned king, and you will be crowned queen-consort.”

She gave up the struggle with the shirt. “Since when?”

“Since when what, your highness?”

“Since when will I be crowned anything?” She didn’t know whether to be delighted or horrified. Her, queen of the wizards?

Aunt Vivian would have a coronary.

McDorman took hold of her left hand and held it up. “Since you answered his call, your highness.”

The glittering emerald of the Beckett family ring mocked her. She had no idea when Gareth slipped that on her finger, because the last time she saw it, it had graced the hand of Johra Yashodar, Zach’s mate.

Mate.

She knew what the Beckett spell meant for the Beckett men. What the consequences were if the mate who answered the call refused them. Gareth would go insane and die, pining for her for the rest of his short life. And she’d be the one responsible for killing off the new wizard king, not to mention the rest of the Becketts would never forgive her for destroying their brother. No pressure.

“Yes, your highness.” She hadn’t realized she’d spoken out loud until McDorman answered her. “I’ll have coffee ready for you in twenty minutes.” For the first time his gaze drifted down before he politely averted his gaze. “Might I be so bold as to suggest pants?”

Gareth’s low, feral growl had her scrambling up the steps, holding the back hem of the shirt down, clothing forgotten as her mind whirled with what she knew, and what she thought she knew.

I’m his mate?


Chapter Five

Mac sat next to him on the flight to New York, briefly explaining not only the ritual, but also how the king could afford a private jet.

“All wizards tithe to the court, remember, sire?”

Gareth shrugged. “My dad takes care of the tithe, so it’s never been an issue for me.”

“Oh. Yes, I can see how that would make sense. As the head of the Beckett family, of course your father would take care of it.”

Gareth smiled. He didn’t have the heart to tell Mac that his mother ran the family, not his father. Mac would learn that soon enough.

“All of the money that wizards tithe to the court is used not just to fund charities and maintain our businesses, but to maintain the court. You do not own the jet, sire. The court, under our business umbrella, does. It’s merely placed at your disposal, as well as the homes in Manhattan and the Hamptons. If you wish, you may maintain your private home in Pennsylvania, although I believe you’ll find the accommodations in New York to be to your liking.”

“Can you tell me a little bit more about them? The living space, I mean.” Gareth was uprooting his life because he had no choice. It would be nice to know a little bit about what he was stepping into. Before he got into the whole business thing, he wanted to know where he’d be parking his ass on a daily basis.

Mac grinned. “Sire, you are now the legal owner of the Royale Hotel conglomerate, operating out of Manhattan.”

“Say again?” Gareth was pretty sure he squeaked like Mickey Mouse after Minnie offered to fist him.

“You own a hotel group, sire, just as the previous king did. There will be some paperwork for you to sign to make the transfer official, and your CEO will want to meet with you.” Mac shrugged. “That would be my brother.”

Gareth nodded, stunned. He’d expected something more along the lines of how the witch court was set up. They ran a small Elks Lodge in Cleveland. Prince Roland, their ruler, drove a Prius, and preferred pepperoni on his pizza. They were the definition of casual. Hell, even the formal party to welcome Zach as the first witch Own of their generation had felt more like a badass wedding reception than the high court function it had truly been. “I have a CEO?”

Gen, who’d been quietly listening in, frowned. “You didn’t know about Royale Hotels?”

“Uh, no.” He shook his head. “I mean, I’ve heard of the hotels.” There was no way he could afford to stay in one. They were pretty high-class. “We Becketts tend to avoid court like poison ivy. We don’t want to deal with the rash.”

She choked on a laugh. “Well, perhaps you should invest in some itch cream, because you’re about to deal with it a lot.”

He snarled at her, and that tinkling laugh was set free. “What the fuck do I know about running a hotel group?”

“The same thing you know about being king?” Now she was the one with a smirk on her face.

“Sire, you have people to run the corporation. A lot of them. The previous king was ill for some time, so a great deal of the business fell on other shoulders.”

“And you trust your brother to keep things running smoothly.” Gareth got it. He’d trust his brothers as well. “So I’ll be living near the hotel?”

“At the hotel. You have the largest penthouse suite with stunning views of the park.”

“Which park?”

Mac frowned. “Central Park, sire.”

“Oh.” He was going to live in a penthouse with a view of Central Park. Either the karma gods were on acid or the previous king had really enjoyed his pharmaceuticals.

“I, of course, live there as well, as will your chancellor when you appoint him.”

“Daniel. It will be Daniel.” He couldn’t do this without his brothers. But Zach was in Cleveland with Jo and an official member of the witch court. He was outside Gareth’s reach. Chris was happily nestled in Pennsylvania, and needed by their father to continue Black Wolf Graphics. Chris was the heart and soul of the business, the lead artist who made everything else work. Without him, Black Wolf would become a memory in bloody, shark-infested waters. Add in Lana’s ties to Philadelphia and the witch coven there, and Gareth couldn’t, in good conscience, ask Chris to move to New York.

Daniel, on the other hand, would adore New York City and a penthouse view. His brother was itching to get away, either from Chris and Zach’s happiness or the knowledge that soon he, too, would be casting the Beckett spell. Daniel’s mate would have to come to him, though, because Gareth was moving Daniel whether his brother liked it or not.

“Then I will make arrangements to move him, sire, as soon as you give the word.”

“Given.” Daniel would bitch at first, but then he’d get over it. He always did. And if Kerry really was Daniel’s mate, she’d find a reason to move to New York as well.

Mac made a note on his tablet computer. “Now. Your crowning will occur tonight in the grand ballroom, with most of the heads of the most prestigious families present. Your own, of course, has also been invited. I believe your mother and father are already in residence in the hotel.” Mac looked up from his tablet. “Do you wish permanent residences to be made available for them, sire?”

Gareth nodded. “Yeah. Having my mother stay in my suite would be awkward, but I know she’s going to want to visit.”

“Yes, sire.” Mac tapped notes on his tablet again. “Your tux, as well as her highness’s formal gown, have been placed within your suite, ready for you. Her highness has a hair appointment at four, while yours is at five. We’ll be leaving for the grand ballroom at seven.”

Oh, thank fuck. He hadn’t been sure how he was supposed to get a tux on such short notice.

“I assume the dinner will be after the crowning?”

Mac nodded at Gen’s quiet question. “Yes, your highness.”

“Gen.”

Mac’s smile was brief. “Yes, your highness.”

She sighed. “I see what you mean about calling you sire, Gareth.” He must have looked a little wild-eyed, because she patted his leg, the first time she’d voluntarily touched him since they’d left the bedroom this morning. “Don’t worry. I’m certain Mac made sure there is a schedule for you to follow, so you won’t miss anything. And the ritual itself will be performed by another, not you.”

But he would have his own part to play, words to recite that he’d been muttering to himself off and on since he first found out that he’d been named the heir. “Who will perform the ceremony?”

“Ideally an Own would perform it, if one exists within the wizard court at the moment. I’m not certain if one does.” Gen’s expression turned rueful. “I haven’t exactly been welcome there recently.”

Oh? Did Gareth already have some asses to kick? Finally, something in this whole mess to look forward to.

“I’m afraid not, your highness.” Mac’s voice dragged him back out of visions of kicking snotty wizard behinds. “The head of the council will perform the spell.”

“Who would that be?” Gen’s voice waivered, and for a moment Gareth saw fear in her eyes.

“Lillian Fletcher, head of the Fletcher family.”

Gen’s relief was so obvious he was surprised she didn’t give a cartoon sigh. He took hold of her hand, hoping his touch would calm her. “I’m going to go out on a limb here. You were afraid it was Vivian?”

“Vivian Godwin does hold a seat on the council, sire, but she is not the head. And with recent…developments in the Godwin clan, odds are good she never will be.”

Gen winced. “I doubt my apologies on that front would be welcome.”

Mac cleared his throat. “Once you and her highness have been crowned, the formal dinner and ball will commence. Sire, I wouldn’t expect to withdraw to your rooms until well after midnight.”

Gareth nodded. That, he’d expected. “Is the rest of my family here?”

“Zachary Beckett and Johra Yashodar are here. Daniel Beckett is, I believe, on his way, and Christopher Beckett and Alannah Evans are currently en route.”

“Good. I want to know when they’ve all arrived.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Do we have someplace rural, someplace my brothers and I can let our wolves out?” They couldn’t exactly run through Central Park, not in their fur anyway.

Mac nodded. “We have a lovely property in upstate New York, lots of woods, very private. I’m assuming you’ll go there at least once a month for a day or two. I’ll make sure the property remains fully stocked at all times. The maid in residence is aware of your condition. She’s under orders not to disturb you if you shift, and to leave clothing out for you when you return from a run.”

“That’s…thorough.” And from the look on Gen’s face not entirely welcome.

He needed to head off any jealousy before it could take root. His mate was his everything, and if she didn’t know it yet she soon would. “My mate will make sure I have what I need when I shift.”

Gen’s expression went blank just before she turned and stared out the window once more.

Shit. Maybe he should have talked to her about the whole mate thing before Mac bundled them on the plane.

So Gareth continued talking quietly with Mac, going over the particulars of the hotel business and the ritual in general, but all the while his gaze remained firmly fixed on his mate.

Unfortunately, he was afraid his butt had been added to the list of those that needed kicking.





“Are you ready, your highness?”

Gen didn’t think she’d ever be ready. She was an Own, sworn to hunt warlocks like her father and brothers, not sip aperitifs and dine on prawns while making inane conversation with people she at best tolerated.

And that was exactly what she was going to find herself doing in about two hours. She’d been primped and crimped to within an inch of her life. Her hair was bundled up into a sleek chignon, baring her neck. She wore a nude Monique Lhuillier gown with teal embroidered leaves dripping down to the full skirt, cap sleeves and a veed back. The dress felt decadent against her skin, and moved like a dream when she walked. It was easily the most gorgeous dress she’d ever worn. Simple gold stilettos and a clutch completed the outfit.

The only jewelry she wore was the Beckett emerald on her ring finger and a pair of diamond studs in her ears. The makeup artist had kept it simple, allowing the dress to shine, as it should. She looked like a princess, ready to be swept off her feet by Charming.

Too bad she didn’t feel like one.

“Your highness?”

She tore her gaze from the stranger in the mirror and smiled at the woman who’d been assigned to assist her. The assistant had made no bones about the fact that she found serving Gen to be a burden. “Yes, I’m ready.”

The woman, who’d barely had a chance to introduce herself before Gen was whisked away, began moving toward the door of Gen’s bedroom. “Wonderful. I’ll inform his majesty.”

“Thank you.” Gen didn’t bother learning the woman’s name. Odds were excellent Gen would hire a permanent, more personable assistant in the days to come. She turned back toward the wall of windows, going over and over in her head how she’d wound up here, in a designer gown to die for and staring out over the New York skyline.

The suite they’d been shown to when they finally arrived in Manhattan was nothing short of spectacular. Gen’s breath had caught as they opened the penthouse suite’s door.

The first thing she’d noticed had been the utterly amazing view of Central Park and the city. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave an uninterrupted view of…of everything. It was dazzling, and the windows wrapped around the apartment, constantly bathing her in that view. And unless she was mistaken, there was some sort of outdoor space just beyond, a wraparound deck she was dying to check out.

The second thing she’d noticed was the sheer size of the apartment. The open concept living room, dining room and kitchen were on a grand scale, the ceilings at least ten feet high. There was an open staircase to her left that led to an upper level.

Gareth was going to live in a dreamy two-story penthouse in New York. She smiled, so happy for him. He deserved this.

“The suite is a little over six thousand square feet, sire, with the bedrooms upstairs for privacy. The previous king would often entertain visiting dignitaries here, but kept his sleeping quarters private.”

McDorman’s voice had floated to her through a thick fog. She’d been far too captivated by the midcentury modern decor and the view to pay him much mind.

“It has three en suite bedrooms, with a separate office the old king used as his workroom, which is also on the upper level. The building has two restaurants and a bar on-site, all of which will provide room service if you choose not to cook. And there are plenty of shops and restaurants right outside the hotel’s doors.”

Then the assistants had arrived, bustling Gen off to one of the bedrooms and Gareth to another. While the hairdresser and makeup artist had seemed happy to assist her, the assistant had acted as if Gen’s presence was a huge pain. Perhaps she’d had hopes of becoming the next queen-consort, or perhaps she was in some way related to the previous king or his queen. Gen didn’t know, and didn’t care.

It was time to face the court, and watch the man she loved become its ruler.

Gen headed out the bedroom door and down the wooden steps, praying she didn’t trip on the hem of her gown or miss a step and take a tumble.

“My God.” Gareth’s breathless, reverent tone had her pausing on the stairway. He stood just by the front door, staring at her with a slack jaw.

Oddly embarrassed, Gen shrugged. “I clean up nice.”

His mouth closed as he made his way to the steps. He looked like a golden-eyed James Bond, his broad shoulders and muscled thighs filling out his tuxedo beautifully. “You look gorgeous.”

“Thank you.” Gen took his hand and descended the last two steps. “So do you.”

“Are you ready?”

She tilted her head, confused. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

He turned back toward the front door, tucking her arm in his. “If anyone gives you shit, tell me.”

As if. The last thing she wanted to do was cause Gareth to have problems with the court. “I don’t think you should—”

“If you’re about to suggest I not have you crowned queen, save it.” He tugged open the front door. Nodding a quick greeting to Mac he strode toward the private elevator. “I’m not doing this without you.”

No pressure. “Gareth.”

He led her into the elevator and smiled grimly. “Don’t bother arguing.” He stroked her neck, right where she knew the Beckett tattoo would eventually appear. She didn’t know what was involved in its appearance. She’d believed that once the ring was on a chosen mate’s finger the mark would appear. She’d been wrong.

“Are you certain I’m your mate?”

His grim smile turned deliciously wicked. “Oh, yeah.”

She shot him a questioning glance, but all he did was smirk as he led her out of the elevator. “Impossible man.”

“Your man.”

“Hmph.” But she didn’t pull away from his grasp and allowed him to lead her into the ballroom. “Oh, dear.”

“Yeah.” His hushed tone as they stopped just outside the ballroom was filled with awe. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

“Mm-hmm.” But she wasn’t looking at the rich, purple decor of the ballroom, the rows and rows of richly dressed wizards waiting for them to walk down the aisle to the dais that was set up at the far end. No. She was studying the woman at the end, waiting for them with an impatient expression.

Lillian Fletcher wore a deep purple robe, with silver jewelry honoring both the God and the Goddess around her neck. She clasped a Book of Shadows to her chest, the protective pentacle on the leather cover etched in a brighter purple.

She should have expected the purple that dominated the room. Just as her warlock magic was green, a wizard’s magic glowed with purple light.

“Ready, Gen?” His voice was none too steady. He was just as nervous about this as she was.

“As I’ll ever be.”

At a gesture from Lillian Fletcher, one of the wizards in the ballroom stepped forward. He carried a ceremonial dagger, the athame held toward them. It was obvious that the circle had already been cast, the quarters called. They were arriving after the protections had gone up. Were they late?

The wizard holding the athame spoke. “How do you enter the sacred circle?”

Gareth gave the ritual response. “In perfect love and perfect trust.”

The man nodded at Gareth and pointed the athame toward Gen. “How do you enter our sacred circle?”

“In perfect love and perfect trust.”

The man motioned with the athame, cutting a door in the invisible circle, allowing Gareth and Gen to pass through. He then moved the athame backward from his previous motion, essentially closing the door.

Gareth began walking them forward. All voices hushed as the guests respectfully stood, bowing to Gareth as the future heir. Gen saw the surprise on some of the faces surrounding them, and she wondered at it before it occurred to her they might not have known the king had already claimed a queen.

They came to a halt in front of Ms. Fletcher. Gen could hear the wizards behind them settling back down in their seats, the sound of cloth rustling against cloth and the quiet murmurs as everyone prepared for what was to come.

When silence fell once more, Ms. Fletcher reached behind herself to the altar. Picking up a vial, she dabbed the scented oil on Gareth’s forehead. The scent of cypress, myrrh, patchouli and mint drifted over her. It was an oil blend used for initiations, appropriate for initiating a king into his power.

“Lord and Lady, witness this initiation

Of our king into his station.”

Gen held still as her own forehead was dabbed. To move now would be to reject not only Gareth but also his sovereignty, something she refused to do.

“Lord and Lady, witness this initiation

Of our queen-consort into her station.”

There was a faint gasp from the crowd as Gen was not initiated as queen, but queen-consort, marking her as other than a wizard. Only a wizard could have been crowned queen.

A second oil was dabbed over the first. Smelling strongly of orange with a hint of ginger and pine, it was an oil designed to enhance power.

“Lord and Lady, grant your power

To our new king in this hour.”

She was somewhat surprised when Ms. Fletcher dabbed it on both their foreheads.

“Lord and Lady, grant your power

To our queen-consort in this hour.”

The spark of the divine within her woke, causing Gen to glow faintly with green power. Ms. Fletcher’s eyes went wide as the crowd gasped.

She was outed as a warlock Own.

To her surprise, Ms. Fletcher continued the ritual. The third oil smelled mostly of ginger and rosemary, with hints of clove. An oil dedicated to the fire element, it invoked strength, courage…and love.

“Lord and Lady, grant strength to our king

So that, to us, his power he may bring.”

The same oil was placed on Gen’s forehead, though Ms. Fletcher’s hand shook as she anointed Gen for the third and final time.

“Lord and Lady, grant strength to our queen

So that, on her our king may lean.”

Whispers filled the air behind them, too low for Gen to make out. She tried to ignore them. She’d known she wouldn’t be fully accepted by the court. There would be some who would never accept her. Aunt Vivian’s face swam immediately to mind, but Gen dismissed it, concentrating instead on the next step of the ritual.

Next, Ms. Fletcher smudged them with incense. The first was a simple sage bundle, the smoke running over both of them, purifying them. This time, no words were spoken. The incense itself was all the spell component needed. Next, a combination of wood aloe, frankincense and nutmeg was waved in front of them, the smoke wreathing around them both.

“Success. It’s for success,” Gareth muttered.

She didn’t need him to tell her that. She, too, had once studied as if she were to become a wizard, well aware that something was wrong.

She and Zach had far more in common than any of the Becketts knew.

Last, a protection incense composed of dragon’s blood, frankincense and sandalwood was waved in front of them. Gen could feel the protections seeping into her bones.

By this time she realized the ritual was invoking the law of three times three. She was proven right when Ms. Fletcher silently pulled forth three pieces of jewelry, each adorned with a different gem.

First, she ran a pentacle circled in diamonds through the sage to cleanse it, then over them both while chanting.

“To this court Gareth Beckett is bound.

Let King Gareth’s rule be both strong and sound.”

The diamond was a purifying stone, and was considered a powerful binding gem. The symbolism and stone bound Gareth to both his craft and the court.

Next, she picked up a single earring made of garnet. A gem of both protection and destruction, it symbolized Gareth’s power within the court. He would be their protector as well as their bane should they betray the court.

“To this court Gareth Beckett is bound.

Let King Gareth’s wisdom be renowned.”

It wasn’t until Ms. Fletcher slipped the earring into Gareth’s right ear that she realized his ear was even pierced. Gen did not get a similar gem. Hers was not Gareth’s power. This part of the ritual, the gifting of the stones, was solely for the king.

Last, Ms. Fletcher picked up an amethyst ring, the purple stone the symbol of the wizard king. The color of their power, it amplified a wizard’s gifts and would protect the wearer against psychic manipulation.

“To this court Gareth Beckett is bound.

Let King Gareth’s protection around us be found.”

That phrasing was surprising. It invoked Gareth’s protection of the court, not the other way around. She hoped that wouldn’t come back to bite Gareth in the ass.

Luckily, the spell wasn’t wrapped around Gen. She could act if he could not, and for the first time she was grateful she was a warlock and not a wizard. Otherwise, the same spells and gems would have been granted to her, tying her hands and keeping her from protecting Gareth.

Ms. Fletcher placed the ring on Gareth’s finger.

“Lord and Lady, with this ring

I hereby crown Gareth Beckett king.

By the law of three times three,

As I will so mote it be!”

Purple light enveloped Gareth, much like when the Goddess touched Gen, granting Her power to Her Own. Gen’s green light blended with Gareth’s purple, marking them as king and queen-consort before every wizard in the court.

As the crowd politely clapped, Gen knew it wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.


Chapter Six

“I hate your ass.”

Gareth grinned as Daniel stepped up beside him. This was the first time they’d had a chance to speak, and he figured Daniel would have plenty to say. “You forgot the majesty.”

“Fine. I hate your ass, your majesty. Seriously. I. Hate. It.” Each word was accompanied by a poke of Daniel’s finger against his arm. “May the fleas of a thousand camels infest your testicles, your assholeness.”

“Why are you wishing me itchy balls?” Gareth plucked a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter, who didn’t even bat an eye at the conversation he was having with Daniel. This was turning out to be way more fun than he’d thought it would be.

“Gee, I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with moving me to fucking New York without fucking asking me first. Fucktard.”

“Butt munch. You’ll love it here and you know it.”

Daniel made a rude noise. “You just want someone nearby who won’t kiss your ass. I swear, they all look like they’re wearing brown lipstick.”

Gareth kept himself from laughing, but Daniel was right. He’d seen more puckering tonight than the first time Zach made homemade lemonade and forgot to add the sugar. “I’ll admit, my ass is getting sore.” He batted his lashes at his brother. “But I’m the belle of the ball.”

Daniel snorted, but the champagne glass froze halfway to his lips as he stared across the room. “Of course, I can see why you want me here.”

Gareth was startled at the amount of growling coming out of his brother. “What—” Then he saw where Daniel was looking and began snarling himself.

Genevieve had been cornered by three women, a situation that wasn’t in and of itself unusual. His mate had a warmth and gentleness about her that drew others to her. He could see why she’d attract attention.

But Gen looked anything but serene. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips tight. Her chin was up and her eyes flashed. The woman who was currently speaking said something that made Gen flinch, and Gareth’s snarl deepened. “Who is that?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to eat her.”

Gareth grinned savagely and took a step forward, ready to stand by his mate and defend her from the bevy of bitches making her look unhappy.

He needn’t have bothered. Jo and Zach had flanked Gen, Jo giving Gen a huge hug. If anyone could make the old biddies back off it was Zach. Already his spaz of a brother was waving his arms in the air, knocking the champagne out of one of the matrons’ hands. Another woman turned on him and began obviously chastising him, but Zach merely gave her that new, self-confident grin and said something that made all four women back up.

It probably didn’t hurt that his brother chose to light up, literally. Zach’s power as an Own flowed over him, causing him to glow with a faint white light. Whatever those women had said to Gen had caused Zach’s power to come awake enough to warn them off.

“You need to finish claiming her.”

Gareth grimaced. “She has to accept me first. If she doesn’t…” Gareth flinched as Daniel slapped him upside the head. “Hello, asshole. King here?”

Daniel rolled his eyes. “Have you seen the way she watches you? Trust me, she’ll accept you.”

Gareth wasn’t so sure. If she wanted him as badly as Daniel believed, why had she run from him? He had hope, because she hadn’t tried to back away from him once they’d touched the Beckett ring together, but she hadn’t exactly sought out his company, either. “Let’s get over there. If we show a united front they’ll back off.”

“The Beckett brothers always protect their own.” Daniel followed him to where Gen was and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Hey, sis.”

Gen looked adorably flustered as she pressed her fingertips to the spot Daniel had kissed. “Hello, Daniel.”

Gareth wrapped his arm around Gen’s waist, pressing his own kiss where Daniel’s lips had been. He loved his brother dearly, but he needed to keep his mouth to himself, at least where Gen was concerned. “Hello, sweetheart.”

The ladies who’d backed away from the show of Zach’s power scowled. One in particular seemed bothered by the way he drew Gen closer to him. “Your majesty, may I have a moment of your time.” She turned on her heel, the statement a demand rather than a request, obviously expecting him to follow her.

Gareth calmly sipped his champagne. “Hey, Zach.”

Zach hugged him, pounding him on the back and nearly spilling Gareth’s drink. “Congratulations, bro.”

Gareth grinned. There was joy in Zach’s voice, something that had been sadly missing when his little brother first went off to the witch court. But Zach had grown a lot since then. He’d come into his powers, removed a powerful curse by himself and mated one of the strongest females Gareth had ever met. The only person who seemed to truly intimidate Johra Yashodar was Annabelle Evans, and he didn’t blame her one little bit. Annabelle intimidated him as well. “Zach.” He pulled back. “Hand.”

Zach rolled his eyes and held out his hand. Gareth grinned. The burn mark that had marred Zach’s palm was completely healed now. The brand that had been burned into his skin was still there, Hecate’s Wheel now a part of his brother’s flesh and a visible reminder of the price Zach had willingly paid to save Chris from death.

“It’s all good now.” Zach flexed his fingers to prove his point.

Jo came forward for her own hug, one Gareth gladly gave. “I made him ditch the glove.”

“She did.” Zach watched indulgently as Jo hugged Gen. “Says I don’t need to hide anymore.”

Jo nodded firmly. “You don’t.” And that made Gareth love Jo even more.

“Those…women were giving Gen a hard time.” Zach’s easy grin turned hard. “We need to remind them exactly who she is now.”

The brothers exchanged a look, and Daniel waved to someone in the crowd. Gareth wasn’t surprised to find Chris suddenly at their side, Lana tucked firmly under his arm. “Nice party.”

Gareth rolled his eyes as the woman who’d demanded to speak to him returned. “Biddy alert.”

One of the four women gasped in outrage. “Your majesty!”

Gareth raised his eyebrows and tried to stare her down. “Hmm?”

“We need to discuss your choice of consort.” The woman who’d gasped squared her shoulders and tried to give him the evil eye, but Gareth had lived with a woman far scarier than this one could ever be. “Now.”

“I don’t believe you get to make demands of my son, Evelina Zimmerman.”

Gareth hid his smile as his mother stepped next to Gen, his father at her back. This pack of bitches had no idea who they were messing with, but they were about to find out. Edward and Marjory Beckett were not the type to fool around when it came to their children. “Mother. You look stunning tonight.” He kissed her cheek before clasping hands with his father. “Dad. Nice monkey suit.”

“Gareth.” His mother’s long-suffering sigh was full of affection.

His father merely winked. “Thanks, son.”

“I’m afraid we cannot accept one of them as our queen-consort. Surely you can see that, Marjory.”

His mother’s attention returned to Evelina’s posse of women. “My son is king.” She nodded regally before turning her back on them. “Gen. You look lovely tonight, my dear.”

Gen, her expression politically serene, accepted the hug Marjory gave her. “Thank you, Marjory.”

“You may call me Mother, dear. All my daughters-in-law do.”

From the confused expressions on Lana and Jo’s faces, it was news to them, but they backed Marjory up with smiles and nods, presenting a united front. Or back, considering none of them were facing the four who’d been giving his mate a hard time.

“Thank you, Mother.” Gen’s cheeks had taken on a rosy color, and the corners of her mouth had turned up. She was pleased, and his wolf rumbled in contentment.

“This isn’t the end, your majesty. We plan on lodging a formal complaint.”

Gareth ignored the voices behind him. They didn’t matter. Only his mate, and her happiness, could hold his attention for long. He bowed over Gen’s hand. “Dance with me?”

That pleased blush darkened, her hand trembling in his. “Of course, Gareth.”

He led her onto the dance floor, ignoring the rumbling of the quartet who’d given her a hard time. From the mutters, they didn’t like Gen calling him by his given name.

Too bad. His mate could call him whatever she wished, so long as she was happy. He’d answer to Monkey Boy if it made her smile.

He’d never tell her that, of course. That was just asking for it.

So he led her in their first waltz together, enjoying the way she moved gracefully in his arms. They weren’t by any means professional ballroom dancers, but they managed to twirl around the floor without causing any damage to themselves or those watching. It was a good thing Gareth had snuck in some lessons with his mother once he found out he would be the king. They’d both known formal balls would be in his future from now on, and he hadn’t wanted to make an ass of himself.

Gen danced like she’d been doing this all her life. She probably had. The Godwins had been a prominent wizard family before the shit hit the fan.

“Don’t let them get to you.”

Gen’s serene expression turned confused. “What?”

“Don’t let what anyone else thinks bother you. You’re mine. They can go fuck themselves.”

She blinked up at him. “I can understand their concerns. Gareth—”

“Nope. They don’t get to treat you like shit because your dad was a fuckhead.” She giggled, and he felt ten feet tall. “You hold your head high, and if anyone gives you shit, remember that it’s good to be the queen.”

“Consort.”

He growled.

“Queen-consort,” she corrected hastily.

He huffed, dipped her, and took a moment to run his nose down the long, elegant line of her neck. The urge to fuck, to bite, to mark her so no one could ever take her from him roared through him once more. “Mine.”

Her nails scored his neck, but her head tilted back submissively. “Yours.”

If only he could believe that, he’d be a very happy wizard.





“You realize how unacceptable your presence is here, do you not, Genevieve?”

Gen froze, halfway to the elevator that led to the private rooms she now shared with Gareth. Their rooms. The thought had her blushing furiously. Gareth had made it perfectly clear that this was Gen’s new home, and that no one could take it from her. They’d have to go through the Becketts first.

No one sane wanted to face off with the Becketts. Their reputation had been assured after Chris dueled Cole, and had soared even higher after Zach defeated her father. Having an Own, even one who was a witch, had given them a certain cachet. Add in the fact that Gareth was now the wizard king, and pissing off the Becketts was very low on the wizardly to-do list.

Of course, Vivian Godwin never did anything by halves.

Gen turned to face the one woman who would never give up on getting Gen off the throne. “Aunt Vivian.”

Aunt Vivian sniffed disdainfully. “It’s disgraceful, what they allow into court these days.”

Gen hid her wince. She should have expected this, especially after Vivian’s circle of friends had attempted to run her off the night before. They hadn’t said anything that Vivian hadn’t already, so she’d done her best to dismiss them. Still, it hurt when a woman who’d given you hugs and sugar cookies suddenly wanted you banished. “What do you want, Aunt Vivian?”

“You gone.”

Well. No one could say Vivian Godwin pulled her punches. Apparently, she hadn’t gotten the memo on how dangerous, and territorial, the Becketts could be. If Gareth found out Vivian had confronted her, he’d probably do something they’d all regret. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.” She’d participated in the ritual that crowned Gareth, becoming queen-consort in the process. It wasn’t exactly something she could take back, even if she wanted to. What did Vivian expect her to do, renounce both the crown and Gareth?

I don’t think so. Gareth, for reasons of his own that still eluded her, had staked a claim on her. Gen would be damned if she lost him due to politics.

“You are an abomination unto the Lady, and I plan to see you purged from this court if it’s the last thing I do.” Vivian took a menacing step forward. “You and your family are more than a disgrace. You are a blight, and I will burn you out of my family and my court.”

“Your court?” Gen hid a smile as the most abrasive of the Beckett brothers placed his hand on her shoulder. “Since when? Last I checked it was a Beckett ass on the throne, Ms. Godwin.” Daniel sneered that last before bussing Gen on the cheek. “Good morning, your majesty.”

Gen understood the point he was trying to make. Declaring her queen, yet treating her like family, he was shoring up not only her status in the court but proving her worth to the Becketts. It was quite the statement to make to a woman like Vivian Godwin, clearly drawing lines in the sand and daring her to cross them. “Good morning, Daniel.”

He grinned, completely ignoring the sour look on Vivian’s face. “This place makes the best food.”

She smiled up at him. “It is New York.”

“True.” He took hold of her hand and tugged her forward. “Gareth was looking for you.”

“Oh.” She’d run from him that morning, afraid of what might occur if she stayed. They’d both been far too exhausted to do more than tumble into bed and pass out the night before. Between the coronation spell and the ball that lasted until the wee hours of the morning, Gen was surprised she was able to think, let alone walk.

Once the party wound down, they’d made their way to the elevator, both of them swaying and barely able to stand. He’d dragged her into his room, carefully pulled the gown from her body and helped her crawl into bed with a gentleness she hadn’t expected. He’d then undressed himself and curled up around her, holding her close while they slept. She’d never felt safer, and never woken more confused in her life. “He was asleep when I went to search for coffee.”

Daniel’s brows rose. He knew. He knew she’d run, because there was the best coffeemaker money could buy and an insane amount of coffee supplies in their suite. The fact that she’d left to go to the Starbucks attached to the hotel told all. She truly was a yellow-bellied coward.

“What did he want?”

His grin turned into an evil smirk. “If you have to ask…” His brows waggled suggestively, and Gen bit her lip to keep from laughing.

“I need to speak with my niece, young man. Alone.” The arrogance pouring off of Vivian would have made anyone’s hackles rise, but to speak so to Daniel Beckett?

Aunt Vivian had no idea the kind of beast she was daring him to unleash.

Daniel’s grip on her shoulder tightened almost to the point of pain. “I don’t think so. And that’s Chancellor Beckett to you.”

Gen patted Daniel’s hand. She had no doubt that Daniel could handle Vivian, but in doing so he would alienate not only the rest of the Godwin clan, but all of Vivian’s friends. They would make Gareth’s reign hell. “Congratulations, by the way.”

Daniel rolled his eyes even as he stepped in between Gen and Vivian. “It would have been nice to be asked, but thanks.”

“You would have said yes.”

“Of course, but that’s not the point. There’s nothing like going to sleep in Pittsburgh and waking up in New York.”

“Kerry will miss you.” She had no idea what devil prodded her to say it, but the look on his face was worth it. It was a combination of frustration and sour lemons. Daniel looked like she felt: ready to bolt for the front door and not stop until he reached Cabo San Lucas and all the mai tais he could swallow.

“Kerry will live.” Daniel turned his attention once more to Vivian, and scowled. “You. Go away. We’re busy.”

Aunt Vivian’s expression was priceless. Gen almost reached for her phone to snap a picture, because she might never see that look again. “Young man, I don’t know who you think you’re speaking to, but you have no right to—”

“Nope. Sorry. I have every right as her brother-in-law and chancellor to tell you to fuck off. You want a meeting with the queen-consort, you go through me or the steward, like everyone else. After the way you’ve spoken to Gen, I doubt it will be granted, especially when Gareth hears of it.” He gripped Gen’s hand in his and began tugging her toward the elevator, ignoring Vivian’s outraged gasp. “Get it through your thick Godwin head. Becketts mate for life.”

Gen started. With everything else going on she’d almost forgotten that. She glanced down at the emerald gracing her finger. “You do, don’t you?” The only thing missing from her mating was the shadow wolf on her shoulder, but she had no idea how, or when, it would appear. Perhaps there was a part of the ritual Gareth had not yet completed? And if not, why was he hesitating?

Daniel sighed. “It’s not complicated, Gen. You know us, know the spell we live under.” He got her in the elevator and pressed the button for the penthouse, ignoring the way Vivian Godwin stared at them both.

That expression did not bode well for any of them. Vivian was a dangerous enemy, and could potentially turn the entire court against Gareth to get what she wanted. Gen would have to figure out a way to head Vivian off, but appeasing her aunt would be no small feat.

The doors shut, hiding Vivian’s speculative expression. “Don’t ignore the threat of Vivian Godwin, Daniel. She’ll be a dangerous enemy, both to you and to Gareth.”

“We’re not the ones I’m worried about.” He pulled her into a tight hug. Was he trying to comfort her? “We’ll protect you, don’t worry.”

She laughed. “I’m an Own, Daniel. I’m capable of protecting myself.” No matter how much it hurt her to have to defend herself from family.

It wasn’t the first time, and she doubted it would be the last.

“You’re a Beckett, and we take care of our own.” The elevator dinged, the doors opened, and on the other side was a pissed-off looking Gareth. His arms were crossed over his chest, his hair was in disarray, and he was dressed only in jeans and a T-shirt. His bare feet were spread, as if he was prepared to chase her down if she ran.

Uh-oh. She’d seen that look before. “Good morning?” Gen stepped out of the elevator and right into Gareth’s personal space.

Gareth reached for her and pulled her into his arms. “Good morning.” He cupped the back of her head, his fingers tangling in her hair, effectively shackling her to him. “You weren’t in bed when I woke up.”

“I have needs, Gareth.” She laughed when he snarled, his wolf clearly unhappy with her statement. “Coffee, you growly thing.”

He stared at her. “We have six tons of K-Cups in our kitchen.”

She shrugged. “Do you know how to make a venti skinny caramel macchiato, extra whip?”

He rolled his eyes. “Mac?”

“Yes, sire?”

“Arrange for coffee delivery, please?”

“Yes, sire.”

Gen leaned around Gareth, wincing when her hair got pulled. “Good morning, Mr. McDorman.”

“Good morning, your majesty. And please, call me Mac.”

Gareth was rubbing the back of her head, mumbling an apology. “Sorry, sweetheart.”

“Shh.” She stroked his chest, her attention mostly on Mac. “You can have Starbucks delivered?”

Mac shrugged, but she was distracted by the way Gareth leaned into her touch. If I scratch behind his ear, will his leg do that doggy jerking thing?

Gen decided she would try and find out, but in private. No need for anyone else to see if she did get a reaction.

“We’ve set up your computer in the office, your majesty.” Both Gen and Gareth frowned at Mac, who shrugged. “Queen Genevieve’s, sire.”

“Please, call me Genevieve.” Perhaps the formality of her full name would get Mac to address her without the title.

Mac nodded his head regally. “As you wish, your majesty.” He pulled out his tablet PC and began scrolling, ignoring the way Gareth rolled his eyes at Gen. “Of note, you have several emails from a young woman named Kerry, and—”

“Kerry?” Gen had almost forgotten that Daniel had followed them up. His confused tone mirrored his expression. “I didn’t know you and Kerry had gotten close enough to exchange email addresses.”

Gen’s cheeks heated. “I, ah…” She blew out a breath. “Kerry took me in when I had no place else to go.”

Gareth’s arms tightened around her waist. “You could have come to me.”

She lowered her head, praying he couldn’t see her expression. As far as she was aware, he’d never wanted to see her again. But…he’d proven that wrong, hadn’t he? “Yes.”

He sighed. “What did Kerry want?”

Silence. Gen lifted her head to see Mac’s expression had turned confused. “Several of the emails ask how you are, and had you found what you were looking for. The last, however, is different.” He held out the tablet, but before Gen could take it Daniel grabbed it.

“Shit.” He tossed it toward Gen and she barely caught it before it hit the carpet. “Fucking hell in a hand basket.”

Gen glanced down at the email and was sorely tempted to curse as well. “Gareth? Do you see what I do?”

He read over her shoulder and tensed. “‘Remember the knife.’”


Chapter Seven

Gen was barely breathing, her face pale. “Annabelle was supposed to be watching over her.”

Gareth checked his phone for messages. Annabelle was a tough woman. If anything had happened to someone as strong as Lana’s grandmother, Kerry didn’t stand a chance. He swore softly when he realized there were no messages or missed calls. “I have nothing.”

“Me too.” Gen called Annabelle, her gaze glued to him as she held the phone to her ear. “Annabelle isn’t answering.”

“Fuck. We need to let Lana know what’s happening. She’d never forgive us if either of them gets hurt and she didn’t know something was wrong.” Gareth paced in front of the huge windows, planning his next move. It was clear Kerry was not safe on her own. Hell, he should have brought her to the family long ago. “When we find her we bring her here.”

Mac and Daniel were seated on the sofa, but Gareth could tell Daniel was far from calm. Whatever he felt for Kerry, the knowledge that she was in danger did not sit well with his brother. His eyes, usually a warm golden brown, had gone completely gold.

Wolf eyes. Daniel was ready to go on the hunt, to bring Kerry back to them.

“They were going after the mates.” Gen was using Mac’s tablet to flip through her emails. “Is he doing the same thing again?”

“Why remember the knife?” Daniel’s voice was almost inhuman. “We destroyed that, so why should we remember it?”

Gen winced. “I had a vision that Hugh was creating a new one.”

“And you didn’t think to tell us?”

Daniel’s tone was quietly lethal, but Gen faced him squarely. Either she understood Daniel would never hurt her, or she believed he had every right to be angry with her. “I told Gareth.” When Daniel’s only response was to nod, she continued. “One of the visions She sent me when I went on a vision quest was of Hugh working on a knife like my father’s, right down to the strange symbols. And I saw Gareth’s soul being sucked into the knife.”

“And Kerry?”

Gareth didn’t blame his brother for asking about Kerry first. If she was his mate, she would be his number one priority.

Gen shook her head. “I saw nothing about Kerry, or Annabelle, but the future is always in flux. It’s possible Hugh has decided to target her in order to lure Gareth out into the open. Gareth is protected here in the heart of the court, but out there he’d be vulnerable.”

“We need to find her.” Daniel stood, his shoulders stiff with determination. “Gen, I need you to do another vision quest.”

“No.” Gareth wouldn’t allow it. He had no idea what price the Lady would require of Her Own, but he had no intention of allowing Gen to pay it again so soon. “We find another way to figure out where she is.” When Daniel snarled, Gareth snarled right back. “I’m not risking Gen, Daniel.”

“The spell.” Both brothers turned toward Gen, who was holding up her hand. The Beckett ring flashed in the sunlight. She began tugging the ring off her finger, and Gareth experienced a moment of panic. “Daniel, cast the spell.”

“No.” Daniel put his hand over hers just before Gareth did, causing all three of them to be holding hands. “No, Gen.” His tone softened. “Gareth hasn’t completed the mate spell yet. If I take the ring and try to cast the same spell…”

“It could cause Gareth’s spell to unravel.”

“Or worse, backfire somehow. Gareth and I would cast the same spell, use the same words, but our energy is different. The woman who would come to me wouldn’t be you, but you’re already feeling the pull.”

“I could wind up mating you by accident?”

Gareth smiled at the horror in her voice even as Daniel scowled. “Yeah, fuck you too.”

“I thought we were trying to avoid that,” she muttered.

Mac coughed out a laugh. “If I may, sire?”

“You may.” Gareth freed Gen’s hand from Daniel’s and tugged her close, making sure the emerald ring was once more firmly on her finger. Anything that brought Kerry home safely, but kept Gen safe as well, had his vote.

“We do have resources not even her majesty has access to. If you wish, I can put out a call and have the council here within the hour.”

Gen froze. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Your majesty—”

“I’ll do the vision quest again. Calling the council should be a last resort only.” She patted Gareth’s hand. “Trust me on this.”

“What price could the council ask that’s so bad?” He kept her close when she tried to move away.

He didn’t like the look she exchanged with Daniel, not at all. “Aunt Vivian is on the council.”

“And the council are the ones who cast the spell that chose Gareth as the king.” Mac wasn’t paying attention any longer. He’d taken back his tablet and was scrolling through something. Probably another one of his lists. “I understand that all of the portents pointed toward King Gareth as the successor rather than Cole Godwin, but that Vivian Godwin objected based on bloodlines and your unfortunate curse.”

“Of course she did.” Gareth had been warned about Vivian Godwin, but he hadn’t realized that she’d disliked him before she ever met him. “I bet my mating of Genevieve has given her some ammunition to use against me.”

Gen started, shooting a guilty look at Daniel, but before he could ask about it Gen pulled her hands free. “I need to set up my spell if I’m going to contact the Goddess.”

“The workroom is this way, your majesty.”

“Gen.”

“Of course, your majesty.”

Gareth wanted to protest, he really did, but unless he wanted to owe Vivian Godwin, he had no choice but to allow Gen to cast her spell. “Shit.”

“Yeah.” Daniel pulled his phone and began dialing. “Chris? Yeah, get your ass up here. Kerry’s missing. Possibly Annabelle as well.”

Daniel had the right idea. Gareth immediately put in his own phone call to the one person who might know what Gen’s price was going to be. “Zach?”

“What?”

His brother’s voice was strangely muffled. “Are you eating?” Zach could probably eat an entire zebra if he put his mind to it.

He heard Zach’s lips smack together. “Maybe.”

“I need you and Jo up here pronto. Kerry and Annabelle are missing.”

“Daniel’s Kerry?” The sound of the phone hitting cloth barely muffled Zach’s voice. “Jo, get dressed. Daniel needs us.”

“I’ve called Mom and Dad,” Daniel called out. “They’re on their way up.”

Gareth nodded to Daniel, but his attention was still on Zach, who’d come back on the line. “We’re on our way, bro. Sit tight, and don’t let Danny-boy do anything stupid. And keep Lana close. If Annabelle is missing she’s going to want to head straight for Philadelphia to check on her. Keep her on the grounds.”

“You have a bad feeling about this?” Zach, as a witch, worked on instinct. If he said Lana needed to sit tight, he’d help Chris duct tape her to a chair.

“Yeah. I do.”

Great. “Listen, I’m worried about Gen. She’s talking about doing another vision quest, but she told us she’d done one not too long ago. I have no idea what contacting the Goddess twice in one week will do to her.”

“Shit. All right. We’ll be up there in a few. Tell your bodyguards to let us through.”

“Family should have a standing pass, but I’ll make sure you don’t have any trouble.”

“Thanks.” And Zach hung up without a good-bye.

“They should be here shortly.” Gareth was already moving toward the workroom, his desire to see Gen’s spell almost overwhelming.

Daniel’s hand on his arm stopped him. “You can’t cast, can you?”

Gareth nodded sharply. “The mate spell isn’t complete yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not.” Gareth glared at Daniel. “I know you’re worried about Kerry, but let this go.”

“You heard what Gen said. Hugh is after you. If you can’t cast because of the mate spell, you’re vulnerable. You need to complete it before anything else happens.”

“Gareth?”

God damn it. Why did she have to step out of the workroom right then? “It’s okay, Gen.”

She bit her lip, her eyes huge and filled with worry. “Is it?”

“It is.” He shot Daniel a look, hoping to stifle him. “We’ll complete the spell when we’re ready, and not a moment before.”

Her slowly growing frown told him she didn’t understand, but a quick glance toward Mac had her biting back her questions. She twirled the emerald on her finger. “If you say so.”

“I do.” The doorbell rang. “They’re here.”

“Your family?” Gen didn’t move toward the door, but she didn’t bolt into the workroom either.

“Yup. I thought Zach might be able to help.” But when he opened the door it wasn’t Zach and Jo who stood there.

“Because I’m chopped liver, apparently.” Chris pulled Gen into a quick hug. “Hey, you.”

She smiled sweetly at Chris. “Hey, you back.”

“Tell me about Kerry and Grammy.” Lana, who’d stayed strong when she’d helped Zach save Chris, was pale and shaking. Kerry was the closest thing she had to a sister, and she adored her grandmother. The knowledge that the Godwins might have attacked Annabelle would drive her crazy with worry.

“Kerry sent Gen an email that said ‘remember the knife’. We think Hugh has her.” Gareth grabbed hold of Lana and hugged her tight, shooting Chris a worried glance at the way she shivered in his arms. “We haven’t been able to contact Annabelle.”

Lana pulled out her cell phone and dialed, the scowl growing as no one answered. “She’s not there.”

“Kerry could be at the hospital.” Chris put his hand at the small of Lana’s back, a soothing gesture that still allowed her the freedom to move if she wished.

“She’s not there. I called and they told me she hasn’t shown up for work.” Gen turned on her heel and headed toward the workroom. “I need to get started quickly. The longer I delay, the worse things will be.”

“Why did she email you instead of me?” Lana sounded confused, but her expression was hurt. Damn it. He prayed Lana wasn’t going to blame Gen for any of this.

“I was staying with her for a while. She knew I was going after Hugh.”

“And she would have known that either Gen or I would be the one to contact if something freaky was going down.” Zach tugged on Lana’s hair. “We’re the only ones who can deal with someone like Hugh without getting our asses handed to us.” He didn’t need to say that Annabelle, strong as she was, wouldn’t be able to hold Hugh off forever. If they’d been caught unaware…

“And that’s why I need to do the spell again.” Gen’s fierce determination told him he wouldn’t be winning that argument. She was going to commune with Hecate, and there was nothing he could do about it but be there to pick up the pieces if she fell apart.

“You’re going to call the Goddess now?” Zach frowned and glanced out the window as he followed Gen toward the workroom. “The full moon was last night. That will cause problems.”

“We can’t afford to wait for the new moon.” The two Own chattered as they closed the door behind them, leaving the rest of the family in the front room. Locking him out.

Gareth was not happy. Not happy at all. But if anyone could keep Gen safe even better than he could, it was Zach. “We need to give them whatever they ask for.”

Daniel nodded. “No matter what that is.”

For once, he and Daniel were in perfect accord.





“This is my fault.” Gen was randomly grabbing things from Gareth’s spell component chest. She’d go through them later, when she wasn’t freaking out quite so badly. Kerry must have called Annabelle when Gen didn’t come immediately home from Vivian Godwin’s, and now both women were in danger.

She should never have allowed herself to get caught up in Gareth Beckett. She was an Own, her task not yet complete. Hugh was still out there, as was Arthur. Until both of them were brought to justice, Gareth was not safe and never would be.

She sighed roughly and grabbed some watermelon tourmaline. Gareth. Everything came down to the man who’d haunted her dreams for weeks. How could she worry over him when both Kerry and Annabelle were missing?

But the truth was, as frightened as she was over the women’s disappearance, nothing compared to the thought of Gareth under that knife, his soul slowly being sucked away while his body died in agony.

No. Gen would do anything to ensure that didn’t happen.

“This isn’t your fault, Gen.” Zach lightly smacked her arm when she snorted in disbelief, startling her. “We’ll find them. Together.”

She blinked. “This is my responsibility. I should—”

“Fuck that. You’re family. We do this together, or you get to find out how sneaky Becketts can really be.”

She barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Zach.”

“Gen.” He took the totally inappropriate tourmaline out of her hands and placed it back in its drawer. “Listen to me. This is your brother’s fault, not yours. You don’t get to sacrifice yourself on the altar of stupidity.” Gen snickered. “We’ll get them back, but if you go rushing off after them, what do you think Gareth will do?”

She didn’t have to think twice. “He’d come after me.” Now that he’d staked a claim to her, he would never allow her to go after Hugh alone. But that was what Gareth didn’t understand. Her job was to go after people like Hugh, and if he tried to stop her he’d get himself killed. “He has to learn to trust that I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?” She stared blankly at the white feathers he held up. “What were you planning on doing with these, then?”

She didn’t want to admit it, but she was far more rattled than she wanted to disclose, especially to another Own. “Fine. You can help.”

“Good. Because you have my help whether you like it or not.”

She began gathering the correct ingredients this time, keeping an eye on what Zach pulled as well. With both of them working together, things would get interesting. It wouldn’t be just one Own petitioning Hecate, but two. With their different styles of magic, they would have to make sure everything blended seamlessly.

“Can I help?”

Zach smiled at his mate, Jo, waving her inside. “Sure. Can you get me the purple chalk?”

Jo bit her lip. “I think…”

“Hmm?” Gen paused, the jasmine incense she’d been reaching for forgotten.

“I think Chris, Daniel or Gareth should be part of this.”

“Why?” Zach didn’t look nearly as confused as Gen felt.

“Wizard, witch…”

“Warlock. The triad of magic, all represented, all with a stake in finding Annabelle and Kerry.” Zach nodded. “I like it.”

Jo shrugged. “It feels right, somehow.”

“I agree.”

Gen didn’t. “You have no idea what’s involved when a warlock contacts the source of her power. There could be repercussions from having a non-Own in the circle with us.”

“I’ll do it.” Gareth strode into the room, his arms going around her waist. He seemed to have this need to keep her close. Of the mated brothers, he was far more touchy-feely than either Chris or Zach. “I can—”

“I’ll do it.” Daniel stood in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest, a scowl on his face. “You haven’t completed the mating, so you can’t spell cast.”

Jo was nodding, agreeing with Daniel. “Besides, if you’re right, he has more of a stake in finding Kerry than you do.” Daniel scowled, but remained silent. “That could boost the signal, if you will.”

Gareth’s arms tightened around Gen. “I need to talk to you.”

His breath tickled her ear as he whispered to her. “Sure.”

He pulled her from the workroom, her preparations forgotten as he led her to his—no, their—bedroom. He shut the door, locking it behind them. “I want to finish the spell.”

Her brows rose. “All right?”

He grunted. “You have to fully accept that you’re mine for that to happen.”

She spoke before she could think. “Do you?”

Gareth’s shocked expression surprised her. “Fuck yes.” He yanked hard, and she tumbled into his arms. “You’re mine, Genevieve Godwin. And what the Goddess has put together, let no mage pull asunder.”

“I don’t think that’s how that particular vow goes.” Secretly, Gen was thrilled. He felt that strongly about her, and it amazed her. “I thought you hated me.”

“No. Never. You confuse the hell out of me, and you make me crazy, but I never hated you.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Never?”

“Maybe for two point five seconds, when I heard the name Godwin. But I swear, that’s it.”

“Liar, liar, plants for hire.”

He chuckled, but it was strained. “I don’t think that’s how that quote goes.” He sighed and tucked her under his chin. “You’re the one, Gen. Please believe me.”

“When I left, I thought you never wanted to see me again. You couldn’t even bring yourself to look at me.”

“Oh, sweetheart. Fuck no. All I could think about was how wrong I’d been about you. Your soul, it was so warm and sweet, like smelling chocolate chip cookies on a cold day. You felt like home, and I couldn’t believe how badly I’d treated you. I was upset with myself, not you, and if I made you feel any other way I’m truly sorry. Can you forgive me?”

How could she not? His heart beat beneath her ear, strong and sure. His arms embraced her, holding her tight. She was needed, and for the first time since she was a child she was safe. “I do.”

“Then let me finish the mate spell.” His fingers brushed over her shoulder, right where the mark would go. “Let me claim you. Say yes.”

“What would be involved?” This last part of the spell confused her. Neither Lana nor Jo would give her details. Just lots of blushing.

“We make love, and I bite you right there, reciting the final words of the spell.”

“Tell me the words.”

He whispered softly in her ear, barely audible, but the final phrases of the spell lodged inside her. How desperately she wanted to hear them whispered against her skin as his mark was branded on her flesh.

“Venus has granted the love that I lacked.

My mate is now part of my pack.

By the power of earth and fire,

I claim now my heart’s desire.

By the power of air and sea,

As my mate wills it, so mote it be.”

“ʻAs my mate wills it’?” Goddess, his mouth was distracting. He’d begun kissing right where the mark would appear on her shoulder, and she could barely remember what they’d been discussing.

“Mm-hmm.” He nodded against her neck. “You have to fully accept the mating, or the mark won’t appear no matter how often I recited the words.”

“Ah.” She shivered as he rubbed his whiskers over her skin. He hadn’t had time to shave, if the thickness of them was any indication. “We need to cast the sp-spell.”

“Yes, we do.” His teeth nipped her neck.

“Annabelle. Kerry.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Have to call the…the…” How did he do that? She’d faced down fierce, demon-ridden warlocks without her knees shaking, but one touch of his lips to her skin and she had to lock them in place or fall to the ground. “Oh, Gareth.”

She probably would have given him anything he asked for if someone hadn’t pounded on the door that very moment. Daniel’s aggravated voice broke through the haze of arousal Gareth had built inside her. “Get your clothes back on and get out here, you two. Bunny hump after we rescue Kerry.”

Gareth growled. “Fucker. He was the one who suggested we finish the spell.”

Gen felt stabbed through the heart. “What?” He’d only done this because Daniel told him to?

Gareth took one look at her expression and began to backpedal rapidly. “I was going to anyway, sweetheart. Gen, you know that.”

“No. I don’t.” Daniel began pounding on the door once more, and this time when Gen pulled free Gareth let her go. “I have a spell to cast.”

“Gen…”

“No. Not now, Gareth.” Even if he’d meant it, even if he had started to love her, she was in too much turmoil to accept him right now. The spell would remain incomplete until she was one hundred percent certain that it was what Gareth wanted. “Let’s deal with Hugh first. Then we’ll discuss your spell.”

His jaw clenched, his eyes went gold, but Gen was holding firm. “Fine.” He kissed her, his lips hard against hers, before letting her go completely. “But we aren’t done.”

She nodded once, and prayed her knees would hold her as she walked away from him and out the bedroom door.


Chapter Eight

Shit. That had not gone well at all, and now Gen was avoiding even looking at him. She’d thrown herself into the spell work, ignoring everything he did to try and get her attention. And Lord, did he try. He needed her help in getting his big fat foot out of his mouth.

He shouldn’t have been doing his best to distract her, but damn it, she’d gotten the wrong impression. He’d have to work extra hard to get her to come to him now, all because Daniel couldn’t wait fifteen minutes while Gareth finished claiming his mate.

She would have said yes. Beyond any shadow of a doubt, she would have accepted him and all that he was.

But it was past time for that. Now, they had to catch Hugh before he could harm Annabelle or Kerry. Without having completed the mate ritual, Gareth couldn’t stand by Zach and Gen’s side. He was having a hard time forgiving Daniel for that as well. If Kerry wasn’t his brother’s mate, he was going to bite Daniel.

Let the spell casting begin.

Daniel, Zach and Gen stood in the middle of the living room, all furniture pushed out of the way. Each was dressed in robes, Zach pure white for his witch powers, Daniel in wizard purple, and Gen in purest warlock green. Each held their athame in their hands, and each would cast a portion of the triple circle.

Zach, of course, went first, casting the first protection circle.

“I lay down the circle white,

Symbol of purity and might.

May evil be blinded by the sight.”

White light gleamed along the tip of his athame, casting a gentle moon glow around the circle. The protections wrapped around the three of them.

Surprisingly, it was Gen who cast the second circle, the tip of her athame glowing with pure blue light. He’d thought she would be the one to cast the last circle, but in a strange way he almost understood it. Daniel was the one truly seeking justice, so he should be the one to cast that last circle.

“I lay down the circle blue,

For protection sound and true.

May evil not pass through.”

Blue light joined the white, moonlight on the ocean, and Gareth smiled despite his misery. Gods, they were beautiful together, his brother and his lover, their spell casting pure and strong.

Daniel lifted his athame, and even Gareth could see the strength in his magic. Pure black swirled around the tip of his blade as he began to chant.

“I lay down the circle black.

Justice comes to those who lack.

May evil intentions break and crack.”

The tip of the athame quivered as darkness poured from it, crafting the third and final circle.

But instead of the pure black light of Zach’s circle, Daniel’s swirled, mist-like, surrounding and weaving through the other two in a display that startled all of them.

“Whoa.” Zach eyed Daniel. “What the fuck, bro?”

Daniel shrugged, either unwilling or unable to explain the unusual nature of his magic. “Call the quarters.”

With one last look at Daniel, Zach moved to the north, and earth. He sheathed his athame, knelt and placed his hands on the geode.

“North and Earth I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your stability.”

The floor rumbled under their feet, earth acknowledging the call. The scent of greenery filled the air, and Zach smiled. Earth always responded easily to Zach, even when he’d been trying to spell cast the wizard way and fucking everything up because of it.

Daniel walked to the incense burner. The element of air was Chris’s strongest ally, but for Daniel it could be difficult to work with. Why he’d chosen to call his least compatible element, Gareth wasn’t sure, but he had to trust the three knew what they were doing.

“East and Air I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your creativity.”

Lavender incense blew by him on a gentle breeze. The element had answered Daniel’s call.

Zach knelt before the candle and lit the flame. This was Zach’s weakest element, and Gareth wondered why Gen hadn’t called for it instead. It was odd. Perhaps the brothers were calling the elements, each getting a strength and a weakness for balance? It made sense to his wizard half, but the brother half, not so much.

“South and Fire I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your energy.”

Zach lit the red candle, the flame leaping higher than he’d ever seen before settling into a gentle blaze.

The spell was working.

Gen held her hand out over the bowl of water and began to chant, blowing his theory of who called the quarters and who would end up calling on the gods out of the…well, water.

“West and Water I call on thee.

Join me in my circles three.

Grant me your clarity.”

And now he knew why she had chosen to call to water. The element was clearly hers to command as the water in the bowl rippled, a green Hecate’s Wheel appearing in its depths.

Gen stepped toward the altar, ready to summon the God and the Goddess to watch over them, Zach standing by her side. Together they would act as priest and priestess, calling both the God and the Goddess to hear their cry for help.

Zach chanted first, the call to the God startling Gareth. He’d thought the two Own would call to the dark sides of the gods, the hunters and protectors. Instead, Zach eyed Gen for a moment before speaking.

“Lord of the Wild, sun’s delight,

Hear me now, know my plight.

Your faithful child cries out to Thee;

Join me in my circles three!”

Gen lit the golden candle and waited.

The sun’s warmth filled everyone in the room as in the darkness horns sounded faintly. The Lord had heard Zachary Beckett, and was watching over their ritual.

Gen lifted her arms and called upon the lighter side of the Goddess.

“Lady of Magic, beacon of might,

Hear me now, know my plight.

Your faithful child cries out to Thee;

Join me in my circles three!”

The cry of an owl on the hunt filled the room, and Gen smiled.

Gareth wasn’t surprised when Gen and Zach settled before the altar, their eyes closed and their faces naturally turning toward the night sky right outside the windows. The Own were communing with the Goddess, their minds seeking out the divinity that marked them.

What did surprise him was how Daniel tried to mimic them, as if he too could hear the voice of the Goddess. Daniel wasn’t an Own, and Gareth was grateful for that. His brother was far too volatile to be a hunter the way Zach and Gen were.

Once he would have sworn that Zach would blow himself to bits before he ever became a competent spell caster. If he’d dug a little deeper, maybe he would have figured out what Zach was before his brother suffered not only the curse the Godwins had put on him, but also the ridicule of the witch court. Daniel had mocked Zach relentlessly, and Gareth had done very little to stop it.

He really needed to step it up if he was going to protect his family. Hell, sometimes he needed to protect them from each other.

Daniel gasped at the same moment Gen swayed, her face pale as milk. A triangle of light formed between the three, one side white, one green, the last, purple.

But it was Gen who held his attention, Gen he wanted to rush through the protections to save. Her head was back, her face twisted in agony, her power pouring out of her and going somewhere Gareth couldn’t follow.

If this was the price his mate paid, Gareth wasn’t too happy about it.

But then, something strange happened that had him rethinking her link with the Goddess. The power seemed to come back, stronger, purer than when it left, but the agony didn’t lessen. If anything, it intensified, as if that beautiful light washing through his mate was purified by fire.

“Holy shit,” Chris breathed. “She’s filtering the power.”

“But in which direction?” Lana was watching closely, seeing something neither Chris nor he could decipher. “I think the Goddess is filtering Gen’s power, not the other way around. And that small touch of the divine burns, but without it, Gen’s gift would be smothered beneath her…humanity?”

The pain slowly left his mate’s face as Gareth pondered Lana’s words. “That makes no fucking sense whatsoever.”

“Think of it like a celestial air filter. The Goddess is taking the human impurities out of Gen’s magic and replacing it with pure power. But because it’s divine, it hurts to absorb it at first.”

Gareth was just happy Gen no longer looked tortured. “I’m still not sure I get it, but okay.” Celestial air filters, huh?

Lana shrugged. “I’m not a warlock Own. Ask Gen what’s going on if you don’t believe me.”

The serenity he’d come to associate with Gen once more blanketed her, but there was something else there now, a sense that she was other as well as his mate, and his wolf whined unhappily. Gareth wasn’t too thrilled either, but he tried to soothe both himself and his beast by reminding it that Gen’s relationship with the Goddess was much like Gareth’s own with his wolf. The two worked together to make a better whole, but there was always a price to pay. He should have thought of his wolf, of what the Becketts had overcome to live with the beast within them. Now that he’d seen his mate call upon Hecate, he understood far better than she probably thought.

Gareth tilted his head as he watched Gen, Zach and Daniel caught up in the triad of light. He just wished the price wasn’t so painful for her.

The triangle faded, leaving all three magics to collapse to the floor. Zach was the first to rise to his feet, his brother’s strength amazing as he thanked both the gods and the elements, dismissing the circles by himself.

Daniel was next, his expression…odd. “Daniel?”

For a brief moment, it was as if Daniel couldn’t hear them. “Yeah?”

“You okay?”

He took a breath, held it, then let it out as if he wanted to say something but didn’t know how. “Maybe?” He shook himself, that strangely lost expression disappearing. “Annabelle will be all right. She’s in the hospital.” Lana gasped. “Some sort of curse is keeping her out of it, and the staff from checking her records. She’s in under a Jane Doe admittance, which is why we haven’t been notified.”

Zach helped Gen stagger to her feet, his arm wrapping around her waist when she stumbled. Zach, his expression turning fierce, his body glowing with power, stared straight at Daniel. “Kerry’s being held by Hugh.”





“You’re not ready yet.”

Gen gritted her teeth and continued to arm herself.

“Purple rainbows fly out my butt every Tuesday.”

She paused, the gun she’d been sliding into her pocket forgotten. “What?”

Gareth shrugged. “Just making sure you’re paying attention.”

She rolled her eyes and continued to pack the essentials. “I’m as prepared as I can be, Gareth.”

“I saw what that ritual did to you.” His displeasure was clear. His arms were crossed over his chest, his feet braced as if he expected her to fly at him with fists raised. He was ready for a fight, one she had no intention of giving him. “You need to rest before you go after Hugh.”

“Kerry can’t afford for me to rest.”

Gareth winced, some of the aggression leaching out of his stance. “I understand that, but—”

“No, Gareth. Please, don’t do this.” She had to make him see, or it would haunt the rest of their lives together. “This is who I am, and if you can’t accept that, you can’t accept me.”

He flinched, his arms falling to his sides. “That’s not fair.”

“Neither is trying to keep me from fulfilling my duties and saving your brother’s mate.” If she didn’t put her foot down now he’d run roughshod over her. “Now. Let me go do what needs to be done.”

He snarled, his wolf close to the surface as his fangs popped out. “Rest, then go. That’s all I’m asking of you.”

“We don’t have that luxury.” She took a deep breath, trying desperately to calm the certainty that if she didn’t go now Kerry would suffer. “You didn’t see what I saw.”

Kerry, splayed out on an altar, her soul slowly draining into the dagger Hugh held as he chanted, feeding his demon in exchange for power. Power he intended to use to go after Gareth and the wizard court.

If he got hold of Gareth’s soul now that he’d been crowned, the power of the court itself would flow through the demon and into Hugh. He would be forever linked to every single wizard, the tie of the king granting him that small sliver necessary to perform sympathetic magic and steal steadily from all of them. No other king would be crowned, as the king’s soul would reside in Hugh’s blade, still aware of its surroundings even as the body decayed. Until Gareth moved on to the side of the Goddess, the court would be in turmoil, bound by the warlock’s demon, a feast for both.

Hugh had to be aware of how Zach had stopped their father. He would take precautions to make sure that Zachary Beckett couldn’t stop him. Only Gen, through her blood ties with Hugh, would be able to slip past the defenses he had in place and destroy the dagger.

“If you’re so certain you’re ready to fight him magic to magic, why are you taking a gun?”

He sounded so smug with that one she almost hated to burst his bubble. “Because of your reaction.” His brows rose. “No one expects an Own to fight with mundane weapons. You all expect us to ride in, wands blazing, and decimate the enemy with superior spell work.” She shrugged. “Sometimes it works better to simply shoot them in the head.”

He was startled into a laugh. “Is your brother aware of your gun?”

Good question. She holstered the gun anyway. Whether Hugh was aware of it or not, the knowledge that it was there made her feel better about going after him. Hugh was particularly frightening, and he wouldn’t have the leash their father had placed on him to hold him back any longer. “I have no idea.”

Gareth nodded. “Then if you’re insisting on doing this, let us give you some protections.” He held up his hand when she wanted to protest. “You’re the motherfucking wizard queen, and my mate. If he gets his hands on you, I’ll come after him. He has to know that, just like he has to know you’ll be the one hunting him.”

Gareth had a good point. “Fine. What is it you want to do?”

“This.” He grabbed her, yanked her close and held her tightly to his chest as he took a deep breath. “I swear, you get hurt and I’m going after him.”

“Gareth—”

“You don’t get to argue with me on this one.” She was startled to realize he was trembling. Big, strong Gareth, and he shook at the thought of her hurt. “He hurts you, I fuck him up.”

Then she’d just have to make sure she took Hugh out before he could lay a hand on her. “I give you my word I will do everything in my power to come home safely.”

“You called this home.”

If he were a cat he’d be purring. “I haven’t forgotten that Daniel was the one who wanted you to complete the mate spell.”

All of the tension that had poured out of him when she’d called this place home came roaring back. His shoulders tightened and growls shook him. “That wasn’t what I meant, Gen.”

Perhaps she should have let it go, but she couldn’t. Gareth meant far too much to accept that. “Then explain it to me, because that’s what it felt like.”

He cupped her face in his hands, forcing her to look up at him. What she saw there had her drawing in a breath.

Pain. He was hurting already, the cry of his wolf clear in his increasingly haunted golden eyes. “I didn’t mean for you to ever think I had to be forced to claim you, Genevieve Godwin. Nothing could be further from the truth.” He stroked her cheek, his gaze following the movement of his hand. “I touched your soul, and you turned everything I’d ever believed in upside down.” Gareth smiled as he caressed her lips with his thumb. “I didn’t care that you were a warlock, or an Own. All I saw was this bright, shining goodness inside you, and I wanted it for myself.” His expression turned grim. “I’m not a good man, Gen. I’ll destroy anyone who tries to hurt my family, and it won’t be pretty. I will go after them with everything I am, and drag the entire court with me if I have to. I will use every power at my disposal to obliterate them. And that’s just what I’d do for my brothers.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Now picture what I’ll do if someone hurts my mate.”

She probably shouldn’t be quite as turned on as she was, but damn. She whined. “I don’t have time!”

He chuckled darkly, but she could still see the fine edge of his temper riding him. He was not happy at all, but there was little she could do about it. “Do you accept me as your mate?”

She studied his expression, trying to see why he’d ask that. “I thought you had to accept me.”

He closed his eyes, the growl that continued to shake him so low she barely heard it. “I accepted you the moment our souls joined, Gen. I just needed to figure out the right way to apologize to you.”

Her jaw literally dropped. The man continually surprised her. “Wait…what?”

His eyes opened. “I was embarrassed at how badly I’d misjudged you. I treated you like shit, Gen, and I know it. I never hated you, but I was worried your ties to your family would cloud your judgment and you might choose to save them rather than Jo or Kerry.” He cupped her cheek again. “I wished I’d treated you the way you deserved from the moment you showed up, ready to help Zach. You knew you were going to face a lot of hostility, but you showed up anyway, just because Zach needed you.”

“It was worth it, Gareth. I would do it again.”

The smile that crossed his face made her heart skip a beat. “And that’s why I—”

The pounding on the door interrupted him again. Gareth growled loudly enough to shock her. “Go. Away.”

“I can’t, bro.” Zach’s voice was sorry, but firm.

“Why not?” Gareth’s wolf was in his tone, snarling and snapping. Whatever he’d planned on saying must have been important if it had brought his wolf so near to appearing that his claws came forth. Gen could feel them, hard and cold against her cheek.

“We’ve got Annabelle, Gareth, and it’s not good. We might need Gen to help lift the curse.”

“I’ll be right out.” If Zach said she was needed she was inclined to believe him. Zach’s instincts were incredibly accurate.

“We aren’t done, Gen.”

“No, we’re not.” This time she dared to return his caress, touched to her core at the way he nuzzled her palm. “Not by a long shot.”


Chapter Nine

Gareth followed Gen into the room, stopping short at the sight of the gurney in the middle of his living room. The woman on it was so still he feared for her, but it was obviously Annabelle Evans. “Good job, Mac.”

“Thank you, sire.” Mac bowed slightly, but Gareth let it go. He’d slowly break the man of the habit.

“How the hell did you get her here so quickly?” Gareth stroked Annabelle’s hair off her forehead. She looked so peaceful, like she was sleeping, but he knew better. Somehow, some way, Hugh Godwin had gotten through the powerful witch’s defenses and put her under a sleeping curse. Her chest barely moved, her eyes still behind her lids. Deeply asleep, Annabelle would remain unconscious until she simply faded away, starved and dehydrated, unless someone found her in time. It was an insidious curse, designed to make a death look natural, as if the victim simply suffered some sort of stroke and passed out, never to awaken. Hospitalized, she would have been given intravenous fluids and a feeding tube, her vital signs monitored for any changes. The doctors would have run tests on her blood, her brain, checked her for drugs that would induce a coma, but nothing would show. The verdict would be one of those strokes where the blood clot simply disappeared, because nothing else would make medical sense. She’d live only by the grace of modern technology, alive in name only. If left long enough, not even an Own would be able to lift the curse.

They’d gotten her out in time, and if he knew his mate and his brother, Annabelle would soon be back among the living.

“I informed the hospital that I was acting on behalf of her granddaughter, and got Lana to confirm who she was. It took some doing to get them to agree to send her here without Lana’s physical presence. I’m afraid we had to use a little…persuasion.”

He meant Lana muttered some spell under her breath to ease her way. He would have done the same to get a family member home safely. “I’m just grateful she’s here.”

“So are we. We told the hospital we were having her transported to a private hospital, then had our people pick her up and fly her to us. Thank goodness she was still in Philadelphia or it might have taken even longer.”

“And thank goodness she was taken to the hospital where Kerry works, because one of the nurses vouched for me and helped expedite the release papers.” Lana held her grandmother’s hand in a death grip. It was odd, seeing Annabelle without her trademark T-shirts. Her face was usually so expressive, the stillness was almost creepy.

“So.” Gareth stroked back Annabelle’s hair. He had to believe that they had the power to bring her back. Nothing less was acceptable. “How do we wake her up?”

Gen was studying Annabelle, her brow furrowed in concentration. Zach was at the dining room table, carving something into a white candle. Gareth was willing to bet it was a Hecate’s Wheel, the same symbol he used to remove the hex that had ridden him for months and left him depressed, his magic almost fatally flawed. He’d also done the same when he saved Lana from a death curse that had slowly leached her warmth and life force until she was almost worse off than Annabelle. Zach had removed both curses using that symbol and his strength of will.

He was proven right when Gen glanced over at Zach. “We modify Zach’s spell and pull the hex from her and into the candle.”

“Will it work? Zach’s hex was different than this.” Chris was pacing back and forth, his wolf restless at his mate’s distress. “This is more like a sleeping beauty curse. It’s almost like what Cole tried to do to Lana.”

“I broke that curse too, Chris.” Zach stood and showed the candle to Gen, who nodded her approval. “I’ll save Annabelle, I swear it.”

“I know, Zach.” Lana was near tears. “I trust you.”

“Gen?” Gareth reached for his mate, soothed when she took his hand without hesitation. “Tell me how we can help.”

“Do you have any fresh peppermint or ginseng? Both promote wakefulness and clear thinking.”

“I’ll have to check in the kitchen.”

“I’ll do that, sire. I believe we might have some peppermint oil in the pantry.” Mac headed for the kitchen, his stride purposeful.

“Make some coffee too. Annabelle loves her coffee, and it’s part of her morning ritual. Anything that helps remind her to wake up would be a good thing.” Zach followed Mac into the kitchen, but first he handed the carved candle to Lana. “Rub this with the peppermint oil from the kitchen.”

“You’re more likely to find ginseng and coffee.” Gareth wasn’t a huge fan of mint. Mac seemed very aware of his likes and dislikes. He’d more than likely stocked the pantry accordingly.

“But I do like peppermint.” Gen smiled weakly. “I love mint chocolate chip ice cream, and if you make it homemade, you need peppermint oil. Thank goodness I asked him to pick some up.”

Gareth made a mental note to make sure they stocked up on Gen’s favorite ice cream, or at least the means to make it. “Zach?”

“What?” Zach peeked his head around the corner.

“Go get anything else you’ll need out of my workroom.”

“I’ll help.” Chris gestured for Zach to follow him.

Zach nodded and made his way to the workroom with Chris, Lana closely following the two men. She’d be able to give some advice to Zach, but ultimately it would be up to him how to remove the hex.

“I’ll get the circle set up. We should cast the full circle, keep the hex inside it. We don’t want this shit getting out into the court.” Daniel immediately began pulling out all of the things they’d just put away.

“Let me help.” Gen started to prepare the altar. Gareth still wasn’t thrilled that she’d be forced to cast so soon after the vision quest, but he knew his mate. She wouldn’t stop until Annabelle woke up.

So instead of interfering, he headed for the kitchen and the coffeemaker. He was going to brew the strongest damn cup of coffee he could, hoping the scent would work as well as incense.

They gathered the materials they needed, and before long Zach and Gen stood in the circle. This time, Daniel stood without and Annabelle rested within, the gurney she lay on smack dab in the middle of the circles they cast.

Zach and Gen did all three circles, calling the quarters and the gods just as they had earlier in the evening. But when Zach went to pick up the candle and remove the hex, Gen beat him to it. She snatched it up and chanted, much to Gareth’s horror. If she couldn’t contain the hex, she would fall under its spell as it escaped the candle and flowed into her body instead.

Gen’s voice was steady as her body began to glow with bright green light, a sure sign her powers as an Own had come to the fore.

“Hecate, Lady of the Night,

Help this warlock put things right.

What this harmful curse has done

Let it now be undone.”

She traced the Wheel with her fingers, clockwise.

“Lift from Annabelle this vicious curse.

Forever across this Wheel traverse.

An it harm none, by the Law of Three,

As I will, so mote it be!”

A dark green mist slowly swirled up from Annabelle’s prone body, like mist blown about on a lake. Gareth watched, horrified, as the mist dripped to the floor on all sides of the gurney, taking its sweet time leaving Annabelle’s body. When the last of the mist hit the floor Annabelle’s eyes snapped open. Sitting up with a gasp, the elder witch watched as the mist crept across the floor to Gen.

Gareth almost ran into the circle at that point. Only the knowledge that he’d leave himself vulnerable to the mist’s power kept him in place. But it was hard, so hard to watch that mist curl around his mate’s ankles and do nothing.

The mist crawled up Gen’s body, obscuring her light, covering her from head to toe. Gen’s voice echoed eerily out of that mist, as if she were lost somewhere in a damp, dead forest with nothing but this mist to keep her company.

“Hecate, Lady of the Night,

Help this warlock put things right.

What this harmful curse has done

Let it now be undone.”

She reversed the flow of her fingers, tracing the wheel counter-clockwise.

“Lift from Annabelle this vicious curse.

Forever across this Wheel traverse.

An it harm none, by the Law of Three,

As I will, so mote it be!”

The mist twitched, almost as if it were alive. Gen repeated the chant a third time, and Gareth saw the mist recoil.

Damn, his mate was strong, stronger than even he’d given her credit for.

Zach’s voice joined Gen’s as she continued to repeat the chant, his white light burning away the mist, forcing it away from Gen and toward the candle. Together, the two Own battled the spell, forcing it into the Wheel and binding it to the candle, there to do no further harm.

When it was over, Gen was shaking, sweating, on the verge of collapse. Ignoring the triple circle and protocol, Gareth leapt toward her, catching her as she fell.

Zach swayed on his feet, barely better than Gen. “Shit. That was fucking powerful.”

“Hugh is stronger than Davis, that’s for sure.” Annabelle got to her feet, keeping one hand on the gurney. If Gareth were to hazard a guess, he’d say her knees weren’t any less shaky than Gen’s.

Gen smiled wanly at Annabelle, but made no move to step away from Gareth. Good. He had no intention of letting her go any time soon. “Hello, Mrs. Evans.”

Annabelle straightened, but her hand still rested on the gurney. “Hello, Gen.”

“Gimme.” Zach was holding out a white silk bag with golden ties. Where he’d gotten it from, Gareth didn’t know. Zach must have seen his confusion, though. “It was in your workroom. Dude, you have a drawer of these things. It’s like Mac expects you’ll be cursed on a regular basis.”

Gareth shot Mac a look, but the man only shrugged. “This is why we pay you the big bucks, sire.”

It was worth it to hear Gen laugh.





Annabelle sipped her coffee, her hands shaking. Her ordeal, though brief, had obviously shaken her more than she wanted to admit. The witch had always been so strong, but to find that she could be taken down so easily couldn’t have sat well with her.

Gen hoped Annabelle would recover quickly. Having your confidence in yourself and your abilities shaken so thoroughly was a tough burden to bear. She had no doubts Annabelle would be able to do so. Her will was greater than her fear.

But Gareth was right. They needed to know how Hugh got to Annabelle, and if she had any idea where Kerry might be. Time was of the essence, and Annabelle might not even realize she had information unless they questioned her.

Besides, Gen was exhausted. Rushing out the door to find Kerry wasn’t going to happen, not tonight anyway.

“Tell us what happened.” Lana wasn’t moving far from Annabelle’s side. The coven leader’s granddaughter was still distraught, the tracks of her tears still visible on her cheeks.

Chris sat next to his mate, his arm around her shoulders, giving her silent comfort. This had shaken her badly, and Gen figured he wouldn’t be leaving her side any time soon. Any thought of returning to his home in Pennsylvania with his mate was out of the question, at least while Hugh and Arthur were out there. If they could get to Annabelle, one of the most powerful coven leaders on the East Coast, they could get to Lana, and that was something Chris would give anything to prevent. Even his beloved, private home.

“I was heading to Kerry’s house to see if she’d heard from you, Genevieve.”

Gen winced at Annabelle’s bland tone. Damn it. She should have called Kerry, but she’d been so caught up in the queen drama she’d completely blown it off.

“I was walking up the steps when I felt something strike me from behind. I recognized dark magic and tried to deflect, but the curse had already begun to take effect.” Annabelle grimaced. “I think I bloodied him, but that’s it. I collapsed there on the steps.”

“Did you see or sense anything else out of the ordinary?” Gen leaned forward, focusing on matching Annabelle’s account to the visions she’d received earlier that evening. “When Zach, Daniel and I did a vision quest, we saw—”

“Wait. Did you say Daniel?” Annabelle turned her shocked gaze on Daniel. “You took part in this ritual?”

“It was the oddest thing, Grammy.” Lana made a triangle with her fingers. “There were these lines of light that led from one to the other, each one the color of their magic. And I know for a fact Daniel saw something, because his face looked just like Gen and Zach’s.”

Gen shot Daniel a startled look, but if he truly had seen something he wasn’t sharing.

Daniel still had a scowl on his face, and his eyes still held that feral, golden light that said his wolf was close to breaking free of Daniel’s control. “Did you see what happened to Kerry? She’s missing.”

Annabelle sighed. “I wish I could say I did, but I think I was out before he took her.”

“Any idea why he didn’t finish you off?” Daniel was watching Annabelle. His scowl would have put anyone else off, but Gen was learning to read him. He was worried, terrified for Kerry, and the only way he could show it was through anger. “Why curse you and leave you behind?”

“Bait, I think.” Annabelle calmly took a sip of her coffee.

“What?” Jo, who hadn’t spoken much, looked confused only for a moment before her expression turned grim. “Shit. That son of a bitch.”

Annabelle nodded. “It’s simple, really. You’d have two choices. Rescue me, or go after Kerry.”

Chris winced. “And you’re family, so of course we’d rescue you first.”

“Leaving Kerry to the tender mercies of Hugh.” Gen stood, ignoring Gareth’s outstretched hand. Like Daniel, she felt the need to pace as the urgency to rescue Kerry filled her once more.

“We need to figure out where he’s taken her.” Daniel’s voice was gravelly. Things were worse than she thought if that low, growling tone was anything to go by.

“What did you see when you did the vision quest?” Annabelle placed her cup back on the coffee table and sat back. Despite having been unconscious for more than a day, she had dark circles around both eyes. The curse had taken more out of her than she seemed willing to admit.

“We saw you lying in a hospital bed, and Jane Doe on your record.” Gen mentally sifted through the images she’d received from the Goddess. “We saw Kerry being taken, but I couldn’t determine where.”

“It wasn’t familiar to me, but I smelled water.” Daniel was staring out the huge windows, his expression pensive. “I think she’s somewhere near the river.”

“You mean here, in New York?” Gen exchanged a quick glance with Gareth. “It makes a sick, twisted sense.”

Gareth’s expression was grim. “He’d want to be near me, force me out into the open.”

“Make you come to him so he can use that damned knife and tie himself to the power of the court.”

“I want to go with you when you hunt his ass down.” Daniel turned away from the window and glared at Gen. “I want a piece of him.”

Gen needed to make Daniel see reason. “You’ll be putting yourself in harm’s way. What do you think your brother would do if you got captured?”

“I’m going.” There was that Beckett stubbornness she both loved and feared.

“Bro, you can’t.” Zach tried to put his hand on Daniel’s arm, but Daniel shrugged him off. “Gareth would give almost anything to get you back, and you know it.”

“I have to be the one who saves her.”

“Because she’s your mate?”

Daniel immediately shook his head. “No. Because…” He sighed roughly. “Just never mind. I need to be there, and that’s all I’m saying on the subject.”

“She’s your mate, bro. Admit it.”

“She’s human, Zach. Mundane. Our world will eat her alive, especially now that I’ve been appointed chancellor. Could you imagine what those bitches bothering Gen would do to someone like Kerry? She’d be nothing but fresh meat.” By Daniel’s tone, not even he believed what he was saying. “It’s our fault she’s been dragged into this, and I’ll be damned if I don’t get her back out alive.”

Gen exchanged a glance with Gareth. He wasn’t buying Daniel’s denials any more than she was, but until he was ready to admit he needed to cast the Beckett mate spell there was nothing they could do.

“All right, bro.” Zach shocked them all by agreeing with Daniel. “But you let Gen and me do the heavy lifting, you got me?”

Daniel’s grim expression melted to one of gratitude. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Zach grinned. “Besides, you would have just followed us anyway.”

Daniel’s laugh was reluctant. “Yup. You got me. I would have grabbed my fedora and trench coat and totally Dick Tracy’d you.”

“You got the dick part right, anyway.” Zach dodged the half-hearted swipe Daniel took at him. “So. How do we go about finding Kerry?”

“We get some rest, start fresh in the morning.” Gareth held out his hand, stilling her immediate protest. “We won’t do her any good if we stumble after, dead on our feet and with no idea of where to look other than ‘water’. And you both know I’m right, so don’t bother arguing with me.”

“I keep feeling like we need to find her soon, or it will be too late.” She almost wished she’d kept her mouth shut when Daniel’s soft whimper reached her. The agony on his face was quickly masked, but she was certain everyone in the room was aware that Daniel was hurting for Kerry.

Not his mate my ass. If Kerry wasn’t mated and marked within a month of her return, Gen would be deeply surprised. Daniel’s wolf was pushing the edges of his control, testing him. If he went unmated for much longer, the feral nature of the Beckett curse would take hold of him. He would lose himself to his beast, forcing his brothers to put him down for the safety of all of them.

And if Kerry dies, we might as well kill him immediately. Nothing would stop Daniel from going feral if his mate was lost to them. Not Gareth’s power, not Zach’s love for his brother, not even Gen’s power as an Own would keep Daniel from becoming even more dangerous than Hugh and Arthur combined.

Gen would find Kerry and save her, not only because the woman had helped Gen when no one else would. No, she would do it for the Beckett family, for the people who’d accepted her despite what her family had done to them. She would save Daniel, and keep him safe.

The Becketts deserved no less.


Chapter Ten

“Sire, I must protest this.”

Gareth gritted his teeth and tried to pretend he was just a doggy. Nice, sweet doggy. Watch me wag my tail. Ignore the idiot holding my leash.

“Really. Putting the king on a leash. Even for Manhattan, that’s a bit out of the ordinary.” Mac sniffed disdainfully. “Now, if we were in L.A., that would be different. They’re very strange out there.”

Gareth panted, allowing his tongue to loll out of his head. This was the only way he’d gotten Gen, Zach and Daniel to agree to let him come, but had the bejeweled collar really been necessary?

“Sire? Please tell me this isn’t some sort of strange fetish of yours and that we won’t find her majesty walking you around Central Park as some bizarre form of foreplay.”

Gareth paused, Mac actually getting two steps ahead of him before the steward realized Gareth wasn’t moving.

Foreplay? Seriously?

Gareth gave a deep growl, hoping he got his point across. He wasn’t thrilled with this whole pretend-you’re-a-dog thing any more than Mac was, but at least he got to use his wolf’s senses to try and sniff Hugh out.

They’d been walking up and down the river all day. Unfortunately, the only things Gareth had scented were river water, exhaust fumes and people. Lots of people. None of whom smelled like the fucking warlock.

The people walking on the riverfront kept giving them strange looks. Gareth could understand why. They were probably wondering how Mac could handle a dog that looked so much like a wolf. Either that or they were trying to figure out what breed he was. After all, who would own a pet wolf, even in Manhattan?

Gareth turned his head to sniff a particularly interesting scent, wincing at the jingle of the ultimate indignity. They might as well have microchipped his ass, because this? Was never happening again. He should have known better than to send Zach to the pet store.

Who named a goddamned wolf Pookie?

But Mac had been right. Without the tags, Gareth could wind up in doggy jail, his ass slated for euthanasia. At least this way he was safe from that.

Still. He was going to kick Zach’s ass.

“I wonder if Lord Daniel has found anything.”

Daniel was in the same predicament Gareth was in, except his dog tag read Wiggles. Last he’d seen, Gen had been giggling almost nonstop over that one.

Gen was walking Daniel and looking very un-Gen-like. She’d donned huge sunglasses, pulled her golden hair back into a simple bun. And her clothes?

Gareth had wanted to rip those too-tight clothes from her body and put her in his bed. The dark designer jeans hugged her ass, the shirred, V-neck top showing far too much of her cleavage. She wore these strange sneakers with wedge heels that made her legs seem a mile long. She’d looked good enough to eat, and Gareth was just the wolf to do so.

His mate had been uncomfortable in the tight clothing, but she looked so different from how she usually went out in the world they were hoping Hugh wouldn’t recognize her until it was too late. She looked just like all the other Manhattanites out walking their dogs, blending in perfectly with the socialites and businesswomen. He’d caught glimpses of her, chatting away on her cell phone, her voice pitched higher than normal and a huge, vapid smile on her face.

Zach was with Chris, the two brothers seated in a car not too far away from the riverfront, keeping an eye on them through Chris’s crystal ball. Chris had Mac arrange to fetch the scrying device, along with his familiar, Alasdair, overnight while they slept. If either Mac and Gareth or Daniel and Gen found themselves in trouble the brothers would know almost immediately and ride to their rescue as quickly as Manhattan traffic would allow.

Yeah. Gareth was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. He didn’t have an hour or two to wait for backup if it came to a fight. But if Kerry was hurt, at least they’d be able to transport her quickly back to the hotel and help without having to alert the mundane authorities. The last thing they wanted was innocent humans, like Kerry, caught up in the magical war between the Becketts and the Godwins.

Gareth tilted his head as a strange scent drifted by him. What in the world? It smelled like…

It smelled of mandrake root, aconite…and blood.

“Sire?”

He didn’t even realize he was snarling and straining at his leash until Mac’s worried tone filtered through the rage that filled him. That was Kerry’s blood he’d scented, Kerry’s pain that now filled his senses.

Daniel was racing toward them, dragging Gen behind him. His mate could barely keep up with the wolf, but her hand never left the leash, never let Daniel get too far ahead of her.

The scent led to a construction site. It looked like one of many luxury apartment sites that were being built along the Hudson, from Brooklyn to Manhattan. This one had the outer shell of the building up, the scaffolding still clinging like steel ivy to the facing. A piece of plywood on hinges served as the front door.

Mac stepped forward and pushed open the plywood door just as Daniel and Gen reached them. The squeal of the hinges made Gareth wince. Any hope of surprising Hugh, if he was indeed in the building, had just flown out the window.

Mac closed the door behind Daniel and Gen. Their grating sound seemed even louder in the darkness of the building.

There was a musty smell to the inside, as if no one had been within it for some time. Construction debris littered the floor. Drywall was up, but not mudded, the screws visible. The cobwebs in the corners were thick with dust.

The blood smell was thicker as well, almost overpowering the dust.

Gareth waited patiently for Mac to remove the collar before shifting. He dressed quickly in the clothing Mac pulled out of his backpack, aware that Hugh could attack at any moment.

The silence was getting to him. It was as if something waited for them in the quiet darkness. The boarded-over windows cast shadows across the walls that his wolf eyes could barely penetrate.

Daniel held out one of the wolf-headed pendants Zach had made for them back when they’d faced Cole Godwin and began to chant.

“Lord and Lady, hear my plea.

Guard us from adversity.

By the law of three times three,

As I will so mote it be.”

Daniel repeated the chant three times before lowering his hand. “Ready?”

Gareth nodded sharply. “Mac, stay here. Contact Zach and Chris, give them our position. Have them meet us outside.”

Gen grimaced. “I doubt Zach will remain in the car for long.”

“Good. I don’t think Hugh is expecting all the Becketts to show, not for a human.”

“We did once before.” Daniel pulled out a small pocket flashlight.

“No. We rescued Jo, a mate. Kerry was a surprise for all of us.”

“Not for the Godwins.” Daniel began moving forward, Gen right on his heels.

“And what does that tell us, boys and girls?” Gareth ignored Daniel’s glare, moving around his brother and placing himself in front of both him and Gen.

“That Kerry needs a keeper.” Daniel tried to push his way past Gareth, but Gareth was having none of that. His brother could stay behind him, nice and safe.

“Follow the scent of blood. It should lead us to Kerry.” Gen somehow wiggled her way between Daniel and Gareth, taking the lead from both of them. She began to glow with that beautiful green light, her eyes shining as she stared at them both. “Can you use your wolf senses in human form?”

Gareth shook his head. “I’ve got normal senses when human.”

“Then we need to allow the Goddess to guide us.” Gen looked left, then right, before striding straight ahead, a warrior goddess in three-hundred-dollar jeans.

Gareth exchanged a look with Daniel and shrugged before following his mate into the dark.

On the second floor they finally found the source of the blood scent. A blonde woman lay sprawled on an altar Gareth found eerily familiar. A dark altar etched with demonic symbols, it had been placed in the center of the room. The symbols had Gareth gasping in fear.

They were the symbols of the Rabisu.

Gareth swore viciously. Vampiric demons who walked the pathways between life and death, the ancient Akkadian demons were said to lurk in the darkness, attacking the unwary living and feasting on the spirits that travelled the Road of Bone to the City of the Dead. It was said that those who bound themselves to Rabisu would themselves gain their demon’s immortality, but at a terrible price. The hunger for flesh and blood would become overwhelming, forcing the warlock to become the very thing he’d bound himself to. Eventually the warlock’s humanity would drop away like rotted flesh, revealing the monster within. At that point, the only thing an Own could do would be to banish the warlock as if he were the very demon who inhabited him, sentencing the warlock to eternal torment at the hands of his master.

No. Not even Hugh Godwin could be that stupid, could he?

A hooded man stood over the naked woman, bound to the altar with silver enchanted chains. Blood stained that silver. The son of a bitch had been using the fucking altar, had sacrificed others before strapping the blonde woman to it. The girl locked in the silver chains was unconscious, bleeding from multiple wounds, bruised and battered almost beyond recognition.

But there was no mistaking her for anyone else. Kerry Andrews, Daniel’s mate, was going to be the latest sacrifice to the Godwin greed for power and the demon’s hunger for blood.

Not today. Not on my watch.

Below Kerry the runes on the altar glowed a vicious green, the warlock’s power flooding the ritual. They had minutes, if that, to stop Hugh before Kerry became a midday snack.

He pointed the athame at Hugh, ready to stop the horror Hugh wanted to unleash on the world, but before he could act Chris stepped between them.

“Any ill you send to me

Will return to you times three.

As I will so mote it be!”

Hugh looked up, his athame raised high over his head, his eyes wide with horror. “You.”

“Me.” Gareth stood his ground, ready to battle the warlock for his brother’s mate. Beside him, Gen’s glow intensified, cocooned him in her warmth.

Hugh tossed a reddish-gold circlet, a suspiciously familiar-looking one, on the ground. He pointed a long, reddish-silver knife, his dark athame, at it, the blade glowing with a sickly green light.

“By Lucifer’s might and Lilith’s hate

I conjure thee, come through the gate.”

Oh shit. Those were the same words Cole had used when he’d attempted to summon a demon during his duel with Chris. They had to stop him, fast.

But the only way Chris had done so had been to sacrifice Cole, forcing the demon to suck the warlock through the portal rather than emerging itself.

“Bound by blood, obey my call

Holding demon’s might in thrall.

By the Compact take your toll

Feast upon this gifted soul.”

Gifted soul? Kerry?

Daniel shifted, heedless of his clothes that tore and pulled at him. The wolf snarled at Hugh, and leapt.

“By your oath you will—shit!”

Well. That was one way to stop a demonic summoning. Daniel had latched onto Hugh’s arm, his teeth sinking deep as the warlock shrieked.

Gareth darted forward, his only focus the bleeding woman on the altar. He had to get her free before Hugh managed to shake free of Daniel.

He could hear Gen chanting, her hands poised, ready to strike Hugh’s altar and destroy its evil. She’d done so once before, breaking Davis Godwin’s altar and ending his reign of terror before it had a chance to truly begin. She glowed so brightly it dazzled his eyes. Her hair whipped around in a wind that didn’t exist. She was channeling the Goddess herself, and she was glorious.

He pulled Kerry free just as Gen raised her fist and smashed it into the altar. The altar broke in two, green fire licking along the edges, cleansing away the blood that had pooled on it.

Gen nodded in grim satisfaction. “It is done.” There was a strange, echoing quality to Gen’s voice, one he’d heard only once before. He shivered in response, but not in fear.

The last time he’d heard that voice, the darkness of the altar had reached for Zach, intent on killing his baby brother. Gareth had leapt between Zach and the darkness and almost lost his life.

Gen had saved him, twined their souls around each other until he didn’t know where he began and she ended. It had been the most beautiful, most shocking moment of his life.

It had marked him as hers forevermore, even more deeply than the Beckett mate spell ever could.

So he didn’t even hesitate when the darkness leapt again, this time going for Daniel. He took that darkness, sacrificed himself before it, knowing his mate would keep him safe.

And she did, with a cry of despair that tore at his heart. Ecstasy filled him as his mate battled the darkness inside him.

But something was different this time. This time, the darkness had avenues that hadn’t been open to it before. Gareth worked hard to keep those avenues clear, knowing full well where those pathways led. No wizard would be tainted by the darkness of the Godwin family, not if he could help it.

Together, he and Gen beat back the evil, kept it from corrupting the power that now resided within him. They battled it back, forced it from him until it dissipated, twisted and lost. He collapsed, exhausted beyond belief, barely keeping Kerry’s head from hitting the hard floor.

“Shit. You have to stop doing that, asshole.” Daniel gently took Kerry’s unconscious form from him, cradling her close. “We can’t lose you.”

“Love you too, butt munch.”

Daniel smirked, the fury that had plagued him since they found out Kerry was missing slowly bleeding away. “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t expect me to carry your fat ass through Manhattan, bro.”

“Hugh?” Gareth reached for Gen, trading a weary smile with his mate.

“Got away.”

Gen blushed deeply at the long, involved curses Gareth spit out.





Gen was exhausted, but there was no time to rest, not with the way Kerry was bleeding all over the place. Something was wrong with the way her legs were. They just weren’t laying right, flopping bonelessly as Daniel carefully carried her out of the building and placed her in Chris’s car. Daniel treated the mundane as if she were made of spun glass, unable to hide his agony over her pain. He settled into the backseat with Kerry, her head on his lap, and held her steady while Gen and Gareth climbed into the front seat, Gen sandwiched between Chris and Gareth. Zach and Mac had declared they would take Mac’s car back to the hotel.

“How are we going to sneak her in?” Chris pulled into traffic, watching to make sure they weren’t being followed by either the police or Hugh. “We can’t exactly carry her through the front door.”

“Mac told me there’s a service entrance we can use.” Gareth leaned wearily against the passenger window, his eyes closed, his shoulders slumped. The attack had taken its toll on both of them, but their work wasn’t done. Kerry needed medical attention, and fast, but taking her to a hospital would only alert the authorities. How were they supposed to explain what had happened in that abandoned construction site? The stone altar was broken, but Hugh was still out there. The police were no match for a warlock who’d bound himself to a demon.

No. They’d have to do what they could for Kerry themselves and pray it was enough.

“We’ll sneak her in that way and get her up to the penthouse. If we have to, Zach can shield us from sight.” Chris turned down the street that led to the back of the hotel and the service entrance. “We’ll figure out how to heal her once we have her safely inside.”

Gareth nodded, murmuring his agreement. He probably wouldn’t last much longer. They both needed sleep, badly. Two vision quests, plus confronting a warlock while channeling her Goddess, plus battling the deadly evil of Hugh’s altar had left her vision fuzzy and her limbs weak. If she had her way they’d head straight to bed and sleep for a week.

But they didn’t have that luxury, and as Chris parked the car she prodded Gareth awake. “We’re here.”

He grunted and slid out of the car, stumbling a bit and yawning so wide she thought she heard his jaw crack. Zach pulled up behind Chris as Gareth helped Gen out of the car.

Chris opened the back door, reaching for Kerry to pull her out, only to be met by a vicious growl. “Yeah, you keep telling yourself she’s not your mate, Danny-boy.”

“Fuck you, Christopher.” Daniel wouldn’t let anyone help with Kerry, climbing out of the car and reaching back for her himself. He cradled her close, following them all as they followed Mac.

Mac led the way to the service entrance and pulled out a card, swiping it through the lock. The service door opened and Mac held it, allowing them to go first and finally entering the building with one last look behind them.

They were safe, and so was Kerry.

Mac showed them where the service elevator was, again swiping his card to get them to the penthouse level. It let them off in a little service corridor that opened up just off the front door of Gareth’s apartment. “Let’s get her inside, sire.”

Gareth opened the front door, pointing Daniel toward the gurney that still sat in the middle of the living room. Daniel placed Kerry down, then got a dining room chair and settled right next to the gurney, her hand in his. “We need to get a doctor in here to examine her. I think her legs have been broken.”

“Sire, if I may, there’s a doctor we can call in who’s discreet and a wizard. He might be able to perform some healing on Ms. Kerry.”

“Call him, Mac.” Gareth collapsed onto the sofa with a weary sigh, running his hand down his face. “Get him here as fast as possible. Pull whatever strings you have to. Kerry comes first.”

“Yes, sire.” Mac pulled out his phone and began dialing, heading into the kitchen for privacy.

“Any idea where Hugh might have run off to?” Gareth pulled Gen down beside him and put his head on her shoulder.

Gen rested her head against Gareth’s, trying desperately to stay awake. “No idea. He’d run to ground, go someplace where he felt safe.” She shrugged. “He’s not nearly as bright as Arthur. Arthur is the one who truly frightens me. Hugh is nothing but a big bully compared to him.”

“Should we be hunting Arthur instead?”

“No. We need to stop Hugh. He’s the immediate threat.” She was fading faster than she wanted to. Gareth was just too damn comfortable to lean against.

“The doctor is on his way, sire.”

“Good.” Gareth took a deep breath and sat up. “What will he need from us?”

“I’m not certain, sire.” Mac frowned. “Unless we have medical knowledge, we might not be of much use to him.”

“Kerry is a nurse.” Daniel’s voice was soft, his hand stroking over Kerry’s hair. His gaze never left the injured woman.

“Then I’m certain she’ll understand the road she has ahead of her.” The doorbell rang and Mac sprang to answer it.

Chris, still disturbed by Annabelle’s abduction and Kerry’s injuries, pulled Lana behind him. Jo, on the other hand, tried to put herself between Zach and the door, but baby brother wasn’t having that. He tugged Jo behind him as Mac opened the door, revealing an older gentleman with a black bag and an air of competence. The gentleman nodded a quick greeting to Mac before moving immediately to the woman lying on the gurney.

When Daniel gave a warning growl the doctor shot a startled look at Mac.

“The royal family are Becketts, Dr. Hamming.”

The doctor darted a quick glance toward Gareth before turning his attention once more to Kerry. He placed the black bag on the floor by the gurney and began pulling crystals from within. Gen recognized a smoky cathedral quartz. A crystal with a single point surrounded by smaller, less dominant points, in the hands of a healer it would dull pain in a patient. Tiger’s eye was placed on her legs for broken bones. Malachite, a powerful healing stone, was placed next to the tiger’s eye. Aligned with female energies, it would ward off evil as well as help mend any fractures. A black tourmaline was placed over her heart, protecting her from evil energy, and rose quartz was placed on her forehead, promoting positive thoughts and energy flow.

Dr. Hamming pulled out a red tourmaline wand, waving it over the cuts and slashes in Kerry’s skin. Red tourmaline aided in the repair of blood vessels, and Kerry was still bleeding, staining the white sheets red.

The doctor concentrated on Kerry, waving both the red wand and his hand over her, his eyes closed as he used the power of the crystals and his own abilities to assess the damage to Kerry. He hissed in pain when he passed his hands over her hips, pulling more tiger’s eye and malachite from his bag and draping them over both hips. “Both of her hips are fractured, the joint dislocated. It took a tremendous amount of force to do this.”

Wide-eyed, Gen turned to Gareth. “The demon?”

The red wand trembled in the doctor’s hand. “A warlock did this?”

Gen winced. It was common for the terms warlock and demon to be automatically linked together. “A warlock tied to a demon did.”

“Is there any other kind?” The doctor’s tone was absent, his attention focused solely on healing Kerry.

“Yes. The queen-consort is a warlock Own.”

This time it was Mac she stared at in shock. His expression matched his tone: pissed. He was defending her with the same fervor he would use to defend Gareth.

“Ah. I see.” The doctor frowned, his hand hovering over a particularly nasty slash in Kerry’s thigh. “There’s something in there.”

Daniel growled. “Get it out.”

“I’m trying.” The doctor scowled, his hand going from being a flat plane to making a pulling motion. The crystals surrounding Kerry began to glow, especially the black tourmaline and the rose quartz.

Something dark flowed out of Kerry’s wound, and the unconscious woman sighed, a sound filled with relief. The darkness flowed into the black tourmaline, confined within the gem.

The doctor smiled and continued to heal Kerry.

“Give me that.” Zach picked up the black tourmaline and studied it, ignoring the doctor’s hiss of disapproval. “Shit. That’s the same stuff from the altar.”

“And we brought it here, into our home.” Gen shivered, grateful when Gareth wrapped his arm around her. “It could have sunk into the protections surrounding this place, weakened them enough to allow Hugh entry.”

Zach held the tourmaline tightly, his fist vibrating as if the crystal was trying to break his hold on it. He began to glow softly, his magic forcing the darkness to remain within the crystal. “Silk bag, Mac.”

Mac darted off, returning quickly with a white silk bag. Zach dropped the tourmaline into it.

A high-pitched shriek of rage was silenced as Zach closed the top of the bag.

“Never a dull moment.” Mac sank down onto one of the arm chairs near the sofa and rubbed his forehead wearily.

“Are you all right?” Gareth reached out and touched Mac’s shoulder, trying to comfort him.

Mac smiled, but it was strained. “I’ll be fine, your majesty.”

“Maybe I should give you hazard pay.”

Mac chuckled. “Maybe I wouldn’t turn it down.”

The doctor stepped back with a sigh. “I’ve done what I can, for now anyway. Her hips will heal, but she’ll need therapy for the inflammation. She isn’t allowed to put any weight on her legs for at least a week to allow the swelling to go down, and after that she’ll need physical therapy and a walker to assist her in getting around. I’ll check back before then, see how the bones are knitting as well. Her blood vessels have been repaired, and now that that…thing is out of her, she should recover nicely. She may have a limp on damp days, but that will be the worst of it.”

“Thank you, doctor.” Daniel stood and held out his hand for the doctor, who shook it even as he cleared away the gems. Only the black tourmaline was left behind, trapped in the white sack with the evil inside it.


Chapter Eleven

Gareth woke to find himself alone in bed. They’d barely had time to take their shoes off before falling face first into the pillows, too exhausted to do much more than pass out. Now Gen was gone, the warmth that should have been next to him cold. She’d been up for at least an hour, then.

He sat up, stretched and yawned before padding into the bathroom to brush his teeth and grab a quick shower. He was feeling a little ripe and was eager to wash the stench of the empty building, and Hugh’s broken altar, off of him.

Before too long he was in the kitchen, making a simple cup of coffee. Gen’s empty caramel macchiato cup was in the trash, his mate up and moving far too early for what they’d been through.

“Hey, Gareth.” Zach brushed past him with a yawn, his blue eyes rimmed with red.

“Zach.” He knew better than to try and talk Zach into getting some more rest. His baby brother could be damn stubborn when he chose, and he recognized the look on Zach’s face. He was on the hunt, and nothing would get him to back down until he was good and ready.

Zach grabbed a mug and began making himself some coffee, and his next words proved Gareth right. “Gen and I are in your workroom, plotting how to track down Hugh without doing another vision quest.”

Gareth sagged in relief. “I hate what that did to her.”

“That’s why I talked her out of doing another one. She needs more rest before she channels that much energy.”

“Fuck.”

“I hear you, but…I think it’s necessary for her.” Zach held up his hand to stall Gareth’s immediate protest. “Listen to me for a sec. Her power doesn’t work the same way ours does. The capacity for spell casting is within all warlocks, but unlike you or me, the power a warlock calls on comes from without, not within.” Zach leaned against the counter, his expression pensive. “I think the filtering process keeps her from burning out on the power or becoming crazed by it since it’s not inherently hers. It’s like a blood transfusion, you have to scrub the blood clean before running it into the body of the recipient, otherwise you risk rejection.”

“Scrub the blood?” Why did he try talking to Zach before coffee? The guy was smarter than he gave himself credit for, but sometimes he made no sense whatsoever.

Zach grinned. “You’d be surprised what you learn by watching TV.”

Gareth rolled his eyes and turned toward the counter, picking up one of the blueberry muffins Mac had started having delivered with Gen’s morning coffee. “You should know better than to get your medical advice from CSI: Miami.”

Zach laughed. “More like Dr. G: Medicine Woman.”

Oh, lord. “Don’t you mean Medical Examiner?”

Zach snapped his fingers. “That’s the one.”

“You’re getting medical advice from a coroner?”

Zach sipped his coffee. “I’m still alive, aren’t I?”

Gareth almost snorted coffee out his nose as he started to laugh. “Asshole.”

“Butt munch.”

“Where’s Jo?”

The humor left Zach’s face. “Sleeping. She got in contact with her coven to make sure they were all right. She was on the phone for a while after we got home.” Jo was next in line to head her coven. The Yashodars were powerful witches in Cleveland, the equivalent of the Evans family in Philadelphia. If Hugh somehow got hold of her parents, she’d do everything in her power to save them. Which meant Zach would do everything in his power to keep his mate safe, taking the Own out of New York. It would weaken them, something Hugh might be willing to attempt in order to whittle away at the support the Becketts had gotten from the witch prince.

“She also says Roland and Ari will come visit soon, and that he has our backs.”

Gareth smiled. Prince Roland and Princess Arianna held the same rank Gareth did in the wizard world, except among witches. They were also close, personal friends with Jo, and considered Zach family by default because of it.

“That’s good to hear.” An alliance with the witch court was unheard of, but Gareth intended to pull it off, even if he had to drag the rest of the court into it kicking and screaming. “Anything else going on I should know about?”

“There’s rumbles about the court that Vivian Godwin and her cronies are going to petition the council to have Queen Genevieve removed from her position to make way for a more suitable candidate.” Mac entered the kitchen wearily. The steward had dark circles under his eyes and his hair was a mess. It was obvious he’d gotten very little sleep, if any. “Also, Lady Kerry is awake, sire.”

Gareth dashed from the kitchen, breakfast forgotten in his eagerness to see Kerry.

Daniel was already arguing with her, pacing back and forth in front of the gurney while she lay there, a mutinous expression on her face. “I think I know what I’m doing, Daniel.”

“And I’m listening to the doctor, Kerry. Your ass stays put.”

Gareth opened his mouth to jump in the fray, only to have Zach cover it with his hand. “You have to let them work it out, bro. This is their mating, not mine, not yours. If Kerry and Daniel truly can’t get along, then maybe it isn’t meant to be.”

Damn it. Zach was right. When did his kid brother get so wise?

“Besides, you have bigger issues to deal with, sire, like Lillian Fletcher.”

“What does Lillian Fletcher have to do with this?” Could she be siding with Vivian Godwin?

“She’s agreed to hear the petition of the ladies of the court.”

Fuck. The head of the council, the one who’d actually crowned both him and Gen, was willing to try and pull him away from his mate?

Fuck. That.

Gareth was out the door, Zach and Mac following behind him. “Zach, stay here and work with Gen on the Hugh problem.”

“Got it.” Zach spun on his heel and headed back into the workroom.

“Daniel, get your ass out here.”

Daniel came racing, his eyes wide. “What?”

Gareth filled him in as they waited for the elevator. “And as the chancellor I want you backing me up. Chris and Lana can sit on Kerry and keep her still.”

“Got it.” Daniel crossed his arms over his chest, following Gareth into the elevator as soon as it arrived.

He didn’t need this bullshit. His mate was exhausted, a rogue warlock was threatening everything he held dear, and Gareth would be damned if those stuck-up bitches caused Gen one moment of grief. He’d kick their asses so far out of New York they’d land in Mongolia.

The elevator stopped, and this time Mac led the way. “Follow me, sire.” The steward quickly ran his hands through his hair, straightening the worst of the mess, but nothing he did short of a shower and a nap could make him look like he hadn’t spent the last twenty-four hours on his feet.

He led the way to a conference room on the lower level of the hotel, where conventions were occasionally booked and where the court did most of its business. “Lillian Fletcher is inside, sire, along with some of the women of the court.”

“Thanks.” Gareth didn’t bother knocking. Whatever the previous king had been like, they were dealing with King Gareth now, and he wasn’t going to pull his punches. Not on this one.

“Your majesty.” Lillian Fletcher stood halfway out of her seat, her expression startled. The ladies around her appeared to be various degrees of horrified, terrified or arrogantly triumphant, as if Gareth was the one who needed to be disciplined.

Gareth didn’t bother acknowledging her greeting. He took his seat at the head of the table and clasped his hands. Behind him, Daniel and Mac flanked him, throwing in their support. “I understand you ladies have a problem with my mate.”

Lillian’s eyes began to sparkle, and he wondered whether or not she’d actually been planning on allowing these women to influence her decision regarding Gen. “The ladies of the council have brought forth some concerns about having a warlock be the reigning queen-consort, sire.”

Gareth leaned back and smiled. His wolf wasn’t happy, and Gareth had no trouble allowing the women to see that. He was pretty sure his eyes had turned wolf gold. “Did they?”

Vivian Godwin, the obvious leader of the group, smiled at him. He’d seen that same expression on a barracuda the last time he visited the aquarium. “Sire, you must see that having a warlock as our queen will not only be disruptive to the court, but erode the confidence those who live outside the court have in not only your office, but the monarchy itself. They could claim the warlock unduly influences you every time you make a decision that they disapprove of.”

One of the ladies nodded. “Yes, and there’s no way to be certain how influential her demon is.”

“Gen is an Own. She’s not tied to any demonic entities, but the Goddess Hecate Herself.” Gareth wasn’t sure how much clearer he could make it without having his mate come down and show her power to these idiots. She’d fucking glowed with the Goddess’s power when she’d been crowned, for fuck’s sake!

“Prove it.”

Gareth blinked at the cool demand Vivian Godwin leveled at him. “Excuse me?”

“Prove that the warlock isn’t tied to a demon. Otherwise, we have no choice but to demand her removal and expulsion from court.”

Gareth grinned. “She’s my mate. You expel her, you expel me.”

“That can be arranged. Sire.”

Oh, bitch. It is on. Vivian had just laid down the gauntlet, her bid for power out in the open. “Let me guess. I leave, you put a Godwin on the throne.”

Vivian’s only response was a small smile.

Lillian Fletcher cleared her throat. “As much as Lady Godwin might want to do that, it isn’t possible. You’re the king until your death.”

“Then Gen is queen until my death, because she’s my mate. End of discussion.”

“No.” Vivian’s hands slammed down on the table, her smarmy smile turning into a deep scowl. “Not the end. I will not have a warlock on the throne.”

“A warlock, or a Godwin warlock?” Gareth stood, looming over the woman who was trying to tear his mate from him. “Do you understand the nature of my unique bond with my wolf?”

Vivian sniffed disdainfully. “That is neither here nor there. Genevieve—”

“Responded to the call, as all Beckett mates do.” One of his biggest allies sauntered into the room. Annabelle seemed completely recovered from her ordeal, a coffee cup in one hand and a bear claw in the other. “Good morning, your majesty.”

He gave her a careful hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Good morning, Grammy.”

She grinned up at him, her cheeks flushed with pleasure as he held out a chair for her. “Having problems this morning, dear?”

“This is none of your concern, witch.”

Gareth blinked at the viciousness dripping from Vivian’s tone.

“Uh-oh,” Daniel hummed as Annabelle turned a harsh glare on Vivian Godwin.

Mac coughed. “We should have sold tickets.”

“This is the brother of my granddaughter’s mate. That makes him family. That makes this my business.” She crossed her legs and sipped from her cup. “What seems to be the problem?”

“They want to remove Gen as queen-consort.” Gareth scowled at Vivian Godwin. “Needless to say, that ain’t fuckin’ happening.”

The women gasped. One actually put her hand over her throat, as if he’d go for it any second.

“Your own auguries declared me king. Gen is my mate, that makes her queen. I’m king for life, that makes her queen for life. Deal with it, because if I get told one more time that you are trying to take her away from me I’ll disband the council entirely and put something else in its place.”

One of the women leapt to her feet in outrage. “You can’t do that!”

“Watch me. By going against Gen, you go against me.”

“And me.” Annabelle was giving the ladies some serious stink-eye. “I’m also certain Zachary Beckett will have something to say about how his partner is being treated by this council, and his voice is quite powerful in the court of the witch prince.”

“The witch prince,” Vivian scoffed. “As if those second-rate magicians have any say in how our court is run.”

Daniel took a cautious step back. Mac flinched.

Gareth almost laughed. Oh, bitch. Them’s fightin’ words.

Gareth watched with glee as Annabelle’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have something to say about witches, Godwin? After everything your family has done, you have the nerve to sit there and pass judgment on people who are only trying to make things right?”

“My mate included.” Gareth felt he had to say something. For all the Godwins had done, Genevieve was one of them. He couldn’t paint them all with the same shitty brush. “Gen has done her best to bring her immediate family to justice, and we need to give her credit for that. She was instrumental in saving my life when her father cast a hex on me, and she’s been working with Zach to hunt down Hugh and Arthur and end their evil as well.” He cast a harsh glance around the room. Some of the women had the grace to look at least a little ashamed of themselves, but the majority seemed firmly in Vivian’s camp. “You know what? It doesn’t matter anyway.” He turned his attention to Mac. “What do I have to do to form a new council?”

Lillian paled, but said nothing.

Vivian, on the other hand, still seemed think she was running the show. She pounded her flat hand against the table angrily. “You can’t—”

“Didn’t we cover this already? I can, and I will. You’ve proven you don’t have my back, and when the court itself is being threatened by evil, I can’t have people who are actively working against me. Consider yourselves gone.”

“You don’t have the power to do this.” Vivian’s expression was filled with hate as she glared at Gareth.

He shrugged. “It’s good to be the king.” He turned back to Mac. “So? How do I do it?”

“I thought you might choose this path, so I looked up the relevant bylaws. A declaration is all it takes, sire, but there will be some repercussions, and a period of time where there will be no council to assist in running the court.”

“I can live with that.”

Lillian Fletcher sighed. “As you wish, sire.”

“Oh, don’t worry, you haven’t given me grief. Yet.” Lillian gave that minute flinch again. “You’ll probably be reinstated, but the rest of them? Gone, as of today. Mac, print out that declaration for me to sign and get ready to mail it to all relevant parties.” Gareth strode for the door. “Oh, and ladies? If you go after my mate one more time, I’ll hunt you down for treason and see you dead. I’m not fucking around on this one, so don’t test me.”

The silence as he left the room lasted only until he shut the door. The sound of the women’s outraged shouting had him smiling as he made his way back to the elevator, and his mate.





“So if we do the pendulum scrying we might wind up finding every warlock in the five boroughs instead of just Hugh?” Gen studied the map of New York City with a grimace. “There’s over eight million people living in New York. What are the odds we’d have more than one warlock?”

“Pretty damn good, actually.” Zach rubbed his hand wearily over his face. “I tried doing a scrying spell to look for a missing witch once and instead found every witch in Philadelphia.”

“Was that while you were laboring under the hex?” The curse had messed with Zach’s ability to spell cast, sending most of his spells awry. Things had been escalating to dangerous proportions when Zach finally broke the hex.

“Yeah. Maybe I can focus it better now, but as tired as I am, I’m worried my emotions will affect the outcome.” As Zach was a witch, it was a valid concern. A witch’s emotions influenced their magic. The calmer the witch, the more precise he would be. The angrier the witch, the more punch he’d pack, but he’d tire more quickly and, if the rage became deep enough, could taint his magic, causing him to do something he’d deeply regret later on. A curse from a witch was a powerful thing, something the Beckett family knew well, but karma would come back on the witch threefold.

For example, the witch who’d cursed the Becketts with lycanthropy wound up a giant bunny. She was still whispered about when the topic of a witch’s emotions came up, an example of why witches needed to learn control early on. Zach hadn’t had that early training. His family had been convinced he was a wizard, like everyone else in his family was, so had trained him accordingly.

“What’s the worst that could happen? The warlocks in the city find out we’re searching for Hugh?” She almost laughed, but there was nothing funny about their situation. “The evil ones would actually point us his way just to get us off their backs.” Warlocks, unlike wizards and witches, worked alone or in small groups. They had no leader, no court, and relied on no one. Even the good ones tended to live alone or with their families, with no support network other than the ones they created themselves. “If you’re worried about it, I could do the spell.”

Zach rolled his eyes. “You’re more exhausted than I am. Give me the pendulum.”

Gen handed it over without another word. He was right. She could barely feel her magic, just that tiny, divine spark that still sat within her. Her magic hadn’t gone out, she hadn’t burned herself, but she’d come close. Letting Zach do the location spell just made sense.

Zach began to chant, holding the pendulum over the map.

“North to South, East to West,

Guide this pendulum in its quest.

Find the warlock that’s hidden from me.

As I will so mote it be!”

The pendulum began to sway over the map, the look of concentration on Zach’s face intensifying. The crystal pendulum swung faster and faster, in ever widening circles, refusing to settle on any one spot.

Eventually the pendulum swung completely off the map and stilled, almost parallel with Zach’s forearm. “Shit.”

“What?”

“I don’t think he’s in New York anymore.”

Gen’s shoulders sagged. “He could be anywhere, then.”

“Let’s break out the map of the US. Maybe we can start narrowing things down, get a state, then a city. If we can do that, we can find him.”

It was a good idea. Gen started rolling up the map of NYC, when the workroom door was flung open, startling her. She almost knocked over the two red candles that represented her and Gareth, the remnants of the mate spell lingering until he completed it. “Gareth?”

Her mate’s expression was grim. “I hate those bitches.”

“What happened?”

“I’ve disbanded the council.”

Gen gasped. “You can do that?” The council picked the king. How in the hell had he managed to disband them?

He nodded, reaching for her in that way he had that had become so dear to her, drawing her close to his side. “It’s a done deal. I won’t have people going behind my back to sabotage me, and I definitely won’t have them threatening to take you away from me. And I can think of one way to make sure no one ever can.”

Gen gasped as Gareth picked her up and slung her over his shoulder. She tried to keep her voice prim as he carried her out of the workroom toward their bedroom, but it was hard when all she wanted to do was laugh. Her caveman mate was finally going to claim her. “I assume we’re going to finish the mate spell?”

“Duh.” Gareth carted her into the bedroom and shut the door, ignoring her nervous giggles. “Get ready for the Gareth love train, baby.”

The giggles intensified as he dropped her on the bed. “Gareth love t-train?” She was laughing so hard she thought she might pee herself.

Gareth puffed out his chest. “Choo choo.”

She couldn’t contain her laughter, despite the fact that he was taking off her clothing. “Thank goodness the love train has a king-size sleeping bunk.”

He stared at her, her blouse half off her body, his hand clenched in the silky fabric. “Did you want to redecorate?”

She blinked. “Now?”

The evil grin that crossed his face would have scared her if anyone else had directed it at her. “Sure. We can paint the ceiling blue.”

“Blue?” She arched up, letting him get to the hooks of her bra. He slid the shirt halfway down her back and undid the bra, pushing it up her chest. “Why b-oh.”

He lifted his mouth from her nipple. “See? Blue.”

The man was certifiable. She couldn’t speak as he once again sucked her nipple between his teeth. All she could do was struggle to get out of the shirt he’d left half on, trapping her arms at her sides.

He grabbed hold of her arms. “Mm-mm,” he hummed against her breasts, nibbling his way over until he was blowing across her other nipple. “Keep ’em there.”

“Have a bondage kink, sire? Want to tie me to your bed and have your wicked way with me?”

He groaned, his hips thrusting against her leg.

“Oh, someone likes that.” And Gen was willing to explore such a thing, as long as Gareth kept it light and fun. She was willing to do a lot for him she’d never even dared dream of with someone else.

Gareth would sooner cut off his arm than harm her. She trusted him, more than anyone. No one else would ever care for her the way Gareth Beckett did.

He slid his hands down her arms, suckling her breast in a hard rhythm that had her moving under him, her body turning wet and eager for him. Her cries of pleasure only seemed to spur him on, make him even hungrier for her than he already was.

He undid the hook and bar closure on her slacks, cupping her through the wool material. “Do you like these pants?”

She stared at him, horrified, as his claws emerged. “Those are Marc Jacobs.”

“So, don’t rip them from your body?”

She growled at him, and he laughed. “I like them, Gareth.”

“I’ll buy you new ones.” He tapped his claws against her leg. “I’ve got a Target card.” He burst out laughing when she pushed herself up far enough on her elbows to bite his chest. “I’ll take that as a no.” He gently shoved her back down before working the pants, panties and shoes off. Her sensible pumps hit the ground with a thud. “I’m still thinking of burning anything gray or beige in your closet.”

“Then I’d walk around naked all the…” She glared at him. Sneaky wolf.

“What?” He grabbed hold of her thighs and spread her legs.

Before she could answer, Gareth began licking her, long, slow strokes of his tongue over every inch of her pussy. Instead of what she’d intended to say, only a squeak came out at the feel of him, wet and hot, gliding over her flesh. He held her open, his hands clenched on her thighs, the claws a cool counterpoint to the warmth of his skin.

Gareth still hadn’t taken a stitch of clothing off. Another little kink? She didn’t know, but the feel of the cloth of his shirt, his jeans scraping against her calves as he moved his legs, only enhanced her own pleasure. She cried out over and over again, whimpers and sighs that had him moaning as he feasted on her.

Her hips thrust against him, the tingle building, growing toward an explosion. She started begging incoherently, needing him to finish what he’d started before she screamed in frustration.

But he didn’t. He left her hanging, climbing to his knees and releasing his cock from his jeans. He shoved them down just far enough that he sprang free before lowering himself over her, the hard head nudging her opening.

“You ready?”

She nodded so hard she was surprised she didn’t hurt herself.

Smiling, Gareth thrust home.

Oh. Oh, Goddess. Yes, she loved the feel of the cloth against her skin as he took her. There was something urgent and naughty about needing each other so badly they couldn’t bother to take their clothing off.

They were so doing this again, and again. “More. Please, more, Gareth.” She tried to reach for him with her arms, struggling against the makeshift bindings. “I need.”

Gareth began biting her neck as he fucked her, but not hard enough yet to break the skin. She knew what was coming, what he was planning, anticipating the pain and the pleasure that would follow. He was going to claim her, speak the words that would finish their mating and make them both whole.

She welcomed him, tilted her head, wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him tightly into her. “Do it.”

“Come first.”

She was close, so close, it wouldn’t take much to drive her over the edge. “Harder. Do it harder.”

Gareth grunted and began pounding into her, the sound loud and obscene in the quiet bedroom.

Gen shrieked as the orgasm ripped through her, blinding her to everything but the overwhelming pleasure.

Pain, sharp and bright, blended with the pleasure, brief and shocking as Gareth choked out the final words of the mate spell.

“Venus has granted the love that I lacked.

My mate is now part of my pack.

By the power of earth and fire,

I claim now my heart’s desire.

By the power of air and sea,

As my mate wills it, so mote it be.”

Then his head fell back, his face became a mask of pleasure, and Gareth poured himself into her, body and soul.


Chapter Twelve

Gareth brushed his fingers over the shadow wolf on Gen’s shoulder, sighing with pure contentment.

Finally. Finally, his mate was his, bound to him by magic, seed and love. No one could take her away; her life was his life. If she left, he, and his wolf, would curl up and die.

“Morning, sire.”

He tapped her on the ass. “Don’t call me sire.”

“Yes, sire.” The laughter in her voice was warm and sleepy. She sounded as content as he was.

“Mine.” Gareth chuckled. That wasn’t at all what he’d meant to say, but he had to admit, he was never going to get enough of saying it.

“Yours.” Gen rolled over, snuggling up against him, her breasts pressing against his chest and her legs tangling with his. “Now what?”

“Hmm?” Oh, he had some ideas.

She pinched his side. “Not that. We have to figure out what to do about Hugh and the council.”

“Urk.” What a way to kill a perfectly good erection. “Next thing you’ll do is mention my mother and totally gross me out.”

“What an excellent idea! She could be on the council.” Gen grinned at him unrepentantly.

“You suck.”

“Only if you ask nicely.” She batted her lashes at him innocently.

Gareth laughed and hugged her. “That’s my girl.”

She held him tightly for a few minutes before sighing. “We really need to get back to work.”

“Five more minutes, ma?”

She poked him in the side. “You disbanded the council who, by the way, did far more than simply pick who would be king. Which of us will be picking up that slack, hmm?”

“Damn.” Gareth sighed and rolled over onto his back, pleased when Gen draped herself over him rather than climb out of bed. He put his arm around her, his hand resting just above her ass. “We can make Daniel do it.”

She made a rude noise. “You don’t even know what it is. And we need to figure this out before I begin hunting warlocks again.”

He stiffened. He hated the thought of his mate in danger, alone out in the world without him.

“I know what you’re going to say, but you can’t.” She petted his chest. “You know that.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” He winced at his petulant tone, but it was the truth.

“I know.” She kissed his chest so softly he almost missed it. “Someone has to do this, Gareth, and I’ve been chosen. Just as you were chosen to be king.”

“You know what I’ll do if you get hurt out there.” He wasn’t willing to admit yet that she was right, even if she was. He couldn’t fight the inevitable. She would go out there, she would hunt warlocks. She’d return battered and bruised, and triumphant.

As long as she returned, he’d eventually learn to deal with it. It wouldn’t be easy. He’d need his family around him, supporting him. The fear would eat him alive, and without them he’d become a serious asshole.

“What can I do to make this easier on you? Is there a something I can do so you know I’m safe? I don’t want you to fear for me.”

She didn’t sound resentful of his need to keep her safe, and for that he kissed her.

She blinked up at him, her expression both startled and a little aroused. “What was that for?”

“Understanding me.” He kissed her again, loving how soft and pliant she became in his arms. His mate was a badass warlock hunter, but with him, she was the gentle mate he so desperately needed. “There has to be some compromise on both sides. As much as I hate it, this is what you do. I get that. I just…”

“There’s one thing I can think of that might work.” She tapped her fingers on his stomach. “Maybe if I go hunting only when the Goddess directs me?”

He blinked. “You’ve gone after warlocks without Her direction?”

Gen nodded. “Yes. If I suspect I’ve got a demonic warlock, I’ll investigate on my own. I’ll only call on my powers as an Own once I’m ready to confront him, much like I did with my father. But…” She bit her lip. “I’m the queen-consort of the wizard court now. I’m thinking my investigating days are over.”

“If the Goddess sends you personally, I’ll have no choice but to accept it. There’s no way I’d fight one of Her commands.” Hell, he’d go with Gen just to make sure she stayed safe. Having a werewolf guard your back could be a good thing for an Own, right? And if she refused to allow him to tag along?

It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been forced to stalk his prey and camp out in his fur.

“Then we have a compromise?” She leaned on his chest and gazed at him with such a hopeful expression he had no choice but to agree.

“I think so.”

“Good.” She sagged back down in relief. “Then all we need to do now is stop Hugh and Arthur, starting with Hugh. That one I know my Goddess wants me to deal with personally.”

Damn. And here he’d been hoping he could pass it on to some other Own. “We also need to replace the council. Any suggestions?”

“I think your mother would be an excellent candidate.”

He snorted in amusement. “She’ll certainly keep them on their toes. Hell, if I could put Annabelle on the council I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

“If the rest of the court would accept it, I’d agree. But they’d never tolerate a non-wizard on the council. I’m certain I would not even be welcome as your consort.” She drew abstract patterns on his skin, distracting him. “But no one said you couldn’t name her an advisor of some sort, especially if you and Prince Roland go through with an alliance.”

“That’s an excellent idea.” He could imagine what havoc Annabelle would inflict on the bitches who’d given Gen such a hard time. It would be like the iceberg plotting the death of the Titanic. Vivian would go down faster than Leonardo DiCaprio.

“She might say no. She has her own coven to run in Philadelphia, and that takes a great deal of time and energy.”

“So? Welcome to the Internet age. We can Skype, and if she’s some sort of ambassador rather than an advisor or a council member, her duties should be fairly light.” That wasn’t a big deal, not for him, anyway. He doubted it would be for Annabelle, either.

“True.” Her fingers dancing on his skin were beginning to drive him insane. “Who else should be on the council?”

“Chris. He’s got a level head, a mate who’s not a wizard, and I trust his judgment. Best of all, he’s not afraid to call me on my bullshit. Besides, it’s about time we had more men on the council.” It would mean moving Chris and Lana to New York, but he bet he could talk them into it. Chris would be thrilled to be closer to his family, and he could always telecommute. Besides, if all of the Beckett boys were in New York his parents would either move as well or allow them to take the design business toward a virtual office.

They’d make it work, somehow. He’d discuss it with his father, but he desperately wanted his brothers nearby.

“You’ll need nonfamily members, or you’ll get rumblings in the court of nepotism.” She frowned thoughtfully. “Keep Lillian Fletcher.” Before he could protest, she put her fingers over his lips. “She’s impartial, refused to back down when the council made a fuss about me being crowned, but followed the law when the council insisted on reviewing my suitability without committing to anything.”

“I’ll think about it.” True, Lillian Fletcher had done all of that, but the fact that she had agreed to review Gen’s suitability bothered him tremendously. “What about Mac?”

She laughed. “He’ll turn you down flat. He loves being your steward.”

“You think so?” Shit. He couldn’t think of anyone else he trusted enough to become council members. Maybe he could ask his family for some recommendations, or Mac. Surely his steward would know who he could rely on.

“If there were a wizard Own, I’d suggest that person, but I’m not aware of any.”

“As far as I know there isn’t one currently. We could check the Registry, see if one is hiding out there.” The Registry of Wizards, Witches and Warlocks was essentially the directory of all magics in the world. Each copy was magically tied to a Master Registry and updated when the Master updated.

How the Master was updated was unknown. Some said one man was responsible, a scribe, priest or even a librarian who somehow magically knew when someone was born, died, or had children, and added the information to the registry. Others said it was secreted away in some far-off monastery, staffed by members of all three magical persuasions, all of them responsible for keeping the book updated. Still others believed the book updated when it needed to, with no interference from the mortals who referenced it or the person or persons who guarded it. All Gareth could say for certain was that it was possible to fuck with it, a feat that most considered impossible. The Godwins had managed to keep their warlock status obfuscated for years before Gareth and his brothers had finally uncovered it. It could have gone on unnoticed, if not for Cole’s vendetta and the wizard court’s decision to hide their choice of heir from both families. And because the courts hadn’t given a damn about each other, the Godwins’ deception had continued until Zach and Lana had nearly died.

The wizards needed an Own, someone who could work with the court, keep it safe from warlocks. He trusted his brother and Gen, but Zach was a part of the witch court now, and Gen needed to keep her pretty ass out of trouble. “I know how a warlock becomes an Own, and a witch. What about a wizard?”

“Why, are you thinking of applying for the job?”

“The thought crossed my… Did I say that out loud?”

She giggled. “Yes, you did. And no, it wouldn’t work like that. You’re either born an Own, or you’re not. Accepting it is just part of the process. And you, my king, are not an Own or you would never have been accepted by Her as king.”

“Why not? I think you’re going to make an excellent queen.”

“But I won’t rule. An Own needs to be free to chase down the bad guys. A king doesn’t have that freedom. As your queen, I can move about far more freely than you can.”

“This isn’t chess, Gen.”

“No. It isn’t a game, but it’s the truth.”

He hated it that she was right. “Then how does a wizard become an Own?”

She shrugged. “From what I understand, a wizard Own must perform a specific ritual during the dark of the moon, one that allows the connection to the Goddess to fully manifest, but I’ve never seen or read the ritual. I’m not sure what it entails, but I’m pretty sure it’s elaborate, considering how seriously you wizards take your rituals.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. Without ritual, nothing works for a wizard.”

“There must be a wizard Own out there somewhere. Perhaps more than one. There are usually more of us than this.”

“Zach is the only witch Own we’re aware of.” And that was odd, now that his mate brought it up. “You’re right. There should be more.”

She nodded. “Just as there should be more warlock Own. It’s difficult to be accepted by the Goddess, but the ritual doesn’t kill the warlock. If they are turned down, if they don’t have that spark of the divine, they are merely told no. At that point they choose a different power source. Most who try to prove they are Own and fail usually pick an elemental path, or try to connect with the God if they feel they do have that spark.”

“Perhaps that’s what’s going on. More are turning to Him than Her?”

She shook her head. “We’re all still Own. There should be more, both the Lord’s and the Lady’s.”

“Then that’s the third thing we need to work on. What the fuck has happened to the Own?”

“One thing at a time, love. You deal with the council, I’ll deal with Hugh. We’ll deal with that issue afterward.”

Gareth barely heard her over his racing heart. She’d said it. She’d said it, even if it was in an offhand, absent tone, and he wanted to howl his delight.

She’d said the L word, and damn if he didn’t plan on holding her to it.





“This is all your fault.”

Gen ground her teeth together as yet another ex-council member tried to confront her. It had been going on all day and she was becoming sick of it. If one more of them cornered her in the hotel’s hallways she going to rip into them à la Gareth, complete with f-bombs and bared teeth. She had things to do, damn it. Zach had worn himself out hunting for Hugh, and Gen had tried, and failed, to rest. She just couldn’t sleep with the threat of Hugh looming over Gareth.

The vision of his soul being sucked out by Hugh’s dagger haunted her every time she closed her eyes. Even staring at the shadow wolf on top of her shoulder couldn’t help the unease she experienced every time she dozed.

So here she was, strolling through the hotel, trying to familiarize herself with the layout. Every time she turned a corner, a new obstacle threw itself in her path.

Some of the court seemed genuinely pleased that she was there, the last king having died without issue and leaving the question of succession open to the seers and their divinations. While having a queen-consort was no guarantee of a child, it was as close as they were going to get, and most of the court seemed to accept her rather unique status. A few had even gone out of their way to invite her to ladies-only functions her mother had raved about when Gen had been a little girl.

Those people, Gen made sure to treat as cordially as she would wish to be treated by someone who held her life in their hands. Gen had, through Gareth, far more power than any of them realized. She could feel her connection to him now, a link that allowed her to not only pull power from her mate but also lend him her own. Add that to her abilities as one of Hecate’s chosen, and she would eventually be as powerful as Zachary Beckett.

But others… Others had made it clear they were not so happy with the status quo. Most were either relatives of the ex-council members, or the ex-members themselves, come to give Gen a piece of their minds. They thought to drive her from Gareth’s side with verbal barbs and taunts.

As. If. Gen would leave Gareth only if he demanded it. She would fight the Goddess Herself to keep her mate.

The women in front of her had already tried to corner her twice before, but each time another court member intervened. Now they’d found her, alone in a conference room, with no one else in sight. Gareth was busy with Mac, learning his duties as king in a crash course that was bound to rile that temper of his.

She wished she could be there to see it, but as she was queen-consort and not queen, there were aspects of Gareth’s rule she would never have access to.

She was fine with that. She had no desire to rule over anything but her mate’s heart.

Vivian Godwin huffed impatiently. “Are you listening, warlock?”

Ugh. If one more person called her that in that tone, she was definitely pulling a Gareth on them. “Go. Away.”

“Why should we? We ruled this court long before you came here. We’ll rule it again once you’re gone.”

Gen turned to face the woman who thought she was going to rule anything with Gareth sitting on the throne. Vivian was delusional if she thought Gareth was going to listen to her for even a second. “Is that so?”

“Yes.” One of the women crossed her arms over her chest. Gen hadn’t bothered to learn their names. They were unimportant. Each one was a toady of Vivian’s. They’d follow her like lemmings right off the court’s proverbial cliff. The only one missing was Lillian Fletcher, a fact she’d make sure to mention to Gareth once she dealt with them.

“The decree has not yet gone out, Genevieve. That means the council can still act as the council.”

“He declared it in front of Lillian Fletcher.” Vivian’s minute wince at that name was telling. “She’ll back him up.”

“Will she?”

A chill skittered down Gen’s spine. Goddess, she hoped her aunt hadn’t harmed Ms. Fletcher. That would be hurting an innocent, something sure to call down karma on Vivian’s head. “What did you do to Lillian?”

Vivian actually looked shocked before her contempt for Genevieve returned. “As if I would harm such a stalwart member of the court. No. She’ll see the truth, eventually. We’ll all be better off without you anywhere near the throne.”

Well, that was a relief. Her aunt hadn’t stooped quite that low yet. “Not to sound like a cliché, but do you really think you can get away with whatever you’re planning?” Gen shook her head at their stupidity.

“We made a mistake, listening to the auguries. The seers obviously got it wrong.” This time, it was Gen who blinked in shock at the absolute conviction in her aunt’s voice. “It’s obvious Gareth Beckett should never have been put on the throne. He should be removed for the safety of us all.”

Gen tilted her head. Gods above, they were that stupid, weren’t they? She could feel the spark inside her flickering, her power rising to deal with the threat to her mate. The only way to remove a blessed king was through death. “You won’t like what happens if you go through with that thought, Vivian.”

Vivian’s brows rose. “You claim you are an Own, but all I see before me is the same girl who grew up in a household full of traitors. You no more deserve the title queen-consort than Gareth Beckett deserves to be king.”

Gen allowed the Goddess’s magic to flow within her. Instantly she began to glow with a warlock’s green light. “I believe someone begs to differ.”

“And there she goes, threatening us with her power. Do you see now? Do you see what you’ve allowed on the throne?” Vivian threw her hands wide, as if she were addressing a larger audience than a small group of women who already agreed with her views.

Gen tested the magic around her, feeling for anything out of the ordinary. She wouldn’t put it past Vivian to have figured out a way to YouTube her grandiose speech.

Nothing. Vivian was grandstanding for her own enjoyment.

“She glows with her own evil.” Vivian jabbed a finger toward Gen, careful not to touch her or the aura that surrounded her. “No warlock can be allowed to taint the sanctity of the wizard throne.”

“She can taint me any time.” Gen couldn’t hide her smile. Gareth sauntered into the conference room, the glare he directed at Vivian so savage her aunt actually took a step back. “I’m not sure how much clearer I can make this, but here goes.”

And Gareth did something that sent all of the women save Gen across the room.

Gareth held up his hands. Power filled them, glowing with rich purple light, the simple wand he held etched with the symbol of the king’s court, a triskelion in the center of a pentacle, right where the five-pointed star created a pentagon.

Gen blinked in shock. Wizards couldn’t cast spontaneously. Gareth had been planning this, preparing the wand to reach all the wizards at his command. All would know what he spoke this day.

The timbre of his voice changed, deepened, echoed with power. The purple light circled his head, a halo that marked the one true wizard king. While someone might duplicate the look of the king’s true crown, no one, not even a warlock, could duplicate the feel.

Every wizard felt the call of their king deep in their bones. Everyone in the room, save Gen, bowed down before Gareth, going to one knee as the king expressed his displeasure with them.

“Hear me now, wizards all.

Harken to the wizard king’s call.”

Oh shit. Gareth wasn’t going to send out a paper proclamation. He was disbanding the council his way.

“Disbanded is the council by my decree.

As I will, so mote it be!”

The silence had all the jarring power of a thunderclap.

Gareth lowered his hands, but the flickering crown of light remained above his head. His voice still echoed with the wizard king’s wrath. “No longer do you have power over my chosen queen.” He glared at each of the women before turning his gaze once more to Vivian. “You will remove yourselves from court and my sight. You and your associates are a disgrace, and should you kill one another off I will not shed a single tear.”

Gen’s eyes went wide at the eerie echo of her aunt’s words. How had Gareth known what words Vivian used to banish her from the family home?

“Be aware, you are forthwith banned from this court until such a time as you prove yourselves worthy not only of my attention, but of that of my mate. Genevieve Godwin-Beckett is queen, and shall remain so till my dying day.” He leaned forward and snarled. “Now. Get out of my hotel.”

The women scrambled to their feet and rushed from the room, careful not to touch the glowing king.

All except Vivian. “Sire—”

“Don’t think I won’t kill you.” Gareth stared at Vivian, his golden eyes glittering with purple light, the crown still firmly on his head. “Get out. Go back to your troll cave and rot there.”

“If you think she’ll ever—”

Gareth didn’t let Vivian finish. A blast of purple light hit Vivian square in the chest, lifting the older woman off her feet. “I said, get out.”

Vivian dropped down hard enough to stagger her. Without another word, she slipped past Gareth, ignoring Gen as if she didn’t exist.

“You know, when you decide to wander around you get into some serious trouble.”

Gen stuck her tongue out at Gareth.

“Save that for when you mean it.” Gareth took a deep breath, the power of the king flowing over him once more. She waited with bated breath to see what he would do now.

“Hear me now, wizards all.

Harken to the wizard king’s call.

Renewed soon the council shall be

Before the full moon’s light you see.

Nine shall be the council whole.

One to stand in the leader’s role.

Male and female they shall be.

By the wizard king’s decree.”

Nine. It made perfect sense. There would never be a stalemate with nine council members, and the little feminine clique that had occurred under Vivian Godwin would be unable to form with a mix of male and female members.

Gareth lowered his hands again, the crown flickering once, twice, then dying out. The purple light that had surrounded him was gone.

“So.” He rubbed his hands together. “Was I hot? Huh? Was I?” He waggled his brows at her, going from mighty king to teenage boy in two seconds flat.

She kept her expression as blank as she could. “Oh, baby. Do me now, you stud you.”

Gareth threw his head back and laughed. “I like the way you think.”

Gen had enough time to squeak before she found herself face down on the conference table.


Chapter Thirteen

“I’ve been dying to do this since I first saw these tables.” Gareth grinned at the sight of his mate, pinned to the table beneath him. God, he could feel that pert little ass pressing against his aching cock, and all he could think of was sinking in, losing himself in her.

“Oh, really?” He could see her blushing, but her squirming wasn’t the kind that would make him back away.

No. His mate was turned on, viciously so. She was panting, her ass thrusting back against him. Not once did she try to push up, or away.

He leaned over her, brushing his cheek against hers, smiling when she shivered. “You gonna let me fuck you, sweetheart?”

She groaned.

Damn. He might have to get the conference rooms soundproofed. He didn’t want to share one ounce of his mate’s incredible joy with anyone, but they were going to get an earful today. He couldn’t force himself to let her go, not even long enough to lock the door.

And didn’t that send a little thrill down his spine? The thought that they could get caught added spice to what he was about to do.

“Kick off your pants, Gen. Let me see that pretty ass of yours.”

She scrambled to obey, fighting their position because Gareth absolutely refused to move. It made taking her pants off harder, but damn if all her wiggling and groaning didn’t make something else harder, too.

Finally, she had her slacks down around her ankles. He shoved her shirt up her back, lifting her just enough that he could cup her lace covered breasts, pluck the nipples that begged so prettily for his touch.

His mate groaned, a sound so filled with passion anyone outside the room hearing it would know exactly what their king and queen were up to.

Gareth shoved aside her shirt and licked her mating mark, kissing the shadow wolf gently, honoring the commitment she’d made to him and him to her.

She choked out a cry, her back arching, her ass firmly against his erection. He’d forgotten the shadow wolf would be a hot spot for her, a place he could nibble and suck to his heart’s content. Maybe someday he’d do nothing but, listening to her cries until she came apart for him.

But not today. Today he needed to be sheathed in his mate’s body. No one could bring him to his knees the way his Gen could, and he intended to show her just what she meant to him.

“You want me to keep my clothes on while I fuck you.” He’d noticed her reaction when they’d mated, the way her eyes had glazed over at the feel of the cloth.

She shuddered, her expression dazed. “Gareth.”

He grinned and pulled away from her far enough to undo his jeans. If his mate had a cloth fetish, who was he to deny her? “I can do that, sweetheart.” He kissed the center of her back, surprised when she squeaked.

She only squeaked like that when he’d found an unexpected pleasure. So he did it again, rubbing his cheeks across her back, aware he had a few whiskers that might tease her.

Gen moaned, her head dropping back down on the table, her back bowing to his touch. So he kept it up, kissing and scraping, tugging on her nipples with his free hand while the other scrambled to pull down his zipper with a cock so hard he was afraid he’d go off like a bottle rocket at the slightest touch.

Her hands were scrambling on the table, caught once more in the sleeves of her shirt, unable to reach her pussy to stroke her clit and bring herself off.

Good. That was his job, one he took great pride in.

One his cock was free, Gareth did what Gen could not. He stroked her pussy, circling her clit with his finger over and over again while he continued to rain kisses over her back.

She screamed, her hips jerking, her body taking on that rich, earthy scent of her come.

He kept his hand right where it was, continued circling her clit, the wetness causing his hand to slip and slide around her folds. She didn’t seem to mind. Her cries grew again in strength, her body moving with his hand, following where his fingers led.

Gareth leaned back, straightening up and reaching for his cock. If he didn’t get inside her right this minute, he was going to die.

He slid into her easily, her body accepting him without hesitation. Gen shuddered, whimpered against the table as he began a slow thrust into her body designed to draw the pleasure out. His wolf howled for him to pound her, to take, to ravage, but Gareth wanted to start slow, build up the pleasure until it consumed them both.

If he could get her to come two more times, he’d be one happy man. And the wolf was all on board for that plan. Anything that made their mate scream her pleasure was something to be actively hunted.

Gareth ran his nails down her back, careful not to break the skin, giving her the sensation she seemed to crave. His mate was tactile, needing touch the way Gareth needed air. She didn’t seem to care if it was skin, cloth, whiskers or his lips. Would she scream if he blindfolded her, ran feathers or fur over her until she couldn’t hold herself back?

He vowed to someday find out, but for now, it was enough to make her come just like this.

The slow pace seemed to drive her wild. She bucked against him, begging him to move faster in breathless whispers, each cry becoming louder until her voice echoed around the conference room. Her final cry was so loud Mac probably heard it up in the penthouse. “God damn it, Gareth. Make me come!”

Her desire was his command. “Yes, my queen.” Gareth gave her what she’d asked for, fucking her hard and fast, his cock pistoning in and out of her body so quickly he had to grab hold of her hips to keep himself from falling back. Even the table rocked with their thrusts, threatening to slide across the ugly gray industrial carpeting Gareth had hated on sight.

He liked it now. The table held its place on that carpet, and that made it great in Gareth’s eyes.

Gen struggled free of the shirt, reaching underneath herself. Everything tensed around him as she groaned.

She was close, her fingers flying over her clit, her body shuddering. Her voice was a breathy rasp, the words smothered by pleasure until all he could hear was “please” and “more” and “now”.

Gareth grabbed hold of her shoulders, leaning over her again and biting her wolf, careful not to break her skin.

Just the touch of his teeth there made her shriek. Her body shuddered under him, her pussy clenching him so tightly he thought he might break off inside her. That buzzing sensation tore down his spine, the feel of her coming so hard yanked his orgasm out of him. Gareth poured himself into Gen with his own shout, muffling his cry against her skin.





“Why can’t we find this son of a bitch!” Zach threw the scrying crystal across Gareth’s workroom with an angry growl. “Either he’s not on the planet anymore, or he’s figured out a way to block me.”

Gen ran her fingers through her hair. She was just as weary as Zach, just as upset, but she managed to hold it in. She’d been taught not to allow those emotions free, because to do so would reveal weaknesses best left hidden. “It’s possible he’s gotten some sort of scrying protection from his demon.”

Zach’s teeth ground together. “Which means he’s drained someone else and is using their soul to fuel the spell.”

Gen’s shoulders slumped. “Most likely, yes.”

A hand landed on her shoulder. “This isn’t your fault, Gen.”

She leaned back against Gareth, her head resting wearily against his shoulder. He took her weight easily, holding her up when all she wanted to do was collapse. “He’s family.”

“Only by blood, not by heart or soul.” A soft kiss landed on top of her head. “We’re your family now.”

Goddess, the things her man said. If she wasn’t so weary she’d be better able to hold back the tears. “I should have stopped them before now. I should have…” She was so tired, and so angry with her family for what they’d done.

Gareth turned her around and pulled her close, massaging her neck with gentle strokes. “You’re twenty-two years old, Gen, and you’ve become an Own despite your father and brothers. Hell, despite all your relatives. There’s no fucking way you could have stopped them without help. Stopping Davis almost broke you, and you had help.”

She snorted, too tired to care how indelicate the sound was. “Some Own I’ve turned out to be. I can’t even protect my mate.”

Muted growls shook his chest. “Then maybe it’s about time your mate took care of you.”

She patted his chest. “You’ve been doing an admirable job so far, but this task is mine to do.”

Gareth sighed. “Let me help, Gen. Please. He’s expecting an Own, not me. It’s possible I can break through whatever is blocking Zach.”

“No offense, but Zach is so strong I’m not sure anyone could throw more at Hugh’s protections than he can.”

“It couldn’t hurt to try.”

He was so stubborn. “All right. Let’s see what you can do.”

Gareth let her go and stepped over to the map of the United States they had laid out on the workroom table. Now that the Beckett mate spell had been completed, Gareth was free to cast spells again. He picked up the scrying crystal, eyed it for a moment, and placed it aside. “Hold on. Let me do this my way.”

Gareth began pulling out some incense, crystals and, most interesting of all, a scrying mirror. He set the mirror gently next to the map, smiling fondly at the black glass framed in silver. It wasn’t hard to make a scrying mirror. You simply took plate glass and painted one side with black enamel until no light shone through it. You then protected the back with black felt and framed it, usually in black. The frame could be anything from a simple wooden one to an ornately scrolled Victorian design. Gareth’s was very ornate, borderline feminine, the silver frame glittering with inset emeralds.

Zach laughed. “You still have that?”

Gareth’s cheeks turned red. “Shut up, asshole.”

“That was his eighteenth birthday present from Chris.”

“I swear, I will end you.” But Gareth was fighting a grin as he set a black candle in a matching silver holder before the scrying mirror. The silver holder had the symbol of the Horned God embedded in it. He meant to call the Lord of the Hunt, then, to aid in his scrying.

“His girlfriend tried to steal it. She said it would look perfect in her bedroom, she just needed to change the black mirror for a ‘real’ one.”

“She was jealous.” Gareth’s glare at his brother held no real heat.

“It’s so purty, and curly, and girly.” Zach batted his lashes at his big brother, dodging away when Gareth took a swipe at him. “After we scry together, we should go get a mani-pedi.”

“Can we talk Hello Kitty?”

Zach shuddered. “You know I hate that creepy-ass cat.” He shot Gen a horrified look. “It’s all big head, tiny body, and it stares at you with that big-eyed, expressionless face. And don’t get me started on the bow.”

Gareth began to sing. “Who loves flowers in the sun or a party just for one—”

“No!” Zach stuck his fingers in his ears, running from the room while yelling “lalalalalala!”

Gareth began to laugh. “Works every time.”

“What was that?”

“The Hello Kitty theme song.”

“You’re evil.”

“Yup, that’s me. I should add that cat to the Beckett family crest just to watch Zach flip out every time he has to use it.”

“You have a family crest?” That was news to Gen.

Gareth nodded absently as he finished his preparations, lighting both the candle and the incense. The incense seemed to be a blend of sandalwood, allspice, coriander and cedar, the scent warm and woodsy. Perfect for calling on the God of the Hunt. “Yup. We were nobility, a long time ago. The curse caused us to be shunned until we got control of it. By the time we did most of us had moved to America but the lineage is still there. We’re the main branch of the family, too, but there are some offshoots scattered about.”

“Do they suffer from the curse as well?”

Gareth shrugged. “Some do, yes, but it primarily affects the main line.” He rubbed his hands together. “Can you drag that chair over here? I need to sit for this.”

Gen pulled over one of Gareth’s chairs and he settled down in front of the mirror. “All right. Don’t disturb me unless it seems I’m in distress, or if I shift forms. If I shift, it’s because my wolf senses danger and I’m too far gone to stop him from turning us.”

“Got it.” Gen wasn’t afraid that Gareth’s wolf would turn on her or hurt her. She was just as mated to the beast as the man. His wolf would no more hurt her than Gareth would.

No, she was more concerned that Hugh had anticipated a mirror spell and would have taken precautions to prevent it or, worse, damage the scryer.

Gen dimmed the lights in the room, grateful that it was one of the few rooms in the condo without windows to cover up. There could be no glare in the mirror other than the candle, and the dim room would aid Gareth in attaining a meditative state necessary for mirror scrying. He was, in essence, sending his mind seeking, questing for the answer to where Hugh might be. If he did it right, the vision in the mirror would help significantly.

If he did it wrong, the mirror would remain blank, his efforts wasted.

Gen kept herself quiet as Gareth took slow, deep breaths, his eyes closed, his expression smoothing out to a serene mask. His thoughts were turned inward, preparing himself to speak the words that would lead him on his vision quest.

And that was what scrying was, in essence. The spell caster used an object to “see” the subject of their quest, whether that was a pendulum, a mirror or a ball. Each spell caster had a preferred method of scrying, often using a single scrying object for their entire lives, the object so in tune with the spell caster’s unique energy signature that it would take less and less time to react to the caster’s request.

Gen’s preferred method was water scrying. A copper bowl rested in her old home, one she’d used since she was fourteen. She would fill it with salt water, bless it, and call upon the Goddess to aid her in her quest. Calling on the Goddess was a last resort, used only when what she hunted was so powerful normal scrying methods didn’t work.

Like now. The mirror remained distressingly dark an hour after Gareth had begun his meditations. Until he spoke, casting his own location spell. She wondered if he knew that purple light had begun dancing across his skin like tiny flames. The power of the king flowed across him, aiding him, granting him the ability to push past Hugh’s defenses and find her brother.

“Lord of the Wild, God of the Hunt,

Help find the evil I wish to confront.

Grant me sight both strong and true

That I might find what I pursue.

Show me now Hugh Godwin’s lair

So demon’s might I’ll trap and snare.

By my hand, by the powers three,

As I will so mote it be.”

Gareth repeated the chant three times, each time blowing gently across the incense burner so that the smoke wreathed the black mirror. Mist swirled within the mirror in conjunction with the incense as Gareth spoke, a dark counterpoint that should have been a reflection, but wasn’t.

After the third chant and blow, the mirror flickered, the mist parting. Gareth gazed into it intently.

An image appeared in the mirror. Hugh sat before a roaring fire, reading a book and drinking from a crystal wineglass. He looked like any other rich, spoiled man, surrounded by the trappings of luxury and wasting his time on idle pursuits.

Gen put her hand on Gareth’s shoulder. “I know where he is.”

“Where?” The image flickered, died out.

She should have realized where Hugh would feel most comfortable holing up. “My home.”


Chapter Fourteen

They stood about a mile away from the Godwin mansion, the mansion his mate had grown up in. Gen was surprisingly steady beside him, her game face on. The girl who had been so upset with herself for not realizing where Hugh was had given way to the woman who hunted warlocks without pity or mercy. She would destroy her brother, or die trying.

Gareth would make sure that didn’t happen.

“Stay here, Gareth.” Gen checked the clip in her gun and holstered it by her hip.

He blinked in shock. “Fuck that.”

Beside him, Daniel and Chris, who’d insisted on coming as well, exchanged guarded glances.

Gen turned to him, her eyes blazing with green light. “You will remain here, King Gareth.”

“In your dreams, Queen Genevieve.” As if he’d allow his mate to go into a fight like this, on the warlock’s home territory, without him.

“I’ll be with her, bro. Let me protect her. You know I’d die before I let anything happen to your mate.” Zach clapped his hand on Gareth’s shoulder, his eyes glittering with the white light of a witch Own. Already his brother was beginning to glow, his power seeping beyond his skin. “You guys are our backup team. If he slips by us, you get to confront him.”

“He’s going to see you coming from a mile away, glowbug.” Daniel wasn’t even looking at Zach and Gen. He was busy checking all the pouches he’d put on his belt. The belt looked like a Ren faire reject, but it was useful when it came to a wizard fight. Both Gareth and Chris wore ones similar to Daniel’s, filled with amulets, crystals, wands and powders. Oils and fragile glass vials were tucked into vest pockets, where they wouldn’t accidentally sit on them and damage them, or worse, break them prematurely. The vests had been Zach’s idea, and it was a good one. It allowed them to carry more than just the belt pouches did.

Each pouch contained its own spell. Because wizards required rituals in order to cast, they were forced to prepare differently than witches or even warlocks. Where Zach could simply hold out his hand, chant, and get a result, and Gen could call upon the Goddess, Gareth had to be keenly aware of what unfinished spells were in his pouches and pray they would be enough.

He’d seen Chris battle Cole, had taken part in the battle against Davis, but what they faced today might eclipse both of them if Hugh was truly after what Gareth feared.

Immortality.

If Hugh succeeded, he would become something worse than the Becketts at their worst. He would become a vampire in truth, sucking away life from innocents, forever feeding the demon who would take him over completely. He would be nigh invincible, the shadows his to command, able to pull on all of the demon’s power as the demon would become Hugh. The hunger would grow and grow, the power fed on blood and souls, until the demon could cover the world in shadows.

Gareth had to stop him before he succeeded in his quest. He couldn’t allow the warlock to get his hands on either Gen or Zach. The power he’d wield if he managed to grab either of their souls would be unfathomable.

“Seriously. You need to hang back.” Gareth glanced up to find Zach staring at him, his expression so serious Gareth was forced to listen to his brother. “We need to know you’re guarding our rear. If this goes south, you’re our only hope of surviving.”

“God damn motherfucking son of a bitch.” Zach had played his trump card, and Gareth had to admit it was a good one.

Zach’s lips twitched. “Don’t talk about our mother that way.”

“Chris can watch our backs. We’re going with you.” Daniel seemed just as determined as Zach. He’d gotten better about not teasing their little brother, but that didn’t mean Daniel was willing to listen to Zach. Zach was still the baby of the family, and Daniel had a hard time seeing past that.

Besides, from the way his wolf still peeked at them, Daniel wanted a piece of Hugh for hurting Kerry, whether he was willing to admit that or not.

Gareth agreed with Daniel. “You need us there.”

“Gareth—”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Becketts stick together.”

“I’m not technically a Beckett.” Gen wasn’t looking directly at him, but he could still see her cheeks turning bright red.

“Something I aim to fix as soon as this bullshit is taken care of.” He cupped the back of her neck, enjoying the way she shivered under his touch. She was so responsive, even as they were about to head into battle. “You need me.”

She smiled up at him, sweet and sour, and cupped his cheek. “Always. Bastard.”

He grinned. “Then let’s get this party started, sweetheart.”

She rolled her eyes, but stopped arguing. “Fine. You’d only follow us anyway.”

“Damn straight.”

“Here.” Zach held out three amulets, each bearing the Wheel of Hecate etched in white enamel. “I kind of figured you wouldn’t stay behind.” Once Gareth, Daniel and Chris held theirs, he pointed to the same exact one on his chest.

“Blood calls to blood, soul to soul.

Brothers together, always whole.”

Zach flared so brightly Gareth was surprised he could still see. What the hell?

“Let the demon learn to cower,

For the Beckett wolves I now empower.”

A flash of raw energy filled Gareth, making him gasp. Gods, was this what Zach felt all the time? No wonder he had trouble controlling it, and he doubted he’d felt even a fraction of the power Zach truly held. Gareth wouldn’t have the power for long. There was no sense that it had become a part of him, the way the wizard king’s power had. This was a gift, meant to keep Gareth, Chris and Daniel safe.

He never would have guessed, even a year ago, that Zach would be the one to protect them all. He’d never been prouder of his brother than in that moment, when Zach gave of himself so freely to ensure his brothers’ safety.

“Earth and flame, wind and sea,

As I will so mote it be.”

Gareth’s skin hummed with witch-fire. Zach’s glow dimmed, died out, that cocky grin on Zach’s face showing how pleased he was with himself.

Hell, even Daniel looked impressed. “Shit, bro. Save some for the bad guy.”

“Don’t worry about me. Worry about Hugh, because I can sense he’s up to something.” The cocky grin faded from Zach’s face. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Gen’s head whipped around so fast Gareth thought he heard it crack. “What do you sense, Zach?”

Zach concentrated. “Nothing concrete. Just this feeling of slime moving over everything in slow motion.”

“Is he opening a portal?”

Gareth grimaced. He never, ever wanted to see anther Hell portal as long as he lived. “We need to kill this asswipe before he completes the ritual.”

“Then we need to start walking.” Chris put one foot in front of the other, leading the pack.

Gareth scrambled to follow, overtaking Chris and the lead. “If you get one scratch on you I get to deal with Lana and Annabelle.”

“That almost makes it worth it.”

The closer they got to Gen’s family home, the quieter they got. The bickering back and forth faded as all of them hunkered down, scanning the house for anyone who could be watching for intruders.

“I’m going to shift, see what the wolf senses.” Daniel began taking off his clothing, his gaze glued to the windows of the house.

And what a house it was. The place really was a mansion, all white stucco and brick with black shutters and a grand, circular portico holding up a balcony with a black, wrought iron railing. He could see two smaller wings on each side of the mansion. Gen had informed them that the servants, those that lived on the estate, had their own house about half a mile from the main one, where they were kept in apartment-style studios. Those that didn’t live on the estate were forced to park at that house and walk with the rest.

The home was extravagant and well-maintained, with mighty oak trees flanking it and scattered behind it. The only part of the home not done in black and white was the front door.

That had been done in blood red.

If he hadn’t known some of what had happened behind those doors, Gareth would have found the home to be a grand old lady, steeped in history and tradition. Instead, it sat like a fat spider, daring someone to enter its web.

When Daniel hooked his fingers into his briefs, Gareth held his hand in front of Gen’s face. “Cover your eyes.” No way was she seeing any more of his brother than she already had.

Gen closed her eyes with a quick smile, but not before he caught her sneaking a peek.

“You’re going to get a spanking if you keep that up.”

“You and what army?” But she kept her eyes closed, even if the smile grew to a smirk.

“Can you two save the foreplay for after we kill the bad guy?” Daniel, completely naked now, shifted. He lifted his muzzle, sniffing the air around them, before taking off to their right. His nose to the ground, he stopped long enough to look back at them before moving forward, slinking along the ground so low they were probably going to have to pick fallen leaves off his belly.

Gareth followed his brother, wary now that they were so close to their goal. Something was going on, something that had his skin tingling. He broke out in a cold sweat every time he glanced at the house.

“Shit.” Zach stopped and motioned for the others to do the same. “Do you feel that?”

“A go-away spell, I’m almost certain of it.” Gen shuddered as she stared at the house. “A little something to keep us out.”

“Aimed at us, or just anyone?” Gareth fought the compulsion, staring at the house intently. The urge to look away was so strong it was a physical blow. “Because I’m leaning toward us.”

“I agree.” Gen shivered hard, then tore her gaze away from the house. “He knows we’re coming for him.”

“And if he thinks a little compulsion will keep us away, he’s sadly mistaken.” Zach held up his hand.

“Wait!” Chris pulled Zach’s hand down. “Do we want him to know we’re coming now, or do we want to try and surprise him?”

“You think you can force yourself through? It’s pretty damn strong.”

“And I’m just a wizard, not a king or an Own. I get that.” Chris was pale and shaking, but damn if he didn’t stare right at the house. “I can do this.”

Daniel, unable to speak in his wolf form, answered the question the most basic way he could. He left the line of trees surrounding the property and started walking toward the house. His tail was between his legs, and whimpers kept erupting from his mouth, but he moved forward, fighting with everything in him.

Gareth could do no less. Nodding once, he followed Daniel into the warlock’s den, ready to battle a demon.





Goddess above, coming home was nothing like she’d thought it would be.

Black candles lined each window, surrounded by salt, lighting each in what should have been a beacon welcoming her but had been perverted to drive her away. The source of the compulsion was there, in the candles with the hint of paper underneath. She bet if she brushed away the salt, she’d find pictures of the Becketts along with herself. The compulsion seemed to be hitting her as hard as it was the brothers.

Hugh was smart enough to realize she’d come for him.

Daniel scratched softly at a side door that, if memory served, led into the mudroom. Thank goodness Chris had thought to grab Daniel’s clothing because, once inside, the wolf would have to shift back to man. The sound of his nails on the tile and wood floors would be a dead giveaway. They stood a much better chance of startling Hugh if they could be as quiet as possible. He couldn’t know exactly when they’d show up. The constant fear of discovery would render him lax in his protections.

Or so she hoped.

Gen opened the door cautiously, praying her brother hadn’t hexed it. When nothing happened, she let out a sigh of relief. Either he hadn’t put a spell on all the doors, or he’d forgotten about this rarely used entrance into the servants’ part of the house.

Either way, they were in, and she wasn’t about to look this little gift in the mouth.

As soon as she stepped over the threshold she understood how far her brother had fallen. Even when Davis had been in charge of the house, servants had kept things clean and running smoothly. In the months following Davis’s death the house had taken on a disused, unlived-in air that tickled her nose and had her looking over her shoulder for ghosts. If any place deserved to be haunted, it was the Godwin mansion. They’d certainly hurt enough people between these walls.

Gesturing for the others to follow behind her, Gen glided forward as silently as she could. She knew the house best, had grown up here, loved here, been shunned here. The others would have to follow her if they had any hope of finding where Hugh was holed up.

It was her place to end this.

Gareth stuck close but didn’t argue with her as she peered out of the doorway, watching for any sign that Hugh was aware of their presence. They waited until Daniel was once again fully clothed before leaving the mudroom and making their way toward the servants’ stairway at the back of the kitchen.

The hallway that led to the kitchen was deserted, the floor covered in a thin layer of dust. Either Hugh and Arthur had avoided this place as much as she had since Davis’s death, or Hugh had been living here all along, the servants gone the whole time. Gen wouldn’t be surprised to learn the servants had been let go by Vivian Godwin. The matriarch held the purse strings, even on their family. While Davis Godwin’s branch held their own properties and monies, the main Godwin mansion belonged to the matriarch of the clan. They lived there only by her benevolence.

Hugh, by returning here, was probably trying to rub his existence in Vivian’s nose. He’d never liked the old woman, or the power she held over the family.

It was the one thing Gen agreed with her brother on.

Gen pointed out the fifth stair that had always squeaked, stepping over it to avoid setting it off. As quiet as the house was, that squeak would be loud as an air horn to Hugh’s ears.

Once on the second floor, she hugged the wall as closely as possible, watching for Hugh or minions he might have summoned to patrol the house. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d faced hellhounds in a warlock’s den. She’d given each of the brothers instructions on what to do if they faced demonic dogs.

Don’t bite.

The blood of a hellhound was highly toxic, and the only known cure was, of all things, a full-on exorcism.

Nothing met them in the hallway. Gen eased open the door to the main part of the house, ready for a fight.

Nothing.

Shaking her head, Gen stepped into the part of the house she knew best, the part where she’d loved listening to her mother sing, her father chant. Even though her father had turned to evil, her mother had tried her best to make it a happy home, helping Gen find her true calling and hiding it from the rest of the family.

Her mother was dead, buried somewhere on the grounds. Gen wasn’t sure where.

“Why haven’t we been stopped yet?” Zach, his tone worried, was staring around the hallway as if the doors would grow teeth any minute just to take a chunk out of his witchy behind.

“I don’t know.” Gen scowled. Something about this was not right. The dust on the hallway floor was just as thin as…

As…

“Oh, fuck.” Gen took a step back. “The house is the trap.”

“What?” Gareth grabbed hold of her arm, tugging her behind him. “Stay where you are.” He held his hand out to Daniel and Chris, who obediently froze. “What do you feel, Zach?”

The fear in Zach’s gaze as he looked at his brother made Gen catch her breath. The last time Zach had looked so frightened, Chris had almost died and he’d been forced to use Lana as a conduit.

“We need to get out of here.” Gareth was dragging her back, back into the servants’ hallway. “If this place is rigged to blow warlock-style, it can’t be good.”

The door to the main part of the house slammed shut behind them. “Oh no.” Gen closed her eyes, seeking the spark of the divine in her core, ready to lash out at anyone who threatened her mate or his brothers. “The compulsion spell was to lure us in, not keep us out.”

The glow of Zach’s magic flared bright against her senses, causing her to open her eyes. Whatever he’d done for his brothers hadn’t seemed to make a dent in his own gift. He was just as strong as he’d been before the transfer. “What if he made the house the gate?”

“Fuck.” Chris punched the wall. “We need to torch the place?”

“No.” Gen was thinking fast, going over everything she knew of her brother and the Rabisu. “No, he’ll have the altar somewhere in the house.”

Gareth was glaring at the door as if he could will it open. “He’ll be in the shadows, somewhere dark and secluded.”

“The basement.” Gen turned on her heel and led the way back down the servants’ stairs. “He’ll have everything he needs down there.” She didn’t bother trying to stay silent this time. The slamming of the door told her all she needed to know. Hugh was aware of their presence, and probably had been since the moment they set foot on the property. “Darkness, solitude, privacy, and Davis kept one of two workrooms down there, the most shielded one.”

“He’ll have the altar in that room, then?” Gareth’s grim expression as he pulled her up short wasn’t going to stop her from setting foot in the basement. But her mate surprised her yet again. “We’ll have to make sure he hasn’t found some way to block your access to the divine. If he has…” Gareth’s jaw clenched. “That’s why I’m here.”

“To unclog the divine toilet?”

Gareth’s lip twitched. “Really, Zach?”

Zach shrugged. “If you think my job isn’t full of shit some days, you’d be sadly mistaken.” He brushed past Gen and Gareth, glowing softly in the dimly lit kitchen. The majority of the windows in this place were not in the servant’s section. “C’mon. Our host is waiting.”

Gen managed to maneuver it so that she and Zach led the way, with Gareth in the middle. Chris and Daniel brought up the rear.

Gen would defeat her brother, and Gareth’s soul would finally be safe. “This is it.” She put her hand on the knob that led to the basement. Down below were the wine cellars, neat rows of shelving designed to keep her father’s prized bottles tipped at just the right angle. “Be careful, there will be racks of wine we’ll have to navigate.”

“A primo place for Huey to put a nasty surprise.” Zach put his hand over hers. “Let me go first, Gen.”

She shook her head and opened the door. “No way. Gareth would never forgive me if you got hurt.”

“Gen, don’t—”

She ignored Gareth’s warning as she set foot on the basement stair.

She doubted he ignored her screaming as everything below her gave way.


Chapter Fifteen

Gareth shoved Zach out of the way, peering into the darkness that had swallowed his mate. His heart was beating so fast it was painful.

Where the fuck was she?

“Ah.” Gen’s hiss of pain drew his eye. There she was, lying about ten feet below them and off to the left. She was curled around her right leg, grimacing in pain as she clutched it and rocked ever so slightly. Her pale face wavered oddly, as if she were underwater. “I think my leg is broken.”

“The stairs were an illusion.” Chris knelt and ran his hands over where the first step should have been, then along the lip of the door. “There’s a rune or something etched into the wood, but I can’t make it out.”

“Lower me down.” Gareth wasn’t leaving his mate down there all alone.

“There could be more traps down there,” Chris warned.

“Fuck that, and fuck the warlock. When I find him, I’m going to play soccer with his head. Now lower me the fuck down there.”

“Fine. Asshole.” Chris backed up. “But I get to be goalie.”

“Damn it. I wanted to be goalie.” Daniel glared at Chris.

“I already called dibs.”

“Asshole.”

“Butt munch.”

“Children.” Gareth pinched the bridge of his nose. Why had he brought them along again?

“Here, I’ll help you down.” Zach held out his hands. “Hold on.”

As Zach’s hands lit up, Gareth took a step back. “I love you, bro, but if you’re going to use your magic I’d rather you didn’t. I want to get down to Gen, not fly to Poughkeepsie via Air Zach.”

Zach rolled his eyes, but he lowered himself flat to the ground. “Fine. Whatevs. Ready to be a ladder, oh mighty king.” He tilted his head. “Can we go for pizza when we’re done here? I’m starving.”

Gareth had long ago figured out this was Zach’s way of saying he felt inadequate or nervous about the outcome. Instead of trying to reassure his brother, he took Zach’s hands and allowed Zach to lower him to the ground. He had to drop a couple of feet, but he landed safely, going directly to Gen’s side.

“You’re welcome. Also, you could stand to lose about twenty pounds,” Zach groaned, but Gareth didn’t even glance up.

He did, however, flip his brother the bird over his shoulder.

“Hey.”

He smiled at Gen. Her face was contorted in pain, her leg still clutched in her hands. She was holding herself very still. “Hey.” He put his hand over hers, careful not to apply any pressure. “Is the break here?”

She nodded. “We don’t have time to do anything about it.” Grimacing, she tried to sit up, gasping in pain. Gareth put his hand on her back, helping her up. Behind him, one of his brothers dropped to the floor, but he didn’t turn to see which of them it was. “Leave me here.”

“Fuck that.” He was getting really pissed about her martyr thing. “You’re getting out of here if Zach has to carry you out.”

“Hey!” Zach leaned over his shoulder and winked at Gen. “Why do I get to do all the heavy lifting?”

“Are you calling me fat?” Gen smiled weakly, but she was beginning to shake. Shock was starting to set in, and Gareth was terrified. Shock could kill someone, or so he’d heard. What the fuck did he know? He wasn’t a doctor.

“You’re light as a feather. Lard-ass, on the other hand…” Zach backed away fast when Gareth tried to elbow him in the gut. “We need to wean him off the pasta primavera.”

“Let’s go, sweetheart.” Gareth started to pull Gen to her feet. “Put your arm around my shoulders and lean on me. We’ll get you out of here, I swear.”

“We have to get Hugh first.” Gen, gasping and groaning, leaned hard on Gareth as she managed to get off the floor. “He needs to be stopped before we leave.”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “Yes, dear.” Like he was going to let Hugh live after hurting Gen.

“Remember those words. They might save your sex life someday.” Chris was down, not bothering to hide his concern over Gen’s injury. “You okay?”

She nodded. “I’ll be glad when this is over.”

“You and me both.” Daniel was last down, the only one who didn’t check on Gen. He was watching the room, eyeing it warily as if something would leap out at them at any moment. “Where to next, Pocahontas?”

She blinked, but didn’t say anything about Daniel’s poor attempt at humor. “Keep an eye on the racks and the bottles, that’s where Hugh would have put the next trap. Otherwise, straight ahead until you hit a door.”

“Another door. Great. Maybe this one will lead to Narnia.” Chris took the lead this time, edging forward warily.

“I don’t think my brother is into Mr. Tumnus.”

Gareth stopped and stared at Gen.

She looked back at him. “What?”

Shaking his head, he helped her follow Chris. They stumbled along behind him, reaching the door way after his brothers had.

“I’m opening the door.” Zach held up his hand and began to glow. “No arguing.”

“No argument here.” Chris backed away from the glowbug, his gaze glued to the wine racks behind them. “I’ll just watch for trouble coming up on our rear.”

“Nope. Feel free to get hexed. Again.” Daniel smirked. “And don’t look at my rear. That’s creepy.”

Chris, without turning, whacked Daniel upside the head.

“Shh.” Zach waved at his brothers. “I think I hear chanting.”

Tweedledum and Tweedledumber shut up, directing their attention toward Zach and the door.

Zach took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Here we go.”

He turned the knob and slowly opened the door.

Gareth got a good look in the room and began swearing viciously. “He’s started the ritual.”

“And he’s got a sacrifice.” Gen began to glow almost as brightly as Zach, but with that green light he loved so much.

Hugh barely glanced at them, but the triumph on his face was enough to send Gareth through the doorway. The victim was unconscious, bleeding from numerous cuts and bruises. Gareth didn’t recognize her, yet somehow he knew she was one of his. A wizard Hugh had strapped to the dark altar, her soul the bounty he sought to collect.

“Bound by blood, obey my call

Holding demon’s might in thrall.

By the Compact take your toll

Feast upon this gifted soul.”

Shit. Hugh was holding the dagger above the woman as he chanted. The reddish-gold circle wasn’t the summoning circle. The altar itself was going to be used.

The altar Gen had destroyed hadn’t been Hugh’s true one after all. If they’d waited even one hour to come after Hugh, he would have won.

Chris began to chant, a soft counterpoint to Hugh’s barked spell.

“I bind thee three times three.”

Gareth watched as his brother wound a black ribbon around a voodoo doll with a picture of Hugh’s face taped onto the head. It was the same spell he’d used to stop Cole, Hugh’s brother.

“By this charm do no more harm.”

He wrapped the ribbon one last time, making sure to cover Hugh’s face on the top of the figure.

“I bind you, Hugh, your face, your soul!”

But he was too late. Before he could tie off the ends of the ribbon and finish the spell, Hugh screamed the last bit of his spell.

“By your oath you will obey.

Demon come forth and claim your prey!”

But Christopher didn’t stop. He hadn't when he'd faced Cole in the dueling ring, and he certainly wasn't stopping now.

“By air and earth, water and fire

So be you bound with no more power.

Lord and Lady, hear my plea.

As I will so mote it be!”

The knife fell as Chris finished his spell.

“No.” Gareth did the same thing he’d done when the bitch council had confronted him over Gen. He pulled everything he was, everything he was meant to be, into that one word. Purple light flickered around him, glowed from the halo around his head. He was certain even his eyes were luminous.

The knife, the tip pressed to the breast of the woman on the altar, quivered in Hugh’s hold. It didn’t pierce the flesh of the victim. Hugh, caught with his spell incomplete, could do nothing but struggle against Gareth’s magic, to no avail. The knife did not move one millimeter closer to the victim, much to Gareth’s satisfaction.

Gareth handed Gen to Daniel. For this, he needed his hands free. He pulled something from one of the pouches at his waist and began to chant, pouring all his power as the wizard king into his cry. He was going to take a page out of his mate’s book, and call on the only one who might be able to stop a full-blown demonic invasion.

“Hecate, who guards the night

Aid us now in our plight.”

Chris jerked, staring at him with wide eyes as Gareth pulled on his brother, his strength and integrity, and felt Chris respond. Next it was Daniel, his fierce pride and loyalty, and a surprising core of inner strength that kept him going when all around him was turning to shit.

Gareth closed his eyes and did the same with every bright light he touched, aware each and every one of them was a wizard, responding to his plea for aid. And almost all of them responded, giving to their king with a generosity that brought tears to his eyes.

He made note of the ones that didn’t. He felt certain he knew exactly who those lights were, the rejection stinging, yet familiar.

It was the most ecstatic, most frightening moment of his life, the awareness that he held all these people’s power in the palm of his hand. If he were a different sort of man, if this gift had been given to one of the Godwins, the results could have been disastrous.

It hadn’t been. It had been granted to him, and Gareth swore never to abuse it.

He was Gareth Beckett, the wizard king, and he would end Hugh’s threat to his people right the fuck now.

“Bind the man and demon both.

Stop this evil power’s growth.”

Hugh screeched, his hand frozen above the woman tied to the altar. Gareth could see him struggling against the bindings Chris and Gareth had placed upon him, to no avail.

Gen began hopping forward, gasping in pain, glowing so brightly she lit the room in eerie green light. Zach circled the other way, the pairs’ light giving the room strange shadows. Clenched in Zach’s hand was the Hecate amulet he’d given to each of them.

“Allow the souls within to flee,

Take their power, set them free.”

The knife howled, and Hugh screamed, the two sounds a horrible duet. But it wasn’t enough. The souls were still trapped within the dagger, unable to flee while it was still whole.

Gareth poured more power into the spell as he felt both the demon and the warlock fight him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Gen raise her fist, ready to smash Hugh’s altar once more. Zach, the amulet in hand and pointing toward Hugh, stood behind the warlock, his expression grim.

Daniel stood beside Gen, offering her support, while Chris held his place beside Gareth. Gareth sensed his brother’s motive. If Gareth should falter, Chris would pick up the slack, using their connection to push the spell to completion.

“Deliver them from the warlock’s hold

And send their pain to him threefold.”

Hugh screeched. The dagger smoked in his grasp, thick black vapor that writhed around the dagger, sheathing Hugh’s hands and crawling up his arms. The demon was trying to climb into Hugh despite the fact that the summoning had not yet been completed.

Gareth couldn’t allow that. He gestured toward Zach to ready himself, and Zach nodded back grimly.

“Send the demon back to the Pit

Rabisu and warlock forever split.”

Hugh was fighting him, fighting his power. If he could plunge the dagger into the woman just enough to draw blood, Gareth would lose. He could feel himself beginning to sweat, the power of all those people beginning to burn his senses.

He had to wrap this up before his hold on the wizard world slipped and Hugh got the opportunity he was fighting for.

“Stolen power now set free,

By your hand, by my decree.

As I will so mote it be!”

Gareth poured himself into that last command, and Zach, waiting for just that moment, added the power of a witch Own to Gareth’s spell. He struck, using his amulet’s power against the dagger, the Hecate’s Wheel facing the warlock.

“Hecate, Lady of the Night,

Help this witch to put things right.

What evil this man has done

Let it now be undone.

By the law of three times three,

As I will so mote it be!”

The last phrase thundered in the air as Zach poured his will into the amulet and lashed out at Hugh Godwin as he once had Hugh’s father, just as Gen struck. Her fist shattered the altar, Daniel catching the victim before she could fall to the floor.

Darkness leapt from Hugh’s body into the shattered altar, becoming one with the evil miasma that surrounded it. The dagger shattered, melting as the released souls of multiple wizards took flight, forever free of the taint of the Rabisu.

Chris darted toward Zach, probably remembering that Zach had collapsed the last time they’d faced a Godwin like this and won.

Gareth continued to hold his spell as the dagger emptied itself, the white souls finally tapering off and dying away. Hugh’s body, covered now in shadows, twisted and writhed as the darkness within took hold, dragging the man’s soul down to the Pit as the demon fled the human realm. As Hugh fell over, dead, Gareth relaxed his hold on his wizards with a sigh of thanks.

It was finally over.

Gareth staggered toward Gen, the loss of that much power stunning him. It felt like he could finally hear after years of having his ears stuffed up, but the sensation would pass. It wasn’t his place to hold onto that power for longer than necessary. To do so would be to abuse it. He’d be no better than Hugh then, holding others in thrall for his own selfish gain.

“Goodbye, Hugh.” Gen shook her head, her expression full of regret, and a huge dose of sorrow. Gareth wanted to tell her the asshole wasn’t worth one moment of her pain, but it was her brother, family, and despite what he’d become he had been an innocent child once. Gareth prayed he’d adored his little sister, protected her from the things going on around her.

He doubted it, but for her sake, he hoped.

“Any idea if there are any other active spells on this place?” Chris huffed as he helped a sagging, exhausted Zach over to where they stood.

“I don’t think so, but we might want to send in a clean-up crew before anyone else lives here.” Gen shook in his arms, the power she’d held and the death of her brother hitting her harder than he’d realized. “There could be hidden dangers, things Hugh—hell, my father or Arthur—left behind when we were disowned.”

“We can worry about that once we’re home.” Gareth began helping Gen hobble away from the altar. “More importantly, how the fuck do we get out of here?”

Gen pointed with a shaking hand. “That way. There’s a stairway that leads up to the main part of the house. Since it’s the only other staircase into the basement, I’m thinking Hugh let it be. He wouldn’t have wanted to get hurt himself.”

“Then let’s get you out of here.” Gareth helped her hop toward the staircase, unsure if she’d accept his offer to carry her. His mate had one hell of an independent streak, but he had to ask. The pain on her face was killing him. “Can I carry you?”

She glared at him for a moment before sagging in defeat. “Please.”

He picked her up without another word, carrying her up the staircase and out of the house of horrors, determined she’d never again set foot in it. He’d have it burned to the ground, the earth magically cleansed and purified. If he had his way, no one would ever live here again. He’d have the place marked as tainted, one for all magics to avoid, put down signs with spells that would drive away any warlock who thought to follow Hugh’s path. The Rabisu might be gone, Hugh defeated, but that kind of thing lingered in a place, made it more susceptible to the kinds of power a demon-ridden warlock strove for.

No. This place would become nothing more than overgrown forest if he had to come here and plant the trees himself.

“We won, Gareth.” His mate’s soft touch to his cheek startled him out of his grim thoughts. He hadn’t realized he was scowling until she tried to brush it away.

“For now. I’m going to burn this place down.”

“I won’t stop you. Vivian might have something to say about it, though.”

He made a rude noise. “She can go fuck herself.”

“Considering how much she loves herself, I think she’s the only one she wants to do that with.”

Gareth smiled reluctantly. “You’re probably right, but I’m still burning this fucking place.”

She rested her head against his shoulder. “I wish it hadn’t come to this.”

“Was he a good kid?”

She chuckled wearily. “None of them were. Mama tried, she really did, but the boys listened to Davis more than her. He influenced them a great deal. Mama and I bore the brunt of that teaching.”

His jaw clenched. “Did they hurt you?”

She rubbed her wrist. “They hurt others worse.”

Gareth swore viciously all the way to where they’d parked the cars. “One more, sweetheart. One more, and this is over forever.”

“It’s never over forever. Not when you’re an Own.”

He kissed her forehead as he waited for Chris to open the back door of the car. “I know, sweetheart. I know.”

It was worth it when, despite her pain and loss, she smiled.


Chapter Sixteen

“Hey, Gareth.” Lana draped herself over his chair, her arms circling his neck. “Chris and I are headed home.”

Gareth winced. Damn it. He’d loved having them here, living in the hotel. It had been a month since Chris and Lana had come to help with Hugh. Hell, he’d even given them permanent rooms.

But it wasn’t Chris and Lana’s home, and he could see the restlessness in his brother to get back to his beloved forest. Kerry would probably be returning with them, despite Gareth’s protests and Daniel’s angry silence. His brother still refused to admit that Kerry was his mate.

Even their mother had noticed, and was beginning to give Daniel a hard time whenever the mate spell was brought up.

“Do you have to go? You’re leaving me alone with cranky pants?” Gareth gave Lana his best puppy-dog eyes.

“I resent that.” Gen hobbled over, still somewhat awkward in her leg cast. Gareth ruthlessly shoved down the urge to get up and help her. She’d tried to bite his head off more than once for that. She was soft-spoken, ladylike, and had a core of steel he was only now coming to appreciate.

God, he loved her.

Gen reached for Lana and pulled her into a hug. “Are you certain you have to go?”

Lana shrugged. “Chris needs to run.”

And that was that. Gareth could understand how his brother felt. Since moving to New York, he’d only allowed his wolf out twice. He was thinking of putting a private, rooftop garden in just so he’d have some green space for his wolf to roam.

It wasn’t like he could trot through Central Park, after all. He’d either wind up in the pound, or find his ass tranquilized and transported to Yosemite.

“When Arthur surfaces, we’ll call you. We’re going to need your help again.” Gen gave Lana one final squeeze before letting her go.

“We’ll be here.” Lana leaned over and gave Gareth a big, wet kiss on the cheek. “Listen, Daniel needs to do the mate spell.”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “No shit. We’ve only been giving him grief over it for weeks.”

“No, I mean he needs to.” She held up her palm, the one that had been forever branded with a wolf’s shadow when she’d saved Chris from death. The wolf in the center had informed her when both Zach and Gareth had been in trouble, and now it looked remarkably like Daniel in his fur. “Seriously.”

“Oh.” Gareth leaned forward and examined the wolf. “Any idea what’s going on?”

“No, but…” She sighed. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Gareth slumped. Shit. A witch with bad feelings was, well, bad. Lana with bad feelings was ten times worse. Her instincts were eerily accurate. “Life or death bad? Or never get laid again bad?”

Gen fell into his lap. “Gareth.”

“What?” He hugged her to him, running his fingers smugly over the silky material that covered her hip. Jeans weren’t an option until the cast came off. Even her usual slacks didn’t make it over the bulky plaster, so she’d agreed to wear loose pajama pants for now.

At least he’d gotten her to wear something other than beige and gray. Today, her pajamas were the same hue as her eyes. “Sex and death are not on an equal footing. One is far worse than the other.”

“I know. For instance, I haven’t had sex in hours. That’s bad.”

Gen rolled her eyes, but didn’t try to climb off his lap. “Men.”

Lana laughed. “Worse. Beckett men.”

“Did I hear my name?” Chris wrapped his arms around his mate and nuzzled her neck. “And sex?”

“We were just discussing how you and your brothers are dogs.” Lana giggled as Chris tickled her.

Gen primly folded her hands in her lap. “Canis lupus, indeed.”

“We have to do something about Daniel.” Zach ran into the room, his face filled with laughter. “Jo is going to dangle him out the fifth floor conference room if we don’t.”

Gareth tilted his head, trying to remember the layout of the hotel. “The fifth floor conference room doesn’t have windows.”

Zach snorted. “She’s willing to fix that little problem free of charge.” He threw himself on the sofa with a big grin. “And I can’t say I’m not tempted to help her. He’s getting so growly even Mac threatened to smack him. Out of his hearing, of course.”

Whoa. If Mac was getting tired of Daniel’s attitude, then it was truly bad. “Lana?”

Lana held up her hand to show Zach, who whistled. “Damn.” The grin was gone, and Zach had his game face on. “Any idea what’s coming?”

“No, but it’s going to be bad in the murder-death-kill way.”

Zach glanced at Gareth and nodded his head slightly.

Gareth relaxed. Zach and Jo wouldn’t be going anywhere.

“I think we need to stay, Lana.” Chris put his hand over Lana’s mouth before the protest Gareth could see building in her eyes could be voiced. “I know you’re worried about my wolf, but I’m more worried about my brother. If Daniel’s life is in danger, we’re just going to wind up right back here, sooner rather than later.”

“You just don’t want to clean up Alasdair’s hairballs when we’re forced to move him again.”

Chris shrugged. “That, too.”

“Then let’s get Daniel in here and convince him to do the spell.” Gareth pulled his cell phone out and began dialing.

“What?”

God, Daniel sounded bitchy. He could see why Jo was thinking of punting him through a brick wall. “Get your ass down here, butt munch. We have to talk.”

Daniel was in the living room less than three minutes later. “I have things to do.”

Goddess, why hadn’t he seen it before? Daniel wasn’t upset over Kerry, or Chris leaving, or Zach, because gods knew he was always upset about Zach.

No. Daniel had left things too long, the Beckett curse pushing at his skin.

Daniel was about to go feral.

Gareth stood, careful to put Gen on her feet without pressure on her bad leg. “You’re doing the mate spell.”

“No.”

“Daniel.” Gareth used his king voice, the one that sent flickers of purple light dancing across his skin. He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. He’d prayed that Daniel would give in on his own. He’d never wanted to use this power on either Daniel or Chris, but to save his brother’s life, he would.

Daniel was far too stubborn for anything less, and Gareth should have remembered it. He just wished he understood why Daniel was fighting so hard.

“You will perform the Beckett mate spell, and you will do it tonight. I will not lose you to wolf-madness, do you hear me?”

“Yes, sire,” Daniel gritted out from between clenched teeth.

Gareth let his light die. “I love you, asshole, and you’re committing suicide by wolf.”

Daniel flinched. “You don’t understand.”

“Then enlighten me.”

“You’re afraid because she’s mundane.” Gen took a limping step toward Daniel, her expression soft, consoling. “You’re terrified she’ll be hurt in your war with the Godwins.”

Daniel turned his face away, but not before Gareth caught sight of the agony that briefly flickered across his face.

“You’d rather die alone than bring her any further into this.” Gen put her hand on Daniel’s arm, his brother starting violently at the soft touch. It was as if he’d disappeared into his own mind, no longer aware they were even in the room with him. “You can’t make that decision for her.”

“Watch me.”

Gen was holding out the Beckett ring. “I think this belongs to you now.”

Daniel closed his eyes. “Please don’t make me do this.” The look he shot Gareth was part pleading, part terrified. “Please, Gare.”

Sweet Goddess. Daniel hadn’t called him that since they were kids. “I can’t lose my brother, Danny.”

“I—Ow!” Daniel rubbed the back of his head and glared at Zach. “What the fuck was that for?”

“You seriously think we won’t protect your mate?” Zach put his hand to his chest. “I’m hurt, dude.”

Chris grinned. “Once you do the spell, we’ll have an excuse to lock her up in the hotel until the Godwin thing is taken care of. She’ll be completely safe here.”

“Yeah, Kerry will go for that. Not.” Lana rolled her eyes. “But we can do things to make her safer, like amulets and charms.”

“Bubble wrap.” Gen shrugged. “What?”

“Nah. I’m in favor of the princess in the tower treatment.” Zach’s eyes lit up. “Oh! We can grow her hair out. Daniel can stand out on the street and yell at her to let her hair down.”

Lana’s brows rose. “Don’t you mean yell for her to let it down?”

Zach scoffed. “This is Daniel we’re talking about.”

“I’m leaving.” Daniel turned on his heel and was immediately tackled by all three brothers.

“Nope.”

“Sorry, can’t let you do that.”

“Just get over it, butt munch.” Gareth, the last to grab hold of Daniel, shook him. “Trust us, even if you can’t trust yourself.”

The gold of his brother’s eyes deepened, darkened. “You promise? You’ll stay by her?”

“Danny-boy, you’ll both be here. Hell, I’ll move you both upstairs into one of the spare bedrooms if it will make this easier on you. But you have to take that first step. Do the spell.”

“Do it.” Zach hugged Daniel tightly. “Trust me on this. It will be the best thing that ever happens to you.”

Gareth saw the shiver that ran through Daniel’s body and knew what the answer would be.

“Okay.” Daniel pulled back, that god-awful smirk of his back on his face, his eyes suspiciously wet. “Let’s get this party started.

Gareth glanced over at Gen to see his mate smiling softly. “It’s going to be okay, I swear it.”

Daniel’s gaze softened as he stared at Gen. “I’ll try and believe you.”

Gen sighed, but didn’t argue with him. “Stubborn.”

“Beckett.” Lana winked. “Comes with the territory.”

Gen giggled and limped her way back to Gareth, snuggling close the way he liked. “As if I could ever forget.”

Gareth kissed the top of his mate’s head, sighing in true contentment. For all that he hadn’t trusted her when they first met, she’d given everything she was for him and his brothers. He couldn’t ask for a better partner than his Genevieve.

He’d spend the rest of his life proving to her that she really was the queen of his heart.

“Can we order pizza when we’re done?” Zach rubbed his stomach and whined, “I’m starving.”

Of course, he’d have to be careful of her aim. He laughed as Zach fell under a hail of fluff. His woman could throw a mean pillow.





“Don’t even think about it.” Gen hid her grin behind her book. Gareth was giving her that come-fuck-me look she’d become so well acquainted with in the last few weeks. Daniel had agreed to perform the ritual, but he’d put it off for a week now, claiming he need to prepare.

Bullshit. Daniel was stalling, and they all knew it. Gareth was at his wits’ end, but he’d refused to let his brother’s stubbornness get him down. Gareth was still the playful, sexy, alpha male she’d come to know and adore. And that look that he shot her, so full of affection and lust, was a hard one to resist. He’d perfected the art of making her body sing, and that tingling warmth was already beginning to run down her spine.

“That’s like asking me not to breathe, or to give up the Steelers.” He shuddered.

“Aw, poor baby.” She turned the page, not even glancing up at him.

The book was plucked from her hands. Gareth leaned over her chair, careful not to jostle the broken leg that she’d propped up on an ottoman.

Thank goodness the break was a small one, a hairline crack in her tibia. She couldn’t put weight on it, but it would heal quickly, with little to no physical therapy. She still wore a cast, but she wasn’t in as much pain as she’d feared she would be. Ibuprofen and acetaminophen took care of what few aches she had.

Hence Gareth’s belief that, even with a broken leg, they could still fuck like bunnies. Hell, he’d even asked the doctor about it, much to her embarrassment. The doctor highly recommended spooning, and Gareth had taken great delight in showing her just what that was.

His hand brushed against the mark on her skin, and Gen shivered. “No, Gareth. We’re supposed to be meeting Mac and his brother in an hour.” They had yet to meet the man who truly ran the hotel. Things had been so hectic, they’d barely had time to breathe, let alone discuss anything so mundane as business. “I refuse to go to that meeting reeking of…” Damn him and his sneaky lips. “Of…”

“Hmm?” His lips caressed the side of her neck. “What was that?”

“You are evil.” Gen tilted her head, granting him better access.

“You really want me to stop?” He was already unbuttoning her shirt and staring at the sofa.

“The last time we tried to have sex on the sofa I fell off.” He’d spooned behind her, but their passion had been too great for the narrow cushions. She’d hit the floor, luckily on her good leg, but the throbbing pain had pretty much ended that day’s activities.

“Yeah, but I have an idea how it could work.” He was smiling at her, waggling his brows. Those golden eyes glittered with happiness.

She eyed him, mistrusting that look on his face. Part smug, part little boy, the only thing it did was spell trouble. “Oh, really.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“Nope.” She picked her book up again, laughing when he yanked it out of her hand. Really. If anyone else had done that, she would have bitten their head off. But it was Gareth, and he was…

Well, he was everything. The man had turned off football for her when she’d asked to talk to him. How could she not put her book down?

“C’mon, sweetheart. Stand up.” Gareth held out his hands, gently tugging her to her feet. “Now, watch.”

She did, as he pushed the ottoman over to the sofa. He patted it with the air of a man who’d just found gold. “Put your leg here and bend over.”

“Are you serious?” But she hobbled over anyway, already visualizing what he had in mind. The ottoman was fairly long, but not as wide. She could comfortably rest her entire lower leg on it with ease. If she rested her hands on the back of the sofa, she’d be at the perfect angle for what he had in mind. “I’m beginning to think you just like taking me from behind.”

“Uh-huh.” He watched as she positioned herself on the sofa and ottoman. “What can I say? You have the perfect ass.”

She glanced over her shoulder, keeping her expression as innocent as she could. “Yes, I do.”

He glared at her, his gaze going from her behind to her face. “Was I just insulted?”

She turned back toward the sofa and refused to answer.

“I was just insulted, wasn’t I?”

Gen wriggled her behind. Now she understood why Gareth had really insisted she wear a skirt today. Not only was it easier with the cast, but Gareth could easily push it up her hips, like he was doing now. “I take it back. You have a spectacular ass.”

“That, too.” She bit her lip to keep from laughing.

Goddess, she’d never played so much before. Gareth constantly had her laughing, accepted her teasing, and made her happy to face each and every day. Oh, that happiness didn’t always last. They still fought over when and where she’d pursue warlocks like Hugh, and whether or not he’d come with her. They argued over the TV remote, because he wanted to watch sports and she’d rather watch the History Channel. And they definitely fought over the toilet seat. Gareth had grown up with a bunch of men, his mother the only female influence in the house. The third time she fell in the bowl at three in the morning had him laughing his ass off while she screeched like a banshee.

He made her happier than anyone else ever had, and she loved him with every fiber of her being.

“That’s right. I’m perfectly spectacular.”

Some of the laughter escaped before she could stop it. “Yup. You’re a perfect, spectacular ass.”

“Hmph.” He rubbed his hand over her ass cheeks before lowering her panties. “You’re only saying that so you get some angry sex.”

She glared over her shoulder. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah.” He smacked her bottom lightly, a tap she barely felt. He screwed his face up into a grimace, but she could tell he was struggling just as hard not to laugh. “See? I’m ticked. Grr. Argh.”

That was it. She lost it, collapsing on the sofa, unable to breathe through the laughter. The look on his face had been priceless.

“You know, it’s not sexy when you laugh at me.” He tickled her neck with his whiskers, making her laugh harder. “Nope. Not sexy at all.”

She stuck her tongue out at him, squealing when he tickled her side. She had no idea what had happened to put him in such a playful mood, but she didn’t want to break it. “You’ve been watching cartoons again.” He only got this playful after a Looney Tunes marathon.

“How’d you guess?” He kissed her cheek.

“Without me?” She loved that stupid black duck.

He finally laughed. “You were reading.”

“Which is more important, sex or cartoons?”

He was silent.

“Gareth!” She started laughing again.

“Fine. Sex is.”

“Goddess, don’t sound so grumpy.” She began to push against him. “I can go back to my book, you know.”

“Really? You’d do that for me?” He sighed happily, even as he refused to let her go. “You’re the best.”

“Of course I am. I got you, didn’t I?”

He stilled, frozen against her, his breath suddenly stuttering in her ear. “Gen?”

“Hmm?” Her heart pounded. There was something about the way he said her name that had her tensing. This was either going to be very good, or very bad.

But it had better happen very quickly. Her leg was starting to hurt.

“I love you.”

Gen sucked in a breath, and this time, when she struggled to roll over, Gareth allowed it. She reached up, caressing his cheek. The look on his face, so full of fear and anxiety and, yes, love, made her smile.

“Oh, thank fuck.” He buried his face in her neck, his breath ragged. His shoulders slumped in relief.

“For what?”

“You love me too.”

Of course she did, but she couldn’t resist. “What makes you say that?”

“The look on your face.”

“That was gas.”

He tickled her again, stopping immediately when she gasped in pain. “Shit, your leg.” He got up, positioning her gently on her back, putting a cushion under her let to elevate it. “I’m a bastard.”

“Don’t talk about your mother that way.” Gen reached out, knowing her mate would immediately accept her need to cuddle.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I was trying to make this fun, not…”

“Painful.” She shifted slightly, wincing at the throb in her leg.

“No. Never that.” When she cupped his cheek, he turned into it, nuzzling her palm. It was the most peaceful expression she’d seen on his face other than when he slept.

“Stop it.” He took far too much onto himself. The safety of his brothers, her health, his father’s business, Gareth tried to make all of it right. “As soon as it hurt I said something.”

“I’d like it if you said something else as well.”

She tsked. “Of course I love you. Idiot. I loved you long before you cast the mate spell.”

“You did?” They were so close she could feel his heart pounding.

“Mm-hmm.” He’d laid himself bare, shown her his vulnerability. It was time she did the same. “I saw you in visions the Goddess sent me.” She grimaced, aware he’d see her pain but unwilling to hide it. “You hated me in most of them, for what I was and what my family had done to yours.”

“No. I’ve never once hated you.” He pressed a kiss to her palm. “Not even when I thought you were the enemy.”

“You wouldn’t look at me, after I…” She swallowed, blinking. The memory was still painful, the old fears trying to rise once more to the surface.

“After you saved me from your father.” He smiled, stroked her hair back from her forehead, and curled around her on the sofa. Now he was the one in danger of falling off, but he didn’t seem to care. “You were so beautiful, both inside and out, and I was stunned at what I’d almost thrown away. I knew you were mine then, I just wasn’t sure how to process it.”

She blinked back her tears. “I’d say you did just fine.” Not once since she’d been back had he done something to make her feel unwanted, or unloved.

He leaned forward until their noses touched. “If you ever run away from me again, I’m tying you to the bed.”

Laughter bubbling up again despite the tears. “Kinky.”

His laughter joined hers, mingling together perfectly, just as they did.
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Any woman would be eager to be Ryan Williams’s mate. Any woman but Glory Walsh. The sexy bear shifter is beautiful, strong and persistent, she’ll give him that. But Glory’s past taught her one simple truth: people leave. She can’t get past the fact he left her once before. Okay, so he had a good reason, and he did come back. Try convincing her emotions.

When Glory finally agrees to a date, Ryan feels like shouting hallelujah. He only left his mate to hunt down the man who’d shot her, but convincing the stubborn woman she has a permanent place at his side is tougher than he thought.

Their date takes a turn for the bizarre when Glory thanks Ryan for the series of romantic gifts—gifts Ryan never sent. It seems her past is coming back to bite her, and before it has a chance to sink its teeth in and tear her out of his life, Ryan will have to bare it all, right down to his soul, to protect the woman he loves. Even from herself.

Warning: This title contains explicit sex, graphic language, a blue-haired heroine, and a hero who isn’t afraid to get all kinds of naked.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Bear Naked:

“Ryan?”

“Yeah?”

For just a moment, she looked terribly sad. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

She locked her door before answering. “Do you know why none of my relationships have ever worked in the past?”

“Because you always leave before they do.” She glanced at him, obviously startled, as he led her to his car. “It’s not rocket science, SG.”

She blew her curls out of her eyes as she settled in the passenger seat. “You’re such a smart ass.”

He laughed as he settled into the driver’s seat. “Better a smart ass than a dumb ass.”

She glanced at him sideways. “But first you have to be smart, or you’re just an ass.”

“Oh, ouch.” He put his hand to his chest. “You wound me.”

Laughing reluctantly, Glory put on her seat belt. “Do I smell Chinese food?”

“Yup.”

“But I thought…” She trailed off, biting her lip.

“What?” Oh, God. Don’t tell me I screwed up on the first date.

“Nothing.” But she turned to look out the passenger side window rather than at him.

“I wanted us to be alone, so I arranged a surprise. Was I wrong?”

She looked back at him, her gaze speculative. “No, maybe not.”

Thank fuck. Because he’d have to ditch the food in the nearest trash can if she’d said yes, and he really liked Kung Pao chicken. “Then let’s get this party started.”

The mysterious smile that crossed her face scared the shit out of him, but it was too late now. He just hoped things went the way he’d planned, because he didn’t think he could survive it if his idea set him back to square one with her.



There was only one real place in town worthy of a first date: Noah’s, the best restaurant in town. So that was what she dressed for, expecting spaghetti carbonara and good wine, despite the fact that he’d said the date would be casual.

So of course, that wasn’t where Ryan had planned to take her, because Ryan rarely did what she expected. She should have known.

Hell. She should have worn sneakers.

“The park?” Glory shivered, glad she’d chosen to dress in her good black jeans and not the teeny skirt she’d originally intended. It was cold out, the sky that bright, pale blue that you only saw at the tail end of winter.

Ryan glanced down at her, amused. “You want to run into my family?”

Glory winced. The Bunsun-Williams clan was loud, boisterous and very much a part of Ryan’s life. She’d watched Tabby and Cyn struggle with the overwhelming family. None of the girls were used to having that kind of loving dynamic in their lives, and the adjustment was an ongoing process that sometimes left them exhausted. The Bunsun-Williamses had “accidentally” intruded on more than one of Julian and Cyn’s dates in the past. So perhaps having a picnic wasn’t such a bad idea after all. “Good point.”

“Just so you know, I can’t cook.” Ryan grinned. “I can’t boil water without setting something on fire, so unless you can cook we’ll be eating a hell of a lot of takeout.”

Glory took the hand he offered when her heeled boots sunk into the grass. Spring was definitely coming if the ground had started to thaw enough for that. “You think so, huh?” He was assuming an awful lot if he thought she was going to cook for him.

He chuckled. “Ask Bunny about the time I tried to barbecue. He still screams like a little girl when I mention pork chops.”

She helped him set up the blanket on the ground. “I thought barbecue was bred into the bone with guys, like football and setting farts on fire.”

He stared at her for a moment. “Farts on fire?”

She shrugged. She’d seen more than one butt burn when her brother was younger.

“Yeah. Not this guy.” He settled her on the blanket, taking a seat next to her. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I set water on fire.” He opened the basket and pulled out a bottle of wine. “My cousins played hockey with the leftovers.”

She sputtered a laugh and began helping him unpack their dinner. The smell of Chinese food filled the air. She opened one of the boxes as he took the other. “Mm, General Tso’s chicken. How’d you know that’s my favorite?”

“A certain little Wolf told me.” He handed her some chopsticks, using his own pair to dig out what smelled like Kung Pao chicken. “Dig in.”

She did, moaning as the spicy-sweet flavor exploded on her tongue. “’S good.”

He poured two glasses of wine, handing her one. “I want something from you.” He laughed when she glared at him. “That too, but, no. I want you to ask me anything.”

She blinked, confused. “Anything?”

He nodded, licking sauce off the end of his chopstick. “We’ve danced around each other quite a bit, but…” He sighed. “We haven’t tried to get to know each other, not the way mates should.”

Glory grimaced. Most of that was her fault. He’d been trying so hard to get close to her, even leaving her those presents, but she couldn’t help the way she reacted to Ryan. The man scared the piss out of her. No one she’d ever met had ever held the power to hurt her quite so badly, but Ryan Williams could without even trying. Already she couldn’t imagine him not bopping into the shop, smiling and chasing her around her piercing station.

What would she do if he left?

“No. Don’t feel bad.” He put his hand on hers, his blue eyes going brown for an instant as his Bear peeked out at her. “Don’t feel bad. I should have known why you kept pushing me away.”

“Oh really? Like I go around telling people I have abandonment issues.” Glory rolled her eyes.

He used his chopsticks to pick up a bit of General Tso’s and held it to her lips. “I still should have known.”

“I hate to tell you this, but you aren’t Super Bear.” She laughed. “Hell, even Super Bear didn’t know, okay?”

“Then I want to know. Tell me everything.”

Glory sighed. “Wonderful first date topic. You really know how to show a girl a good time.”

He froze, his expression stricken before it closed off. “You’re right. We should keep things light—”

She covered his lips with her finger. “Damn it. Don’t look like that.” She pouted at him. “How long have we known each other?”

“Close to a year.”

From the wary way he answered she was willing to bet he knew down to the day, but didn’t want to seem like a stalker. Which he totally was. “You said you wanted me to ask you anything, but the truth is you want the same.” He nodded, still wary. “Then do it. Ask. I’ll tell you if you go too far.”

“You mean it?”

“Have I ever said something I didn’t mean?”

“I refuse to answer that on the grounds that I may be incinerated.” He popped a bite of General Tso’s in her mouth when she opened it to reply. “All right. Back and forth?”

She tilted her head. “You mean, I ask you something, then you ask me?”

“One for one, with the caveat that we can say no with no hard feelings.”

She thought about that for a moment, but she couldn’t see a downside. “That’s fair.”

He held out his hand. “It’s a deal, then.” She smiled and took his hand, ready to shake, but instead he tugged her forward and planted a soft kiss on her mouth. “Go ahead, sweetheart. Ask me something.”

She licked her lips, the spice from his dinner mingling with the sweetness of hers. “Um.” Her brain had completely blanked out at the touch of his lips.

He gave her that smug, knowing smile that made her want to beat him with a sledgehammer…or ride him like a pony. She hadn’t decided yet. “What’s wrong? Bear got your tongue?”

The sledgehammer was winning. “What’s it like having to call Alex boss? You know—” she leaned in closer and ran her finger down his arm, “—having to do every little thing he tells you to.”

“Do I want to know what’s going through your head, or should I just assume it’s dirty and try not to picture it?” He shuddered when she wagged her brows. “Ugh. Really?” He grimaced. “I’d rather…” His gaze went dreamy. “Oh. Cyn is your boss. Can I picture—”

She hit him. Hard.

“All righty then.” Ryan rubbed his chest absently, ignoring Glory as she shook the pain out of her hand. His chest was a lot harder than she’d thought. “First off, I don’t call Bunny boss. I call his dad boss, remember? Bunny doesn’t own the business. Besides, odds are good it will be Eric who becomes the owner of Bunsun Exteriors. Bunny wants to run the East Coast operations, but our home base is still in Oregon.” He picked up her sore hand and kissed it.

“But didn’t Alex say they might be moving it here?”

Ryan nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t know if the whole business will, or just the family.”

“I can’t see one going without the other.” She took another bite of food.

“True. Maybe they will move out here, but either way Alex and I will be staying here, where you and Cyn are.” He smiled. “My turn. Tell me about your family.”

“I have two sisters and a brother. Hope disappeared when I was sixteen. Temperance is my older brother—”

“Temperance? Poor bastard. Who names their son that?”

“My asshole dad, who wanted us all named after virtues. Faith is my younger sister. She should be about Heather’s age.”

“Speaking of which, Heather is working out, right? She’s been really happy coming into the shop.”

Glory grinned. “That kid is going to own her own shop someday. She’s really good, Ryan, and she’s scary-smart. I’m glad Cyn offered her a job.”

“Me too, no matter what Eric says. I’ve never seen her so happy before, and she’s coming out of her shell a little more every day.” He kissed her hand again. “Thank you for that.”

She blushed. “I haven’t done anything.”

“You’ve done more than you know.” He picked up his carton and began eating again. “Your turn.”

She bit her lip and asked the one thing that she’d always wondered about. “Why me?”

“Besides the fact that your scent fills my head, your voice sends shivers down my spine and your smile makes the sun shine?”

“I…guess.” Oh, he was good.

Ryan kissed her again. “I like you, more than you know. You’re funny, brave, smart and beautiful and you’re not afraid to fight for your loved ones. You’re not perfect—” for a second she almost felt insulted, “—but I like your quirks just as much as your strengths.”

“Fine.” She bit her lip, unbearably touched. “You get a second date.”

Ryan just smiled and fed her another bite of food.

“Oh, I’ve been meaning to thank you.”

“For what?” Ryan was watching her, his blue eyes blending with the brown of his Bear.

“The presents.”

Ryan’s stillness frightened her, but his question terrified her. “What presents?”

Glory took a deep breath. “Shit. You didn’t leave me champagne and roses this morning, did you?”

“No.” And his blue eyes were now completely brown, fangs peeking out from under his lip. “I didn’t.”

“Then who did?” Because now she was creeped the hell out. Someone had been watching her closely enough to figure out what her favorite things were without her knowing about it.

Worse, her shifter boyfriend, who was constantly around her apartment, hadn’t noticed.


Taking her captive could prove his innocence…or make her a target.
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Savage, Book 3

Agent and Alpha Nathan Larson has fled his pack, his agency and Washington State on a life-or-death mission to prove himself innocent of a savage massacre he’s pretty sure he didn’t commit.

So far he’s covered his tracks, but it’s only a matter of time. He needs a place to hunker down under the radar, and he intends to make it happen. No matter who becomes collateral damage.

Sage Christensen knows every shifter in this small California town, and the darkly attractive, brooding alpha attempting to flirt with her stands out like a flea on a white cat. She quickly realizes she was right to be wary when he follows her home and holds her captive.

Despite her refusal to be a compliant victim, she can’t deny their chemistry. Or the gut instinct that maybe he really is innocent. But with the trail of dead women growing longer, Sage begins to wonder if it was a mistake to trust her safety, her body—and her heart—to a man who has no idea how deep his dark side is buried.

Warning: This book has an Alpha male on the run, and a quirky novelist destined to be his captive. There will be bloodshed, lovemaking, and excitement aplenty.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Savage Revenge:

Sage had the door open, with one foot out, before he reached her and snagged her around the waist.

“Son of a bitch,” he roared. “How in the hell did you get free?”

He lifted her back into the house and slammed the door.

She was apparently done being complacent, though. She squirmed, kicked and hit before he finally had to drop her to try and get a better grip.

But it wasn’t that easy, because in an instant she had scurried away and grabbed any kind of makeshift weapon she could get her hands on.

He ducked from the remote control that flew at his head and lunged toward her. He missed.

“How did you get yourself untied?” he roared.

“You seriously underestimate me.” She darted past him, throwing a small lamp at him in the process.

It clipped his shoulder before crashing to the floor. “Clearly.”

A growl of fury erupted past his lips as he threw himself at her full speed.

He took her down linebacker style, rolling them both on the hardwood floors.

“Get off me.”

She slapped at his shoulders, trying to free herself, and he caught her wrists in one hand to get her under control.

Her expression morphed from frustration to pain, and her sharp cry had his anger vanishing. Had he hurt her? He hadn’t realized his grasp was that tight.

A quick scan of her body, though, and he dropped her wrists from his grasp after seeing the raw, red cuts there.

“Jesus, woman, what the hell did you do to yourself?”

She winced and gently cradled one wrist. “I cut them while freeing myself.”

He leaned down and slid an arm around her waist, helping her to her feet. “You mind filling me in on how you even got free?”

“I rolled myself off the bed and cut the rope on the metal frame. There’s a sharp corner that I’ve cut my foot on more than once while climbing into bed.”

Smart girl. “So when I found you on the floor and scooped you back up, you were probably already halfway through your ropes?”

“Pretty much.”

He grunted and steered her toward the kitchen. “You’re bleeding.”

“I’m a shifter—it’ll stop fast.”

“Still, it wouldn’t hurt you to wash the cuts. That frame might be rusty and why risk any slowed healing?”

“Does it matter? I have a feeling you wouldn’t mind seeing me suffer.”

Christ. This again. “It’s not my intent to hurt you, Sage. I can’t stress that enough.”

“Then what is your intent?”

“I just need a place to lay low. To figure out a few things.” He turned on the sink and gently pulled her wrists under the water. “And you’re going to help me with that.”

She winced as he added soap over her raw but already healing wrists. “Not exactly willing here.”

Their heads were close and he was suddenly all too aware of her as a female. The wrist he held was delicate and soft, and the scent of her shampoo mixed with the citrus soap he was using to wash her wounds.

“It would be a little weird if you were,” he finally agreed.

Her gaze lifted to meet his. Searching. “Are you really a P.I.A. agent?”

“Yes. And not just an agent. I’m also the commander of my unit.”

She shook her head, her breathing not quite as steady now. Was it from the information he’d just divulged, or their proximity?

“You sound as if you should be one of the good guys. What did you do?”

He was a good guy. Or so he’d used to think. He shrugged, not quite ready to answer that. Not quite sure he could.

So he changed the subject instead.

“This could’ve been so much easier on both of us, Sage. At the bar last night I was trying to make you fall for me. Trying to gain your trust so you’d willingly take me home.”

“I’m sorry I was so uncooperative.” Her sarcasm ran rampant. “And I don’t take men home.”

When he glanced up at her, her gaze had slid to his mouth.

Interesting. Maybe she was a more aware of him than she cared to admit. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips and everything primal inside him responded.

He turned off the sink and maneuvered her against it, straddling her legs with his own.

“Well I guarantee you if I’d been the one kissing you outside instead of your pretty musician, you would’ve taken me home.”

She swallowed hard and met his gaze once more. The amount of defiance there was outweighed by excitement.

“For a criminal, you’re awfully full of yourself. It would take more than a kiss for me to have brought you home.”

“Careful, Sage,” he warned softly and leaned in closer. His breath mingled with hers. “Because that almost sounds like a challenge.”

He heard it then. The slow thud of her heart that had become a pounding thunder. She didn’t reply to his statement, and the wolf within him rose to the surface in an instant.

Was he right? Was she as physically drawn to him right now as he was to her?

Maybe he was going about this wrong. Maybe if he tried to seduce her mind—her heart—he’d have her cooperation. She’d stop trying to escape and break his skull in.

Or maybe, you just want to charter the inside of her mouth with your tongue.

Whatever it was, the primitive side of him was far too close to the surface to be denied now.

He lowered his head and lightly touched his lips to hers—waited for her to pull away. She was so soft. Wonderfully sweet.

She didn’t move, though her shoulders tensed. A moment later she gave a stiff shrug. “See? That did noth—”

He didn’t let her finish that thought before he’d crushed his mouth on hers again. Not gentle this time, but with the sole intent to explore that amazing mouth deeper. To conquer and take.

She whimpered in shock before he effortlessly pierced her compressed lips with his tongue, determined to taste the soft warmth inside.

For a moment, she tried to push him away, her hands shoving against his bare shoulders, but as he gentled his kiss—switched his intent from conquer to seduce—she grew pliant in his arms.

As he flicked his tongue against hers in teasing, gentle strokes, she began to answer back. The hands that had tried to push him away a moment ago now kneaded and stroked the bare skin of his shoulders.

The control that he always prided himself on—that had been so tightly wound—began to unravel. His thoughts grew hazy, and for a moment he couldn’t be sure who was actually in control. Who was seducing who.

He reached down and caught her ass, lifting her easily onto the edge of the sink and stepping between her thighs.

Her legs wrapped around him and the intimate heat of her body cradled the now rock-hard flesh of his dick.

Christ, he was losing it, but he couldn’t stop.

The shifter inside him was near the surface and riding the rush. If the basic human male’s instincts were to eat, fight and fuck, then the shifter male’s instincts for those were twice as strong. Nathan had managed to scratch eating off the list, but the other two were long overdue. There was adrenaline running through his blood, and fighting Sage wasn’t remotely an option.

But maybe fucking her was.

Delving his hands into the damp curls of her hair, he tugged her head back and pulled his mouth from hers.

He trailed slow kisses down her jawline. Exploring. Tasting. Feeling her heart beating in the pulse beneath his tongue.

“Nate…” she whispered, sounding almost drugged, and making no move to stop him now. “Is…oh…is Nate really your name?”

“Nate. Nathan. Larson. Sir. I get them all.” How was she still able to talk? Maybe this was a good time to try and get information out of her. “You’re a writer?”

While waiting for her to answer, he teased the wildly beating pulse in her neck again with is tongue.

“Oh…yes.” She made a soft, fluttery sigh. “Romance novels.”

Nice. He hid a smile but was all too aware of the curve of a full breast that was just inches from his chin. The need touch it—to taste it—was so fierce and blatant he felt like a horny teenager.

But even as he moved his hand to touch her, he flashed back to last night and the way the musician had groped her. The way she’d flinched and drawn back.

Slow down, asshole. Remember, this is about seduction to gain her cooperation, not about getting your rocks off.

He trailed his kisses lower, to the curve of her breast above the sleeveless cotton dress. Then he paused. Waited to see how she’d react. If she’d push him away, freeze up or…

The whimper she made was husky and needy, and her back arched just slightly to lift her breast higher toward his lips.

It was the only invitation he needed to tug down the dress and thick fabric of her bra and bare her to him. Her breast spilled free, so milky white and full. The strawberry-colored tip was already hardened.

Shit. If he’d had even the slightest bit of control left before, it had just disappeared.


When the past hurts, it bites.
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Takhini Wolves, Book 4

Meet Evan Stone. Laid-back, in-control Alpha of the Takhini Wolves. Life’s not perfect, but he’s got a good handle on his world. At least, he did—until the night he ends up in jail, soaking wet and wondering what the hell just happened.

The “what” is Amy Ryba, a vengeful female who’s decided it’s long past time to make Evan pay for his sins. Amy has spent years tracking him down, and the last nine months working in secret to destroy him. She’s ready for anything—except discovering the shifter she hates is her mate.

Suddenly, Evan’s not so very in control, of himself or his pack. And unless Amy can learn to forgive and forget, she’ll have to do the unthinkable: reject her mate.

With two packs watching, one thing is certain. Their personal issues won’t stay personal for long. If Amy and Evan can’t find a way to work together, there won’t be a happily-ever-after for them…or any of the wolves of Whitehorse.

Warning: Contains angsty wolves. Lots of angsty wolves causing explosions of all sorts, playing bad pranks, hacking computers, and having angry sex against a wall or two. Not all at the same time, though, because that would be silly.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Moon Shine:

Amy leaned back in her chair, annoyance rising. Well, that hadn’t gone nearly as well as she’d hoped. Evan had clammed up, and she hadn’t had a chance to set up the next sting.

Losing the ability to drop leading hints would have hurt a lot more a few weeks ago, though. Now she just about had everything in place.

She rose to stare out the window, the nearby leaves trembling in the slight breeze. Her skin itched, as if she’d been too long in a hot tub and was badly in need of cream.

Her wolf nudged her. Hard.

It wasn’t a trip to the spa she needed, but a good long run. Everything she did for the pack drained more of her energy. She loved each of them, cared for them deeply, but they were a group of individuals who required a unique kind of attention. Plus, there was the computer shop that was a real business even though she also used it to hide her presence.

Add in the extra time she’d put into planning surprises for Evan?

Screw it. A run would refresh her so she would have more to give. Amy pulled off her clothes and folded them carefully, stacking the articles to one side of her desk. She pushed open the sliding door behind her that led to the second-storey balcony, and drew in a deep breath of fresh air.

The sound of an email alert stopped her in the middle of taking advantage of her usual route to freedom. She stared longingly at the slim ramp built along the outside of the building at a narrow incline, stopping just far enough off the ground her wolf could make the leap but wild animals didn’t access her domain uninvited.

Amy took a quick glance at the email in the hopes she could blow it off, but this one needed attention ASAP. She left the door open, though, even as she sat, bare-ass naked in her computer chair and put out the pack fire.

But as soon as this was dealt with? She would take her cranky butt into the bush and work off her lingering aggression. The power of her wolf side hovered in the background as always. The beast made her strong and drove her nuts. One of the downfalls of being an Alpha female—she rarely had someone to work out her itch without them caving to her superior wolfie vibes.

The date with Colin on Monday was very much needed. He seemed strong enough to give her physical relief without her wolf becoming pissed off or bored by a weaker partner.

Solitude and frustration had become her constant companions, and she didn’t expect that to change. She’d been alone for years, and she always would be alone. Expectations of anything more had long ago been burnt away. Her heart was devoid of all but two things—love for pack.

And vengeance.

She bent her head and put her fingers to work composing a reply, the fire burning up her spine balanced evenly with the ice in her soul.





Evan stared at the computer-shop signage, every nerve in his body on high alert. This neighbourhood wasn’t his usual stomping ground, and a computer store? The last place on earth he’d ever go for shits and giggles.

But the closer he got to Bytes Unlimited, the more agitated his wolf became. He paused across the street in the shadows to scope the place out. Make sure there wasn’t a hidden assault team from the mysterious Canyon pack waiting in ambush.

Amy might have thought she was safe, but that didn’t mean her Alpha wasn’t checking up on her. Evan needed to get the woman out of danger, his sensation of uneasiness rising by the second.

Damn the risk to himself, this was happening now.

Evan strode across the road, jaywalking between moving vehicles. He was at the door in no time, jerking the glass open. Somewhere deep in the shop, a gentle buzzer sounded.

From the back of the store, two males turned to face him, welcoming smiles melting into rigid grimaces. Before Evan could say a word, the men vanished.

Gone. Completely.

It was like the coolest magic trick imaginable, only Evan was more pissed than impressed. He stepped into the shop and closed the door behind him, glancing past shelves that were loaded with computer thingies and plastic packaging.

“Hello?” he called into the silence.

And that’s when it hit him.

Peaches. Sunshine. The aroma of a wind that had crossed miles of seemingly empty tundra—wilderness at its rawest yet full of hidden life. All mixed up into one unique package.

It was a full-on dose of the scent he’d caught a hint of nearly two weeks ago. His stomach tightened, his heart rate kicked into overdrive. Instinctively his legs carried him forward as he tracked the scent that grew stronger and stronger.

His mate.

His mate had been in the computer shop. More than once. Often enough that as he moved toward the cash register and the counter, his head was so full of her he had to work hard to remain alert.

What was the deal with the missing staff? Evan kept his gaze moving as he silently padded forward. To one side, he spotted a couple of doors that explained where the men had gone, but not the why.

Until he hit their scent. Wolves.

Two unfamiliar wolves who vanished when they spotted him? Had to be Canyon pack. He’d deal with them later, though. Spend a little time explaining he wasn’t the enemy.

The enticing trail led him to the back of the shop and a narrow set of stairs. He moved like a wolf, noiseless and invisible. Sensing which treads to avoid stepping on to maintain absolute silence.

Easing his way upward was brutal when everything in him demanded that he run. Rush forward and swoop in on the woman who had to be at the top of the stairs.

His wolf clawed at him, eager for the hunt. Evan wrestled that part of himself under control for long enough to reach the top landing and step through the doorframe.

The room was filled with her, the open door pushing her intoxicating scent toward him like a sledgehammer to the brain.

He got a quick glimpse while she was unaware of his presence. Impressions struck like lightning bolts. Short dark hair worn in a simple style that suited her. Smooth creamy-brown skin, similar in shade to his own.

Lots of naked skin as she sat behind a desk and stared at her computer, and he wasn’t even going to ask why the hell she was working in the nude because she was his mate, and if she chose to wear nothing but skin for the rest of her life, he was oh-so-fine with that.

Then she looked up, and their eyes met. Pupils widened against her dark brown irises. Her nostrils flared, and if possible, her eyes widened farther.

“Amy?” Evan moved cautiously.

His naked goddess didn’t answer. Just blinked, hard, as if in total shock to see him in her office, which made sense.

He lifted a hand to reassure her—

She bolted. Twirled and shot through the open door, naked skin transforming in a flash to midnight-black fur.

He cursed even as he leapt after her, scrambling onto the balcony. The lithe body of a wolf ran full-out down a narrow ledge on the side of the building. Evan stripped his clothes off as quickly as he could, but she’d already hit the ground before he was able to make the shift.

Chasing her wasn’t a good idea. She’d obviously been shocked enough to flee, and having an Alpha on her tail wasn’t a very nice thing to do to any wolf, especially to one who was afraid.

But hell if he could let his mate get away again.
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The toughest battle he’s ever faced is convincing her she’s the queen of his soul.



Heart’s Desire, Book 3

Gareth Beckett takes the wizard throne in three days, and the woman who stole his heart is missing. Hoping with everything in him that it will call her back to his side, he casts the Beckett mate spell.

One minute, Genevieve Godwin is knocking on Gareth’s door to tell him she’s had a vision warning of a threat to his life. The next, she’s pinned to his sofa, trying to explain her recent absence to one very irate werewolf wizard.

Ever since Gen was forced to use her warlock powers to save him, he’s barely made eye contact. And now he wants her to be his queen? She’s a Hecate’s Own, not a princess. Her place is on the trail of evil—especially her own brothers—to bring them to justice, not sipping tea and making small talk.

Gareth is determined to keep her at his side, and not only to keep her safe. Between scheming courtiers, the threat of the Godwin brothers and Gen’s insistence that she be allowed to continue her work as one of Hecate’s Own, Gareth is about to lose his mind. It will take a powerful combination of witch, wizard and warlock to stop the magical coup d’état that could destroy them all.



Warning: This title contains explicit sex, graphic language, and a king who can’t live without his queen.


eBooks are not transferable.

They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.



This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.



Samhain Publishing, Ltd.

11821 Mason Montgomery Road Suite 4B

Cincinnati OH 45249



The Wizard King

Copyright © 2014 by Dana Marie Bell

ISBN: 978-1-61921-975-5

Edited by Tera Kleinfelter

Cover by Lyn Taylor



All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.



First Samhain Publishing, Ltd. electronic publication: June 2014

www.samhainpublishing.com


[image: samhain]

OEBPS/images/samhain.png
uuuuuuuuuu





OEBPS/images/cover.png
DAN&“T\/\ARIE BELL





