
        
            
                
            
        

    
  Dedication


  To Mom, who brought home the cutest little yip-yip dogs and named them Max and Ruby. Now my kids are begging for furry little bark machines. Thanks for that.


  To Dad, who adores his little kitty Luna(tic), even when she decides to sit on his head.


  And to Dusty, who adores our big woof-woof dog and both his little kitties. Thanks to the loving help of Foster Kitty and Thumper, who tirelessly dedicated themselves to this research, he has decided he’d much rather be a salt lick than a pin cushion.


  Prologue


  Lana grabbed him. “Stop thinking like a wizard and start thinking like a witch!”


  Zach turned to her, his eyes blank from shock. “Think like a witch.” He blinked, his eyes refocusing, his gaze centering on the shield. His expression became cold and certain. “No. Not wizard, not witch.” He stepped back and raised his arms. Power arched between his hands, glowing above him, clean and pure, a powerful counterpoint to the rancid energies behind the barrier. “Me.”


  Pure white light blasted into the barrier separating him from his brother and the warlock intent on killing him. He could sense the demon rising through the foul circle, knew what Cole Godwin intended to do to Christopher.


  He couldn’t stand by and do nothing while his brother died.


  The protections around the dueling circle were strong. It would take him time, time he didn’t have, to wear them down.


  He couldn’t stop. He had to save Christopher. He had to get to Cole and take him down before he hurt anyone else.


  But something happened, something that shocked him to the core. Christopher threw something into the pit that had opened at his feet, and Zach knew Cole was doomed. Pulling back the power he’d been sending into the shields around the dueling circle hurt, but he knew what was coming and needed to be prepared to move.


  Cole looked up from the circle, horrified. “No. What have you done?”


  He watched as something snaked out of the pit and pulled the warlock’s soul out of his body.


  Cole was dead, but the threat wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. He saw Davis Godwin rush through the suddenly open circle, pick up his son’s wand and point it at Christopher. “You killed my son!” Hideous green power poured from the tip of the wand, blasting into Christopher.


  It was a spell meant to burn the soul itself, scarring it, eating away at it until nothing was left but a husk of a man.


  Zach stepped forward and pointed his finger at Davis. “Back the fuck off, warlock.” He flicked his finger and the man flew backward, landing with a hard thud against the side of the building. He fell in a graceless heap and didn’t get back up.


  Zach bent over Christopher, the glow still surrounding him. “You okay, bro?”


  Christopher tried to stand but couldn’t. He hissed in pain, and Zach wanted to whimper. He was too late. He could see the vicious green glow in the wound, wondered how long Chris had. “No.”


  Lana pushed him over, ignoring Chris’s indrawn scream. She bent and examined his new wound. “It’s bad, Zach.”


  Zach looked down at the blackened flesh, the blisters already broken and wet. Lana bent over her mate, tears in those pretty eyes of hers.


  He could see Christopher was struggling to respond. “Hey.”


  She sniffled. “Hey yourself, wolfman.”


  “Don’t go.”


  She sobbed. “Not going anywhere. You hear me? Chris? Chris?” His brother’s golden eyes closed. His breathing was shallow and uneven. Blood was beginning to puddle beneath him. If he bled too much more it would take a miracle to save him.


  Zach knew what he had to do. He’d prepared for it, but he’d thought it would be Lana in Chris’s place.


  How wrong he had been.


  If he fucked this up he would lose both of them.


  He held out one hand to Lana. “Help me.” His other hand pressed into the wound in Chris’s side. Tears filled his eyes. “One hand in mine, one on the ground. Please, Lana. Trust me. Complete the circle.”


  Without hesitation she took out the amulet he’d prepared the day before and held it in her hand, placing it between Zach’s palm and her own. She slapped the other against the earth and opened herself up to Zach’s magic and Chris’s life force.


  Zach closed his eyes and began to chant, the words lilting and strange. He wasn’t certain what he was saying. It was almost as if someone, or something, had taken him over, giving him the power to save his brother’s soul and life.


  Zach pulled the darkness from Chris’s wound into his own body, channeled it through Lana. He took the brunt of it, trying his best to spare her as much as possible, but he couldn’t shield her from it all.


  Lord and Lady, it hurt. He’d never felt anything that hurt like this. Agony blossomed through him, growing and growing with each beat of his heart until the only thing he could see or hear was pain. And still he chanted.


  Lana began to scream.


  Still he chanted.


  The amulet began to burn, heating his flesh, branding him with his failure.


  When Lana passed out, Zach took on what she hadn’t been able to finish, purifying the horror through his own soul.


  And still, he knew it wouldn’t be enough.


  Chris was going to die, and there was nothing he could do about it.


  Behind him, in the glow of a fire that shouldn’t have been there, Davis Godwin laughed.


  


  


  Zach sat up with a horrified gasp. He rubbed his face, wincing when his bandaged palm encountered the whiskers on his cheek. He’d need to buy a glove to cover the still-raw wounds. His fingers itched to trace the design burned into his flesh. His jaw clenched.


  It had been worth it.


  “Are you all right, sir?”


  He blinked and shifted in his seat. The agony in his palm had him hissing in pain. “I’ll be all right.”


  He could tell the stewardess wasn’t buying it, but she let it drop. Zach stared out the window, eager to get to Cleveland and begin his new life. He reached into his pocket and fingered the twisted piece of metal there. The remains of the amulet that had helped him save his brother’s life reminded him that he was meant for things that he’d never thought possible. After growing up the weakest wizard in a family of strong talents, it was nice to find out he was actually a strong witch. He’d forever be grateful to Lana Evans for figuring out what he should already have known.


  For once he’d be somewhere where people appreciated what he could do. Zach was looking forward to it.


  


  


  “’Night, Ms. Yashodhar!”


  “Good night, Brittany.” Jo opened the door for her last class of the evening. The kids had been particularly rambunctious tonight. She’d even broken out the “magic” powder that made colored smoke, hoping to get them to settle down. Now her classroom was encased in a fog of pink, and the kids were bouncing out the door, chattering a mile a minute. She figured the full moon had something to do with it. It had been like trying to teach a bunch of little werewolves eager to get out and run in the moonlight. “Remember to read up on your herbals for next week!” She ignored the grumbles and kept her teacher face on until the last student had passed beyond sight.


  When they were finally gone she allowed herself to relax and grin. It was always the same. They came, they didn’t want to learn, and they left mini witches, ready to magic their way into the world. There was nothing Jo loved more than helping children reach for the stars. These nighttime classes were the best innovation Ro had ever come up with. Treating it almost like a YMCA class, parents took their kids in and gathered for tea and cookies in the main hall or went home. They would pick their kids up after class, eager to hear what they’d learned. Three times a week she taught, and three times a week she felt fulfilled in a way she couldn’t explain to anyone, not even her mother.


  Well, not anyone except Ro. He’d given her that goofy grin, told her his idea, and she’d been sold from the start. It just felt right, and Jo almost always went with her instincts.


  She was ready to head back into the classroom and begin her nightly clean-up routine when the front door of the Lodge opened. In walked what had to be the most incredible-looking man she had ever been privileged to see. Dark, shaggy hair begged to be pushed out of his face. Pale blue eyes darted around the room, somehow warm and icy at the same time. He moved with a predatory grace that had everything female in her standing up at attention. His dark jeans hugged an ass that had her fingers twitching to touch, to see if it was just as firm as it looked. Everything female in her wanted to run up to him and stamp Property of Jo across his forehead. Maybe his ass too, because it was a real toss-up as to which one people would want to stare at more. He was one of those men who looked good coming and going.


  Hot damn. Who the hell is that?


  She watched the man walk across the room to greet her Prince. “Prince Roland?”


  She shivered. Damn, what a voice. The deep timbre was like a caress across sensitive skin, teasing and torturous.


  “Zachary Beckett?”


  Jo blinked as the man grinned and took Ro’s outstretched hand in his own. This was the newbie Roland told her was coming?


  No way.


  No fucking way.


  Ro had warned her that a young man was going to be arriving from somewhere near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in dire need of training. Having been raised by wizards, the man’s family hadn’t known what they were dealing with until one of them married an Evans out of the Philadelphia Coven. Annabelle, the Evans matriarch, had figured out that the young man wasn’t so much a weak wizard as a strong witch and sent him to court to be trained.


  Jo had been expecting a child, perhaps a teenager, not a walking wet dream.


  Jo closed the door on the vision of hotness and leaned against it. She couldn’t let herself daydream about his hotness the way she’d love to.


  He was a student. Untouchable.


  Damn. Someone up there didn’t like her very much.


  Chapter One


  “Good evening, class.”


  Zachary Beckett winced and turned to face the woman entering the room behind him.


  Holy fuck. Not her. Not Johra Yashodhar. Please, Lady?


  Apparently the Lady was not in the mood to hear one screwed-up witch’s prayer, because Johra walked into the room in tight jeans and a sweater that hugged her every abundant curve.


  He envied that sweater something fierce.


  “Good evening, Miss Yashodhar,” the children echoed around him. Zach didn’t repeat it. He was too busy trying to roll his tongue back into his mouth. His wolf stirred under his skin, peeking curiously at the woman in front of them.


  Those dark brown eyes zeroed in on him, the lone adult in a group of children. Nothing showed in them. If she knew who he was she was doing a great job of hiding it. She smoothed a lock of nearly black hair behind her ear, revealing delicate, dangling gold earrings. “I understand we have an addition to our class.”


  Zach did his best to ignore the giggles of the ten-year-olds surrounding him. He kept his eyes on the vision of loveliness standing near the chalkboard.


  If he had to be humiliated this way at least the view was nice.


  Her lips twitched. “Why don’t you stand up and tell the class something about yourself.”


  Zach gulped and stood. He’d hated school to begin with, and now he was being forced to relive it after work three nights a week. It was the YMCA craft club from hell. What did I do to deserve this? “My name is Zachary Beckett. I’m from Pennsylvania, and I’m the son of wizards.” That did it. Emotion shone in those incredible eyes of hers for all of two seconds.


  He was pretty sure it was contempt.


  He’d gotten that a lot from the witches here ever since they’d learned who he was. Apparently Lana was right. Witches did not hold wizards in high esteem. He just hadn’t expected to have it thrown in his face so blatantly. The witches here ran the gamut from cold to downright hostile. They would close ranks against him, leaving him left out of just about everything. Hell, the Prince had found him a rental for the duration. He’d been grateful when Roland first told him about it.


  Then he’d learned exactly how far away it was from the rest of the magical community.


  Zach cleared his throat. “I’ve been at the court now for—” he did a quick mental check, “—a month. I’ve learned a lot.” Not. Nothing he’d tried so far had worked, and he was rapidly developing a reputation as a screw-up here too. Johra had to have heard of him, being one of the witches willing to teach pupils, but she gave no sign that she had. Damn it.


  A small girl with bright gold pigtails snickered behind her hand.


  Apparently she’s heard of me. He sighed. “I’m the first Beckett witch ever.” And according to his soon-to-be sister-in-law, Lana, one of the strongest witches she’d ever met. Now if only he could get that to translate into real, working spells rather than spectacular explosions of the graphite kind. The Lodge’s cleaning crew was still complaining about that. “I work for a graphic arts design firm as an artist.” He shrugged, giving the teacher his best “aw shucks” smile. “That’s pretty much it.” Other than I’m single, disease free, and I think I want to you to have my babies.


  Miss Yashodhar waved her hand. “Thank you, Zachary. Please take your seat.”


  “Zach.” He sat, squeezing behind the small desk. He felt like a complete and utter dork. Talk about a nightmare.


  She nodded, but didn’t otherwise respond. She crossed her hands in front of her, every inch the stern teacher. “My name is Johra Yashodhar, and I’ll be teaching this class for the next few months. Welcome to the novice class.”


  Zach blinked. The novice class? He’d been told he’d be getting a new trainer, but no one mentioned it was the novice trainer! He could feel the heat crawling up his cheeks at the subtle insult he’d been dealt. True, he’d screwed up under the few teachers willing to take him on, but he hadn’t screwed up that badly.


  Had he?


  The little blonde girl leaned closer. “My mom says you’re the worst witch she’s ever seen.”


  Zach blinked. “Really? Who’s your mom?”


  “Sharon Quinn.”


  Zach buried his head in his hands. He’d accidentally turned Sharon’s hair green two days ago. She’d sworn she could teach him how to cast a proper illusion spell.


  “They said they couldn’t even bleach it out. It’ll have to grow on its own.”


  Zach peeked out from behind his hands. “Sorry.”


  “Anything you’d like to share with the class, Zachary?”


  Me? He sat up straight. “No, ma’am.”


  Her eyes narrowed. They darted between him and the little girl. “Good. Then let’s get to work.” She reached down and picked up a book. “Please open your books to page twenty-three of Incense, Herbs and Potions, please.”


  Zach scooted back as far as he could and looked under his desk. It was empty. “Ms. Yashodhar?”


  “Yes, Zachary?”


  “I don’t have a book.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Weren’t you given the syllabus?”


  “No, ma’am.” He was lucky he hadn’t been given the boot, the way people around here treated him. They all acted like he had leprosy.


  “Sarah. Share with Zachary.”


  The little girl glared at him and turned the book toward him. Cover side out.


  “Let’s begin.”


  Zach sat back and prepared for what he was sure would be the most miserable night of his existence.


  


  


  Jo waved her hand in front of her face and dove frantically for the windows. “Everyone stay calm!” She struggled with opening the old windows. Something was jamming them closed. She coughed, desperate to get the stench and smoke out of her classroom.


  What in all the hells had she ever done to deserve this? How Zach wound up in the same class with children she’d never understand, but the Princess had strong-armed her into taking on the younger man and Jo had reluctantly agreed.


  The entire week had been one disaster after another.


  “Sorry, sorry. Let me help you with that.”


  Two strong arms reached around her and began tugging the window open. She heard a deep grunt, felt the pull of that powerful body, and the window screeched open underneath her fingers.


  Jo took a deep breath of fresh city air. “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  That deep rumbling voice was going to be the death of her. Maybe if she’d been paying attention to what Zach had been putting in his cauldron instead of his strong hands, one bound in a leather glove, one not, she might have stopped him from whatever the hell he’d done. It stinks like a half-cooked skunk in here. “Get the other windows, Zachary.”


  She felt more than heard his sigh. “Yes, ma’am.”


  She risked a quick peek at his strong shoulders outlined in a white button-down shirt, dark jeans hugging an incredibly firm ass. That mop of dark curls begged for her fingers. He reached over and pulled on the window, opening it with another deep grunt that sent flutters through her stomach.


  She had to get this unholy lust under control before it did her in. Zachary Beckett was her student, damn it. She had to teach him how to control and hone his powers. If Ro caught her drooling over the man she just knew Zach would be sent away. He was at the end of his patience with Zachary Beckett. The complaints against him were piling up as he screwed up one spell after another in spectacular fashion.


  But if he were sent away he’d never get what he so desperately needed.


  So she growled and she grumbled and she kept him at arm’s length. She prayed he never saw the way she looked for his bright smile, or the way she watched him those rare times when he threw his head back and laughed. She never let him closer than she had to. She was terrified he’d sense her attraction.


  Still, if it wasn’t for his perpetual screw-ups, she wasn’t certain she would have been able to stand by her decision. There was no way the man could leave court without serious tutoring in the arcane arts. If he did, someone, somewhere, was going to kill his ass just for the strange stuff he tended to do without even thinking about it.


  “All the windows are open, Miss Yashodhar.”


  She watched him shake out the fingers of his gloved hand and wondered at it. He never took it off, never allowed anyone to touch it. He held out his left hand to anyone who wanted to shake, and she knew, knew it wasn’t his primary hand. The awkward way he tried to do things with his left one let her know the injury to his right was fairly recent too. The fact that he was in her class at all made her think it was perhaps less than a year old but more than six months. He’d been in court now for five weeks, and she’d never seen his ungloved hand.


  What had he done to fuck his hand up? It had to be pretty bad if the healers around here hadn’t fixed it yet. Maybe it wasn’t even human anymore? She snorted. She wouldn’t put anything past him.


  The smoke was clearing, but the rotten skunk smell was lingering like a bad headache, throbbing behind her sinuses. “Everyone, class dismissed for the evening. Call your parents.”


  “Way to go, Zachary.”


  She hid her wince as best she could, but she knew everyone had heard a child mock the very adult Zach. “Everyone, out. Now!” She sighed. “Zachary, hold back for a moment.”


  She watched the children gather their things and head for the door. More than one glared or shook their heads at Zach, blaming him for the catastrophe her lesson had become. She found herself shaking her head at him too.


  Someone needed to take this man-boy in hand before he killed himself.


  “What exactly did you put in that spell?” It was supposed to be relatively simple, a brew to relax and open up the third eye, allowing the magical senses to be brought to the fore. Instead it wound up closing off the sinuses. “Well?”


  He shrugged. “It should have worked.”


  “Tell me the ingredients you used.”


  He began chanting them, his voice almost sing-song. Her horror grew as he listed out the herbs he’d placed in his cauldron. “Lord and Lady, Beckett! Half those herbs are poisonous!” And how the fuck had poisonous herbs wound up in a novice classroom?


  He shrugged. “They were what I needed.”


  “What you needed.”


  He nodded, giving her what she’d come to term his Bambi eyes. “Uh-huh.”


  She pinched the bridge of her nose and tried desperately to remind herself why she hadn’t killed him yet. “Beckett, you can’t have those in here with ten-year-olds.”


  “I was careful.”


  She pointed toward the desks. “Those children are under my care, Zachary!” She shook her head, furious with both him and herself. She should have noticed what he was doing, stopped it before it got to this point. This was more her fault than his. She sat behind her desk, hoping it gave her more of an authoritative air despite the eau de funk clinging to her. “From now on, you use the herbs I tell you to use, understand?” He opened his mouth to object, but she stopped him with an upraised hand. “Understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  She hated when he got that hurt tone, but what could she do? There was no way he was qualified to work with those herbs. How were they supposed to open his inner eye? Through death? “Go home, Zachary. Try not to blow anything up on the way.”


  She watched him walk out, leaving his jacket behind. Once she was certain he wasn’t coming back for it she started slowly and methodically banging her head on her desk.


  What was she going to do with him?


  


  


  Darkness would be a blessing. Too bad they’d chosen to light a fire.


  Zach could barely see. His eyes were swollen shut. He’d howl, except he was muzzled. His paws were bloody from trying to scrabble free of the cage the men had put him in. A chain had been locked around his neck with a silver collar, enchanted to be unbreakable even by magic, hobbling him in place. He’d tried to turn back into his human form, but the silver collar was magically sealed to keep him in his wolf form until they were ready for him.


  He was helpless to save her.


  A dark altar had been placed right where Zach could watch the horror unfold. A hooded man stood over a naked woman, bound to the altar with silver, enchanted chains. Blood stained that silver, a mark of the sacrifices that had gone before. He could see the woman straining at her bonds, her wrists chafed raw from the cuffs.


  A knife flashed into the air. The chanting increased in intensity. The foul language seared his ears. Below the girl, the runes on the altar glowed a vicious green. They were going to sacrifice her to the dark powers, and there was nothing he could do about it.


  The girl turned her head and pleaded with her eyes for Zach to save her. Zach increased his struggles against his bonds as he realized just who was strapped down on the altar. He renewed his struggle to get free of his bonds, ignoring the blood that littered the grass beneath his feet.


  He couldn’t let those bastards kill her!


  When the girl’s head turned and he saw her horrified face, Zach almost died himself.


  Zach started awake as the knife flashed down, the echo of Jo’s gurgling scream still echoing in his ears.


  He tossed the sweat-soaked sheet off his body and stared up at the darkened ceiling. He clenched his teeth together, fighting off the phantom pain that racked his whole body. His hand throbbed, an agony that never quite went away, a reminder of everything he’d done to save his brother’s life.


  Annabelle had been wrong. The dreams weren’t getting better. They were getting worse.


  He lifted his hands to his face, wincing at the feel of the damaged one. The skin was still red and swollen, the brand in the center still raw despite the passage of time. His good palm rasped against his whiskers, the sound dry and loud in the quiet night.


  “Fuck a duck.” Zach sat up and glared at the clock. Three a.m. Time for all little Becketts to go for a fucking run. He stepped naked into the living room of his rented townhome, through to the kitchen, and opened the back door. Just hope no one decides to take it as an invitation to come on in and rob me blind.


  Then again, I’m in the mood to bite someone, so why not? He called to his wolf, grateful when the great black beast answered the call. He merged his soul with his wolf’s and limped out the back door, his twisted paw slowing him down. He felt embraced by his wolf’s love, the knowledge that here, at least, was someone who accepted him unconditionally, loved him without limits.


  He scented the night air. Exhaust fumes nearly choked him, even here on the edge of the city. He’d have to find a place further out or finish his training in record time and return home. He hated the stench of this place, the constant noise and confusion. Most of all he missed his family. Even asshole Daniel, who’d hugged him just outside the airport terminal before turning him around and kicking his ass toward security and a life no Beckett had ever lived before.


  I’m just a plethora of firsts. Zach rolled his eyes and trotted off into the woods behind his townhome. He prayed none of the neighbors saw him or, if they did, thought he was just a really big dog.


  Someday he’d return home, a fully trained witch, and kick Daniel’s ass. In the meantime, he could only hope and pray that his other brothers eventually forgave him for what he’d done.


  Someday he might even tell them the price he continually paid for Christopher’s life.


  God, he missed them. It hurt, knowing they didn’t want him around. That he’d fucked up, again. And if they knew how much trouble he was having here they’d either laugh their asses off or tell him how they’d told him so. This was his last chance to prove that he was truly worth something.


  He was so damn tired of being a fuck-up.


  Chapter Two


  “Mr. Beckett.”


  Zach winced and kept his eyes on the Prince. The man looked vaguely curious as he stared at the great wooden chair where he normally held court. The rich scent of chocolate filled the air, drowning out the sandalwood incense the Princess had been burning. The Prince stood across from his throne, arms crossed over his chest, his expression calm.


  Zach was feeling anything but.


  “Can you explain that to me, please?”


  Zach blew out his breath and prayed he didn’t look as nervous as he felt. He’d seriously screwed the pooch and he knew it. “I was hungry?”


  Prince Roland Malinborn, ruler of the Court of Witches and the most powerful magic men in the world, turned to him. “So you turned the carved white oak on the back of my throne, the ancient symbol of the Witch Prince, into a green M&M?”


  He resisted the urge to cover his eyes. He was pretty sure his cheeks were bright red. “The lesson was to focus on what you wanted right at that moment and bring it into being.” And hadn’t it been humiliating to fuck that spell up in front of ten-year-olds?


  “That’s just wrong, Zach.” The Witch Prince shook his head. “It has a face.”


  “The strappy heels are kind of cute.” Princess Arianna Malinborn tilted her head, the grin Zach knew she’d been fighting finally making an appearance.


  “Not. Helping, sweetheart.” Prince Roland sighed. “Fix it, Mr. Beckett.”


  He stared, horrified, at the Prince. “Are you sure you want me to do that?”


  The Prince stared back. “Good point.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Send Jo up, please.”


  Aw crap. Jo was going to give him hell. And from the look on Prince Roland’s face he was going to have Zach’s ass stilled, his magic silenced forever.


  Just like at home, he seemed to screw up every spell he tried. But instead of fizzling and dying out with a whimper, here his spells tended to blow up in his face.


  The local “Elk Lodge” served the witches well, giving the Prince a centralized court without building an obvious palace. It was also a source of occasional revenue. Actual magic performed during a wedding ceremony would more than likely freak any normal wedding hall proprietor the hell out. So the rulers of the Witch Court allowed magic families to rent certain rooms for functions and used the space themselves for their own holiday balls and special court functions.


  Zach kind of liked the place, even if the location sucked ass. He missed being out in the open air. Maybe he could come and visit occasionally, like once every ten years or so? Prince Roland might even begin to forget he existed.


  “Sire!”


  The Prince’s right-hand man came running into the hall and stopped, panting, in front of the Prince. “Yes, Tennison?”


  Tennison bowed. “The mosaic, sire, in the hallway out front! It’s—”


  “M&M’s?” The Prince was going to grind his teeth to dust if he kept that up.


  The Prince’s face was cherry red. He was going to have an aneurysm if Zach didn’t fix this. “Sorry?”


  It didn’t help his case when Princess Arianna broke out in giggles.


  “Dear Goddess, Zachary. What have you done now?”


  It wasn’t right, and it certainly wasn’t fair. There was no way Fate would be so cruel to him, but there it was. He was in more trouble than he ever remembered being. The Prince looked ready to have him stripped of his powers. The Princess looked ready to adopt him, which would only serve to piss off the Prince and Zach’s mother, a situation he strove to avoid at all costs.


  He was about to topple over from sheer unrequited lust.


  He turned to look at the object of his obsession. Her dark hair brushed her shoulders. Jo’s deep brown eyes seemed to bore right to the core of him. Full lips curled in a half-smile, the disdain he knew, knew she felt for him hidden for the benefit of the Prince and Princess. Johra Yashodhar had faced better men than him and left them weeping and broken in her high-heeled dust. She was an exotic orchid to his mangy wolf.


  God, he wanted her. How could he not?


  But she used the fact that she was two years older than him as a barrier to any intimacy, even friendship. She claimed him as her student and treated him like one of the kids. He’d been watching her the entire time he’d been at court, lusted after her more and more since she started teaching him.


  She viewed him as an issue that needed to be dealt with.


  Zach was about to lose his goddamn mind. Unless he managed to figure out a way to become a sterling example of witchhood he was going to wind up forever watching her walk away from him.


  “Get out of here before you do any more damage, Zachary.” Jo dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “Why don’t you go get lunch or something?”


  “Lunch. Sure.” Zach stalked out of the room, desperately trying to close his ears to the snickering witches that cleared a broad path around him.


  “And, Zachary?” Jo wouldn’t even look at him. “Don’t bother coming back.”


  Zach froze for all of two seconds, his hand clenching around the twisted amulet, before striding out of the Lodge and right to his car.


  Fuck it. If people were going to treat him like shit they were damn well going to be family, not a bunch of asshole strangers who didn’t even know who Zachary Beckett was. He stewed the entire way to his shitty rented townhouse, slammed into his room and grabbed his suitcase. He was determined to leave the dust of the court behind him.


  Lana insisted being a witch was “instinctive”. Well, he’d see how he lived on those instincts of his from now on.


  He was so fucking tired of never having anyone who believed in him. The only person who came close was Lana. It still amazed him that it had taken Lana such a short amount of time to figure out the truth. The flow of magic that called to him was so different from the orderly, precise way his brothers practiced the craft. He wasn’t even certain he could explain the joy that ran through his veins whenever he cast a spell, the need to use his abilities to help those around him.


  He knew he wasn’t completely useless. Hadn’t he saved Lana from that hex Cole Godwin had cast on her? She’d be dead now if he hadn’t known what to do and acted on it. He’d also saved his brother’s life, using a spell Annabelle had told him privately she’d thought impossible to perform.


  So why couldn’t he do a simple spell? Why, when he reached for the magic, was it a raging torrent rather than the steady trickle most other witches talked about?


  Why was he considered a failure here, too, when he knew, deep in his bones, he was not?


  Zach zipped his case closed and headed down the stairs. He had no idea why things had gone so wrong but he was going to find out. And he knew just the woman to ask: Annabelle Evans, Lana’s grandmother. Right now she was the only one he trusted to give it to him straight, good or bad. Zach got into his car and headed for the airport. It was time to head back to Philadelphia.


  No time like the present to solve the mystery of one Zachary Beckett.


  


  


  “Lord and Lady help me, that boy is going to be the death of me.” Jo stared at the green M&M on the back of the throne and shook her head. “What the hell was he thinking?”


  “That should be obvious.” Ari was glaring at her, like somehow the attack of the candy man was her fault.


  Zachary was, without a doubt, the worst witch it had ever been her displeasure to train. She matched Ari glare for glare. “The boy is a menace.” A blue-eyed, sexy-as-hell menace she had no intention of giving in to. She’d seen the longing looks he sent her way when he thought she wasn’t watching, but what he didn’t know was she was always watching.


  She had to. If she didn’t it might rain frogs.


  She glanced over at Roland and winced. Ro was so pissed his jaw was clenched. The last time his jaw had been that tight his future Princess had just turned down his marriage proposal and was considering dating a wizard who’d turned out to be a warlock.


  A warlock, for the Lady’s sake.


  It had taken weeks for Ro to get over it, but at least Ari had finally accepted his proposal. She was pretty sure the entire Lodge heard the huge argument they’d had, the way Roland had shouted his love for Ari. It turned out that was what Ari had been waiting for. Apparently Ro had chosen to couch his first proposal in formal court terms rather than letting Ari know he thought she hung the moon and the stars.


  She still wasn’t certain how she’d kept her childhood friend from finding said warlock and turning him into a fly. Thank the Lady Ari had realized her mistake and made up with Ro. Jo was pretty sure Roland would have lost his mind if he’d lost Ari.


  “Both of you need to lay off Zach.”


  Jo exchanged a glance with Ro. If it were up to him, Zach would more than likely be stripped of his powers and banished from court. But Zach had the backing of the Princess and, Goddess help her, his teacher. She’d fight for him whether he knew it or not. “Only if he’ll lay off us first.”


  Ari damn near growled. “There’s something about him, something…precious. Something we should be nurturing.” The Princess frowned. “He reminds me of someone I met a long time ago.” Princess Arianna grimaced. “Of course, if that were true I don’t think Annabelle would have sent him here.”


  “He’s a warlock?” That might explain the numerous “accidents” that had been happening since he arrived. Others had taken notice, and now Zach couldn’t go anywhere in court without someone harassing him. She’d tried to put a stop to the persecution, but it was like trying to stop a tsunami with a dryer sheet. One of these days he was going to find himself in way over his head, and she didn’t know if she’d be able to save him.


  “He’s no more a warlock than you are.” Ari tapped her finger against her teeth. “No, he’s…” She shook her head. “Different.”


  That’s one word for him. Oh yeah, Zach was different all right. No other man had gotten under her skin the way he had with just a look and a smile.


  She bit back an uncharacteristic snarl. Zachary Beckett had no right to be there. She had things to do that didn’t involve a ten-year-old in a twenty-four-year-old’s body. She was a teacher, damn it, not a nursemaid.


  “I need a break.” Jo rubbed her forehead. This wasn’t the first time Zach’s antics had given her a headache, and she had the feeling it wouldn’t be the last. At least she’d finally gotten that funky smell out of her classroom. It had only taken two days of perpetual casting and a whole can of Febreze to do it.


  She still didn’t understand what he’d done and she prayed she never found out. Still, she had to admit she’d been just a little more sensitive to the energies flowing around her since he’d…done whatever the hell it was he did.


  Ro shook his head at the M&M on the back of his chair. “I’ll clean this up. Somehow.” He clapped her on the back. “Go make sure our new boy doesn’t do something else, like try that Mickey Mouse broom trick all the newbies do.”


  Ari giggled. “Think of it this way. We’d probably be the cleanest city in the world.”


  Jo bit back her smile, sketched her leader a bow and strode out of the room, careful not to crunch the candies on the floor.


  But when she went to get Zach he wasn’t anywhere in the Lodge.


  Something’s wrong. Something bad.


  She moved faster and faster, searching for him as she went from room to room, but he just wasn’t there. Checking out front she saw his car was gone. Her stomach filled with dread. “Crap. I have a really bad feeling about this.”


  She ran back to the Archives. It took her almost an hour to hunt down his current address, and when she did she had to double check it. “That’s weird.” Zach wasn’t living in any of the normal communities. She was certain there were apartment complexes housing witches that were much closer to the Lodge than the one he was staying at. Roland had to know that, so why had he set Zach so far apart from the others?


  She darted out to her car, waving good-bye to a still laughing Ari. She had to get to Zach, and fast. Her instincts were screaming at her in a way they never had before. If she didn’t find him soon, she was going to lose something. She had no idea what, but the thought filled her with dread.


  It didn’t take her long to get to his townhouse. She looked around and frowned. Ro had put the novice witch on the opposite end of the city from the rest of the magical community. It was almost like he was isolating Zach. Whether Roland was trying to keep the others safe or Zach away from court, she didn’t know, but the situation bothered her more than it probably should. She understood why she had issues with Zach, but if he was living here then it meant Roland had issues with him before he even arrived.


  She’d have to look further into that. If one of the reasons Zach was such a screw-up was animosity from his Prince she’d need to speak to Roland about it. Emotions could tangle up a witch’s magic, making it more difficult for them to cast spells. While positive emotions could give them a boost of energy just when they needed it, negative emotions could give them too much energy, or cause the spell to affect not only the intended target but the spellcaster as well. They had to learn to control their emotions or the emotions would control the magic. The results if the witch never learned control could be catastrophic.


  If Zach was as powerful as Annabelle Evans thought, and he was being battered by uncontrolled self-doubt? Jo shuddered.


  That might explain why it took a whole can of Febreze.


  Shit. His car was missing. She ran for his front door, but she already knew that he was gone. Her gut churned at the thought that he was out there all alone.


  She had to find Zach and keep him safe. Had. To.


  She huffed out a frustrated breath. He might be a fuck-up, but he was her fuck-up. She couldn’t let him go into something blind, even if she didn’t know what that something might be. She had to figure out where he’d gone and fast. And the best way to do that was to get inside his house.


  She bent over his door and whispered into the lock, “Little house, little house, let me in.”


  Before she could recite the second line of the spell, Zach’s disembodied voice whispered back from the keyhole. “Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin.”


  “Aw crap.” She felt her feet lift from the ground and prayed there wouldn’t be too much damage when she landed.


  Chapter Three


  Jo opened her eyes to a bright white light and a hell of a headache. That son of a bitch killed me.


  “She’s coming around.”


  She blinked as the light moved away, only to be replaced by the concerned face of a man in a dark jacket. Behind him she could see flashing red lights.


  “Can you tell us what happened, miss?” The paramedic grabbed hold of her arm, preventing her from feeling the lump on the back of her head. Traffic was blocked by the ambulance some kind soul had called.


  She wondered if morphine worked on headaches this big.


  “Miss?”


  “Slipped and fell.” She closed her eyes and hoped they’d buy that explanation, because there was no way in hell she could tell them the truth.


  “Sure you did.” The paramedic sounded resigned and she knew he didn’t believe her. “We’re going to need X-rays and an MRI, make sure there’s no serious damage.” He turned to a female paramedic. “Let’s get her loaded.”


  It was only when they lifted the gurney that she realized she was strapped down. She hadn’t even realized it wasn’t the paramedic holding down her arm, it was the restraints.


  “Let’s get that IV started. Ma’am, you’re going to feel a little pinch.”


  “No needles!” Too late. She barely beat back an unmanly squeak of terror as the sharp, pointy object was stabbed into her unwilling flesh.


  Darkness began to cloud her vision. Oh, Zach. When I catch up with you, you are so dead.


  


  


  Zach picked up a rental car and GPS system at the Philadelphia Airport and headed straight for Annabelle’s. He was exhausted; it had taken him all night to get his shit together, arrange the flight and rental car and head out. He’d spent a good portion of it sitting in the airport. For some reason he’d had no desire to remain a minute more than necessary in the townhouse the Prince had rented for him.


  If he had his way he’d never go back to it. The place was cold and unwelcoming, and Zach was sick of it. He’d go back to Pittsburgh and his own home soon, but for now he wanted to talk to Annabelle and meet with his brothers.


  Luckily it wasn’t far from Philly International to Annabelle’s, just a half-an-hour drive on I-95. He hoped Annabelle would let him rest once he got to her place, but he knew it was probably a futile hope. She’d want to know why he was on her doorstep, but it was the first place he could think of to go. He needed her advice, especially since she was the one who insisted he head to court in the first place.


  He was just starting across the Girard Point Bridge when his attention was caught by a small island in the Schuylkill River. It was a small one, with what looked like the remnants of lots of trees. It was completely dark. At first he thought it had been in some sort of fire, since the surrounding islands looked green and inviting. Slowing down, he quickly realized that the island wasn’t burned, just…dark.


  It was a bright, sunny day. So why was the island in such deep shadow? Zach shivered, but the honking of a car behind him took his attention off the island. When he checked it again in his rearview mirror, everything looked fine. The trees were green, and the island looked completely normal.


  “Maybe it was a passing cloud.” He turned up the music, blasting Rob Zombie, and tried to ignore the weird feeling coursing through him. The sensation gradually left him, but the memory didn’t.


  Maybe he should check it out while he was in the area. It seemed wrong somehow.


  Zach shook off the thought and pulled onto Annabelle’s street. For once luck was with him and he quickly found a parking spot. He got out of the car and walked to her house, eager to see her again. Annabelle knew how to make someone feel at home even when giving them hell for messing up. He knocked on her door and hoped the older woman would be happy to see him. She’d sent him to Cleveland to be trained, and instead he’d been humiliated, dissed and pretty much dismissed.


  Really, when he thought about it, it was nothing new. He was used to being the black sheep of his family. Maybe he shouldn’t have made such a big deal out of it.


  The door opened and Zach took a deep breath. There, before him, was the matriarch of the Evans clan. “Zach?”


  The deep purple T-shirt she wore proclaimed her a fan of Shania Twain. Her salt-and-pepper hair lay around her shoulders, her dark eyes clouded with confusion. She had to be the only grandmother he’d ever met who could wear skinny jeans and make them look good.


  Chris is a lucky son of a bitch. If Lana looked half as good as her grandmother at that age Chris would have every right to walk around with a permanent grin.


  “Hey, Annabelle. Can I come in?” He blinked at her, giving her his best lost-puppy-dog eyes.


  But Annabelle Evans was made of sterner stuff. She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at him. “What happened?”


  “I’ll tell you over cookies?” He grinned at her wistfully. Damn, he was hungry. He hadn’t eaten since that measly slice of airport pizza.


  Annabelle shook her head and let him in. “Do I really want to know?”


  He put his head down and headed straight through her row house to the kitchen. He ignored the bright colors, modern furniture and homey little touches. He practically ran down the dark hardwood floors past the traditional, camel-colored sofa. The Spanish-style TV armoire that was currently open. Annabelle was watching a show where two people were explaining why a heavyset girl should not wear slinky fabrics. He dashed into the kitchen and parked his ass at the ebony-stained banquette. He crossed his arms over the table, rested his head on his arms and waited for the inquisition.


  Annabelle sauntered into the kitchen, shaking her head. “Right. I don’t want to know.”


  He grinned at her and hoped it didn’t look as ghastly as it felt. “Cookies?”


  She sighed. “Cookies.”


  She bustled around the kitchen and soon there was a heaping plate of Oreos and a huge glass of milk in front of him. Zach dug in with gusto, dipping the chocolate treats into the milk until the cookie was just so, popping the gooey mess into his mouth as quickly as possible.


  “Enjoy your snack. I’ll be right back.”


  He watched Annabelle leave the room. A few moments later he heard the jangle of the curtain rods and knew she’d opened the curtains. “Everything all right?”


  She entered the room and sat next to him with a weary sigh. “A witch is missing, a young one, from my coven. Her parents have asked me to look for her.”


  “Damn.” Zach sat straight, all of his instincts on high alert. Even his wolf took notice, nudging him to give Annabelle any assistance she required. “Need any help?”


  She eyed him thoughtfully. “Sure. I’d appreciate it.” She stood. “Come on, we can do this in my workroom.” She led him down the basement stairs and through a small door. Typical of a Philadelphia row house of its age and neighborhood, the basement had been broken down into three sections. The Italians that had once, and still, lived in the area had used those basements for the making of homemade wine. One, the front, was decorated much as the upstairs had been, with hardwood floors and bright colors. A door led to the middle section and the laundry room. The second door had a shiny padlock on it.


  Annabelle muttered something over the lock and it fell open. “Here we go.” She pushed open the door, and Zach whistled. A tile floor had been set, the lighter tile mingled with darker glass tile in the shape of a pentacle. The point faced north. Over that was a huge log turned altar, its surface polished until it gleamed. Various spellcasting implements were laid out on it, along with a map of Philadelphia and a black glass pendulum. A red magic marker rested atop the photo of a young girl, no older than fifteen. Solid oak bookcases stuffed with books lined the walls. Some of those books were so ancient they looked like they would fall apart with a glance. Some were squeaky new. He thought he caught a glimpse of Raymond Buckland nestled next to The Registry. “Nice.”


  Annabelle snorted. “It’s good to be the queen.”


  “Don’t let Arianna hear you say that.”


  Annabelle rolled her eyes. “Don’t talk to me about Arianna. I’m still pissed that you’re here instead of there. It means someone screwed up and I’m going to have to have words with them.”


  Zach blinked. “You’re allowed to yell at the Prince?”


  Annabelle gave him the most evil grin he’d ever seen on her face. “You may not be, but I sure as hell can.”


  “Okay.” Nothing Annabelle Evans did could surprise him. If she wanted to go toe-to-toe with the forces of darkness she’d probably walk away from it with one of those foam fingers, a trophy hat, an “All I got was this lousy T-shirt” and a grin.


  “Pick up the pendulum.”


  Zach stared at the pendulum swaying gently over the map. His free hand, the damaged one, rested on the photo of the girl, almost against his will. He could feel the magic building inside him. “Annabelle?”


  “Hmm?”


  He could hear her puttering around the workroom, gathering supplies from barely seen cubbies and drawers built into the huge log. “I know what spell to use.” The urge to speak the spell was so overwhelming his speech slurred.


  “Zach, no!”


  “North to South, East to West,


  Guide this pendulum in its quest.


  Find the witch that’s hidden from me.


  As I will so mote it be!”


  Zach gasped as the pendulum went insane. It swung all over the map in seemingly random arcs, touching down here, there, everywhere.


  “Holy crap, Zach.” Annabelle watched as Zach’s arm got jerked all around the map. “You’ve just found every single witch in Philadelphia.” She frowned. “Even a few I didn’t know about.”


  The pendulum came to a halt right over the Girard Point Bridge. “What. The?” Zach stopped himself from cursing at Annabelle’s glare. “Sorry.”


  “Put the pendulum down and back slowly away from my altar.”


  Zach did as he was told. He wasn’t stupid. He knew he’d screwed up again. “I’ll go up now.”


  Her eyebrows rose, but Zach didn’t stick around to hear the lecture. He knew he’d messed up. He didn’t need to hear it in stereo. He just hoped he hadn’t screwed Annabelle’s chance of finding the missing girl.


  He heard the phone ring, but ignored it. He didn’t want to step on her toes any more than he already had. He heard her come up the stairs and, out of the corner of his eye, watched her pick up the phone. “Hello?” She took the phone from her ear and stared at it in silence for a moment before putting it back to her ear. “Hold on.” She walked over and dropped the handset in his lap. “Phone for you.”


  He hissed in pain as it landed just right on his manhood.


  He picked it up gingerly, terrified that it was, Lord help him, his mother. “Hello?”


  “Why the fuck aren’t you in Cleveland?”


  Well hell. This was almost as bad. “Cleveland doesn’t rock?”


  “Don’t be a smartass, fucktard. You’re supposed to be ‘in training’.” He could hear the quotation marks in Gareth’s voice. The future King of Wizards had that note in his voice, the one that said he’d scented a family problem and was ready to ride out on the warpath. “So why aren’t you?”


  “No reason.” Not that he could put his overprotective older brother off with that excuse for long. He quickly dunked another Oreo and shoved it in his mouth. He had the feeling this conversation was going to take a lot of cookies.


  “Zachary.”


  Zach winced. How Gareth had gotten their mother’s tone of voice just right he’d never know, but he instinctively wanted to shuffle his feet and come up with a really good reason why he’d fucked up this time.


  “Did someone give you shit?”


  “Mez,” he muttered around a mouthful of chocolate gunk.


  “Who?”


  And there it was. Gareth’s tone had gone hard, all teasing and affection leeched from it. He could just picture his brother ready to head out and kick some witch ass.


  Zach swallowed quickly. “Long story.”


  “Tell it to me when you get to Chris’s house. He’s waiting for you. So are Lana and Daniel. I’ll be there shortly. And Zach?”


  Aw shit. He’d been hoping to avoid Chris for another twenty years or so. “Yeah?”


  “We’ll take care of it.” Gareth hung up before Zach could answer. He had to swallow the lump in his throat.


  They might think he was a complete fuck-up, but he was their fuck-up. Nobody messed with a Beckett boy without messing with all the Beckett boys.


  Shit. It felt really good to be home.


  Annabelle stepped into the kitchen. She stared at him and tapped her foot. “Well?”


  Zach shoved another cookie in his mouth and hoped she’d take the hint.


  Annabelle grunted. “Going to Chris’s?”


  He nodded. He might actually get out of this without a lecture. Never mind he’d come here for her help. He wanted his brothers around him in the worst way. If Chris wanted to kick his ass for hurting Lana, so be it. He just…needed them.


  “I’m coming with you.”


  Zach swallowed the gooey mess before answering. “Cool. I’ll only have to explain it once.”


  Annabelle just shook her head and snagged her own cookie. “Just as long as you explain it. Got it?”


  Zach knew an order when he heard one. “Yes, ma’am.”


  


  


  “Jo?”


  She snarled at Ro from the depths of the scratchy white blanket and wooden board she was forced to lie down on. “What?”


  He bit his lip. “Do I want to know?”


  “Fucking Beckett asshole.” She gritted her teeth against the pain in her head and sat up. She hated hospitals. She hated the fucking hard-ass hospital beds they made you sleep in until you needed yet another doctor for the back pain. She hated needles. She especially hated the stupid gowns they always shoved you into that let your hoo-ha hang out the back for all the world to see. It really sucked when you wore nothing but thongs.


  And she would get a male nurse.


  “What happened?” He shut the door and leaned against it, crossing his arms over his chest.


  “Beckett locked his front door.”


  Ro blinked. “Most people do.”


  “No, I mean he locked it. He cast something on it that would respond to an attempt to enter by magic. It knocked me on my ass and gave me a damn concussion.” She’d begged the doctors to release her but they’d refused to do so until someone came who was willing to watch over her. She’d hoped Roland would do so, but he had that look on his face, the one that said he hoped she’d learned her lesson.


  She was going to have to call Ari to come and pick her up, she just knew it.


  Ro frowned. “Why were you trying to break into his place?”


  She bit her lip and tried to explain her bad feelings about Zach’s disappearing act. “Something tells me our little protégé is heading into trouble, but I don’t know why or what.”


  He nodded. “Did you check with his family?”


  She opened her mouth, but realized she had nothing to say. Her first thought had been to get to Zach as quickly as possible.


  “You didn’t, did you?”


  She clamped her lips shut. She’d had good reasons for trying to get inside Zach’s house. Besides, dealing with one Beckett male was bad enough, but four of them?


  Weren’t the four horsemen of the apocalypse supposed to be brothers?


  “Jo. Zachary Beckett is considered a member of the Evans clan. Even if you didn’t feel right calling his family directly you should have called Mrs. Evans.” He glared at her, suddenly every inch the Prince. “Not attempted a B&E.”


  She flopped back against her pillow. Something told her that no matter what she did there was no way she could win this argument.


  “What would you tell the children if they tried something so harebrained? You’re lucky the only thing that happened was a really bad headache, Jo.”


  She grabbed hold of the flat white pillow and shoved it over her face. It wouldn’t do to have Roland hear her scream.


  


  


  They were on the road before Zach was done swallowing the last of the milk. Before he knew it they were pulling up in front of Chris’s house, his brothers’ cars sitting on the lawn. He escorted Annabelle up to the front door and rang the bell.


  The door swung open so quickly he was surprised the brunette opening it didn’t land right on her ass. “Zach!” He stepped into Chris and Lana’s house and right into an armful of curvy female. He hugged her back, delighted with the warm welcome. “Hey, Lana.”


  A low, canine growl sounded from behind his soon-to-be sister-in-law.


  He lifted his hands from Lana’s hips and held them up in the air, but didn’t bother trying to dislodge her. “Hey, Chris.”


  Lana turned around and smacked Chris right in the chest. “Be nice.”


  “As long as he keeps his hands to himself it won’t be a problem.”


  Zach grinned at his older brother over Lana’s shoulders. Chris’s golden eyes twinkled at him. Well hell. He actually looks happy to see me. Chris’s dark hair was immaculate, unlike Zach’s unruly mop. His broad shoulders were encased in a shirt two shades darker than his eyes. He stood with an unconscious arrogance that probably drove Lana nuts. He was a powerful wizard, a werewolf, and the mate of a witch who could kick serious ass. Chris was the epitome of the Beckett male.


  Again, unlike Zach.


  Zach ran his fingers through his hair and gave his brother his best puppy-dog grin. Fuck, he was tired. Between the flight, the drive to Philly and then the drive out to his brother’s house, situated between Philly and Pittsburgh, he was even more exhausted than he had been when he’d first arrived at Annabelle’s. “Miss me?”


  “C’mere.” Chris yanked him out of Lana’s arms and into his own, pounding his back with bruising force. “Yeah, I missed you.”


  Zach blinked away the sudden wetness in his eyes. Thank God someone was glad he was around. He pounded Chris right back awkwardly, the motion making his damaged hand throb viciously. It’s worth it. Any pain was worth knowing his brother was alive. “Missed you too.”


  He let Chris hook an arm around his neck and drag him into the great room, which, thank the Goddess, was no longer purple. The contemporary armchairs were back to warm gold, the sofa once again pale cream. The cobalt blue was back on the walls, the color framing that incredible stainless steel and glass tile fireplace. The floors were once more dark cherry, the wooden coffee table and end tables a lighter cherry. He wasn’t certain how his brother had managed to remove the deep amethyst color from almost everything, but the room looked just like he remembered it. The only difference was the glass tile around the fireplace. It was the only thing in the room that remained purple. “Looks good.” He pointed toward the tile. “Why did you leave that, though?” The original tile had been more neutral in color, more Chris’s style.


  Chris shrugged. “Just a reminder of what’s really important.” He motioned Zach toward the sofa with a grin, ignoring Zach’s frown of confusion. A reminder of what? His screw-up baby brother? “It took us a while, but Lana figured out part, I figured out part and Grammy helped with the rest.”


  He flopped down on the sofa with a wince. Damn he was tired. “I’m really sorry, bro.”


  “No harm done.” Chris flopped down next to him. “Although if I had turned purple we would have had words.”


  “You would look stunning with amethyst eyes.” Lana curled up on one of the armchairs, her bare feet tucked under her. She looked very much at home now, unlike when she’d first become Chris’s mate. She’d fought their mate bond with everything in her, only giving in when it appeared Chris’s life was in danger. “Sort of like a male Elizabeth Taylor.”


  Chris rolled his eyes. “Mom would have a fit. And when Mom has a fit, I hide under the bed and pray for the apocalypse. That I have a chance of surviving.”


  Zach tried to hide his yawn. “Where’s Daniel?”


  “He had to run home to take care of something work related, but he’ll be back in a few hours.” Lana frowned at him. “You want to take a nap until the rest of the pack gets here?”


  Zach blinked at her, grateful beyond belief for the suggestion and the concern behind it. His brother had truly lucked out in the mate department. “Please?” It felt like all the pressure he’d been under since Annabelle Evans had banished him to Cleveland was suddenly lifted from his shoulders.


  Fuck, it was good to be home.


  “I think we need to discuss what happened.” Chris had his big-brother hat on, and Zach wasn’t sure he was going to leave. “I want to know exactly what happened.”


  Lana smiled at Zach, holding up her hand and stilling the protest he’d been about to utter. “I’ve got this.” Lana got to her feet. “Chris? I’m going to be in our bedroom, naked, in the next ten seconds.” She darted out of the room and ran for the stairs, her laughter tinkling in her wake.


  Zach’s jaw dropped open.


  “Hell. Bye, bro!” Chris dashed off after his mate, her giggles suddenly cutting off.


  Zach pulled one of the soft decorative pillows over his head and hoped their antics didn’t keep him awake. When he heard Lana squeal he started to laugh.


  When it cut off abruptly, he held the pillow even tighter over his face.


  He could understand the sudden loneliness that hit him, but it wouldn’t do for anyone to find him crying.


  Chapter Four


  Darkness would be a blessing. Too bad they’d chosen to light a fire.


  Zach could barely see. His eyes were swollen shut. He’d howl, except he was muzzled. His paws were bloody from trying to scrabble free of the cage the men had put him in. A chain had been locked around his neck with a silver collar, enchanted to be unbreakable even by magic, hobbling him in place. He’d tried to turn back into his human form, but it was magically sealed to keep him wolf until they were ready for him.


  He was helpless to save her.


  A dark altar had been placed right where Zach could watch the horror unfold. A hooded man stood over a naked woman, bound to the altar with silver, enchanted chains. Blood stained that silver, a mark of the sacrifices that had gone before. He could see the woman straining at her bonds, her wrists chafed raw from the cuffs.


  A knife flashed into the air. The chanting increased in intensity. The foul language seared his ears. Below the girl, the runes on the altar glowed a vicious green. They were going to sacrifice her to the dark powers, and there was nothing he could do about it.


  The girl turned her head and pleaded with her eyes for Zach to save her. Zach increased his struggles against his bonds as he realized just who was strapped down on the altar. He renewed his struggle to get free of his bonds, ignoring the blood that littered the grass beneath his feet.


  He couldn’t let those bastards kill Jo.


  


  “Shhh.”


  The dream faded, leaving Zach feeling somewhat queasy. What the fuck?


  “Is he asleep?”


  Zach kept his eyes closed and his limbs loose. He didn’t want to give away that he knew his brother Daniel was close.


  Payback time, asshole. Daniel tortured him incessantly. Zach had his own way of getting some of his own back.


  “I don’t know. He’s been through a lot and looks like hell. Maybe we should just let him rest.” Gareth’s worried voice came closer.


  “Why the hell would we want to do that?”


  Thanks a lot, Daniel.


  “Fine. You wake him up then.”


  And that’s why Gareth’s going to be King someday. He waited until he felt Daniel’s breath, lifted his hand, and smacked his brother right in the forehead without even opening his eyes.


  “Ow!”


  Gareth’s laughter rang out through the room.


  Because he’s the smart brother.


  “Goddamn it, Zach. You’re such a buttmunch.”


  He opened his eyes to see Daniel rubbing his forehead and scowling. “Good to see you too, asswipe.” Gareth was hunched over behind him, still howling. “We got any food around here? I’m starving.”


  “You’re always starving,” Daniel grumbled. He threw himself into one of the armchairs. “What’s up?”


  And just like that the solidarity that was the Becketts swirled around him. Gareth stopped laughing and Daniel stopped scowling long enough to look concerned.


  Unfortunately Zach was still starving. His stomach rumbled loud enough to be heard. “Talk over pizza?”


  “Ugh.” Daniel grunted and slumped into his chair. “You never change, do you?”


  Zach lowered his head so the others couldn’t see his face.


  Nah. Looked like he never really changed.


  “Daniel? Shut the fuck up and go get Chris and Lana.”


  “But—”


  “Now.”


  “Fine.” Daniel got out of his chair and stomped toward the door. “But you’d better order me pepperoni, damn it.”


  Gareth waited until Daniel was out of the room before taking a seat on the sofa near Zach’s feet. “How’s the hand?”


  Zach cradled it to his chest without even thinking. “Fine.”


  Gareth’s eyes narrowed, their amber color a touch darker than Chris’s, a hint lighter than Daniel’s. Only Zach had the blue eyes of their mother, further setting him apart from his brothers. “Take off the glove.”


  Zach glared right back. “Fuck you.”


  “Zachary David Elijah Beckett! Language!” Annabelle Evans swept into the room. She took a swipe at the back of his head and he let her connect. By now he was so used to hurting that the blow felt no more painful than a puff of air. “Shoo.” She waved Gareth off the sofa and took his place. “Take off the glove.”


  He glared at her.


  She glared back, daring him to disobey.


  Zach had seen that look before. With a sigh he pulled off the glove, unwrapped the bandage and held out his hand for inspection.


  “Holy fuck.”


  Zach looked over his shoulder and met the horrified eyes of his brother Chris. “Hey.” He tried to pull his hand back but Annabelle had a good grip on his wrist and wasn’t about to let go.


  Damn it. He hadn’t wanted Chris to see this, not now, possibly not ever.


  “Shit, Zach.” Chris crouched down next to him, his gaze glued to the wreck of Zach’s hand. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Why didn’t you tell us?” Daniel pushed past Chris, his gaze as horrified as Chris’s.


  Zach curled his fingers and hid the agony as best he could. “It’s no big deal.”


  “You’re still hurting. That makes it a huge deal.” Annabelle gently unfurled his fingers. The hiss escaped his lips before he could stop it. Annabelle tsked. “It’s worse, isn’t it?”


  “Goddess, Zach.” Chris ran his hand through his black hair. “Does Mom know about this?”


  Zach was appalled. “No, and if you tell her about it I’ll tell her the truth about the snakes.”


  It was Chris’s turn to look dismayed. “You wouldn’t!”


  Zach leaned forward and pasted his sternest expression on his face. “Try me.”


  Chris nodded. “Consider my lips sealed.”


  Zach took his hand back and pulled the black leather glove back on. The brand on his palm burned white hot. He saw the look Chris shot Gareth at the sight of the Hecate’s wheel permanently branded onto his skin. He ran his finger over the leather that covered the symbol. He knew what it looked like, and why the brothers were so concerned. Three hammer-like arms were drawn equidistant from one another in an unbroken, triskelion-like design. In the center of the symbol was a wheeling sun, the six rays bent back. The symbol was surrounded by a perfect circle. There were those who considered Hecate, the goddess of magic, to be on the dark side. Others might whisper to Athena when seeking wisdom, or call out to Danu while stirring the cauldron, but Zach had always been drawn to Hecate more than any other aspect of the Goddess.


  “How’s Lana’s hand?” He knew the other side of the protection amulet he’d used to save Chris had branded a wolf into her palm. He also knew it was one of the reasons Chris was so pissed at him. Lana would forever carry the mark of Zach’s ineptitude. He could have—no, should have—protected her better.


  The brothers exchanged glances. He narrowed his eyes, concern for his sister-in-law overriding every other issue. “What?”


  Lana came around the end of the sofa and held up her hand. There on her palm was the shadow of a wolf, complete with… “Lana?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Why does your wolf have blue eyes?”


  She glared down at him. “I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?”


  He felt his jaw drop. “What?”


  “You’re in more trouble than I thought, aren’t you?” Her hands went to her hips and her foot started to tap.


  He looked around the room. “I guess?” What was wrong now? Was Roland actually casting the spell to still him?


  Gareth pinched the bridge of his nose. “Zach.”


  Oh my God. He does sound just like Mom. Zach grinned up at him hoping to divert him. “When did you say the pizza will be here?”


  


  


  Jo picked up the phone. She needed to find out if Zach was all right. The urge to check in on him was overwhelming. She punched in one of the numbers Roland had given her and listened to the woman’s cell phone ring. This time she hoped to get something better than the answering machine. She only hoped Annabelle Evans had her cell turned on.


  “Hello?”


  Yes. “Hello? Is this Annabelle Evans?”


  “Speaking.”


  Jo had to force her jaw to unclench. “Is Zachary Beckett there?”


  “Who’s asking?”


  “Johra Yashodhar.”


  Silence for a moment. “The teacher of the court’s novices?”


  The stunned amusement in the other witch’s voice had Jo’s temper rising to the surface once again. She was stuck in this damn hospital bed with foul needles stuck in her arm and a headache that would knock a mixed martial arts fighter onto his ass, and Annabelle Evans was laughing at her? “That would be me.”


  “Why would you be calling for—hmm. Are you two dating?”


  “No!” Jo whimpered. She really shouldn’t yell for, oh, the next decade or so. Maybe by then her skull would have stopped trying to split itself open. “I’m his teacher.”


  “His teacher?” And Annabelle started to laugh. “Oh dear Lord and Lady, who in the world thought that was a good idea? Roland?”


  “Every other teacher who refused to train him.” She knew she was growling, but she hated being laughed at with a passion.


  “What do you mean by that?” Danger suddenly laced Mrs. Evan’s voice, and power.


  But Jo knew she could match that power, possibly even exceed it. She was second in line to run the Yashodhar Coven and was no mere novice like Beckett.


  For the first time she let her frustration out. “Oh come on. He’s the worst witch I’ve ever met. None of the advanced teachers could do a damn thing with him, so Roland saddled me with him. Now put him on the phone. I have a few things to say to him about leaving court without permission.” Not to mention the hospital bill she planned on slapping him with.


  She heard Mrs. Evans draw a deep breath. “You moron. You idiot! Do you have any clue what you may have done?”


  Jo’s brows rose. “Excuse me?” The woman sounded seriously pissed off. “What the hell are you talking about?” The only thing Jo had done was hunker down and try to survive Hurricane Zach.


  “If he’s damaged in any way you will answer to me.”


  Jo’s eyes narrowed at the threat. “That boy is a menace!” How could such a powerful woman be so blind?


  “That man is more than you and your narrow world views could possibly imagine.”


  Jo pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it for a moment. “We are talking about Zachary Beckett, right?”


  “Johra Yashodhar.” Power rippled down the line. “I bind you from—”


  Jo slammed the phone shut. “Lord and Lady hear my plea! Protect me from adversity.” She repeated the mantra three times, ending with, “As I will so mote it be!”


  She breathed deep, and waited to see if she felt the binding magic Annabelle Evans had almost slammed her with.


  Nothing. She felt exactly the same.


  She collapsed against the back of her hospital bed with a sigh of relief. The phone fell from her hand onto the hard mattress.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  She needed to get out of this place, track Beckett down, and find out why the matriarch of the Evans Coven was willing to bind another witch just to keep him safe.


  First things first. Something was seriously screwed up, and no way was she going up against the Evans and the Beckett families blind. She needed to check out the Beckett family, and the best way to do that was to look them up in The Registry. Maybe something would show up there that would give her some insight into Zach and his issues. She picked up her phone and dialed a number she knew by heart.


  “Hello?”


  “Arianna, could you do me a favor before you come here?”


  “Pick you up some Valium?” The Princess chuckled.


  “No, dork. Bring The Registry with you.”


  “Do I want to know why?”


  “I’m not sure. Remember what you said about Zach being precious?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Annabelle Evans just tried to bind me from doing him harm.”


  “Holy shit. Give me an extra five minutes to grab it and I’ll be on my way.”


  “Thanks, hon. I appreciate it.” Jo hung up and collapsed against the bed. Her hands were shaking and her head pounding.


  Zach had earned the protection of a very powerful witch. Maybe Jo needed to stop bitching about his learning disabilities and figure out how…and why.


  


  


  “Okay, Zach.” Gareth dropped the last crust onto his plate and sat back with a sigh. “You’ve stuffed yourself with more pizza than a bunch of six-year-olds at Chuck E. Cheese. Now will you tell us what the fuck is going on?”


  He wiped his hands off onto a napkin and went for the three-point shot into the trash can, startling Alasdair, Chris’s dainty black cat and familiar. “Score!”


  “Dweeb.”


  Zach shot Daniel the finger.


  “Zachary.”


  He hunched his shoulders. “Sorry, Annabelle.”


  Annabelle began picking up the plates. It might be Lana’s home now, but Annabelle clearly considered it her domain. He wondered what his mother thought of that. “Be polite, young man.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Zach stuck his tongue out at his brother when he thought Annabelle wasn’t looking.


  “Zachary.”


  “Busted,” Gareth chuckled. He stood and began helping Annabelle with the plates. “Come on, Zach. You can tell us.”


  “Yup. Tell us how you screwed up this time, little bro.” Daniel put his hands behind his head and smirked at him.


  Zach dropped his head onto the table with a bang. “I turned the seal of the Witch Prince into a green M&M.”


  Silence. Oh joy.


  “At the same time the mosaic in the front of the Lodge also got turned into M&Ms.”


  Someone snickered. He wasn’t certain who.


  “The Prince wants my balls. I think the Princess wants my babies. And my teacher wants my head.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “So yeah. I’ve screwed up again.” He took a deep breath and spoke his deepest fear to the one person who would understand. “Annabelle, do you think I should have my magic stilled?”


  “NO!” Annabelle pulled his hands away from his face. “Don’t even think about it. I know you don’t understand yet. Frankly, I’m not sure I do, either. It’s why I wanted you at court, to see if my hunch was correct.” She settled next to him and patted his knee. “You’re more than you know, Zach. Never let anyone tell you otherwise.”


  “But—”


  “No buts. Remember what you are. You are a witch, Zach. Your emotional state can and will affect your magic. When you doubt yourself—”


  “I screw up even more?”


  She nodded.


  He took hold of her hand and tried to ignore his brothers and Lana. Otherwise he might not be able to get this out. “All my life I’ve been the weakest, the worst. It’s hard to overcome that, especially now. The whole court thinks I’m a loser and they’re not afraid to tell me so.”


  The low, inhuman growl from Gareth startled him. “Tell me who.”


  Oh boy. “Down boy. Heel.”


  Gareth shook his head, but Zach could see the amusement lightening his features. Given half a chance Zach had no doubt Gareth would head over to the court and give even the Prince a piece of his mind.


  “You’re not going back.”


  Annabelle stood and did her best to stare Gareth down. “You have no say over that, Gareth. He must be trained by witches.”


  “Then you and Lana can train him, but I’m not sending my baby brother back into that pit of assholes.” Gareth crossed his arms, looking more than ready to do battle with Annabelle. “We’re the only ones who truly believe in him.”


  Zach rolled his eyes. That was a load of bull.


  “Hey.” Soft arms draped around his neck. “I believe in you.”


  He turned his head and pressed a kiss to Lana’s cheek. “Thanks, sis.”


  She grinned at him. “Heh. I like that.” She leaned back, missing the wink Chris sent him. That alone made him feel better. It meant that whatever bad blood may still have lain between them had been absolved. “Okay, Danger-Prone Daphne, let’s figure out how to solve your problem, okay?” She wagged her finger at him. “No giving up.”


  He shook his head. “No giving up.”


  “I’m not sure what we can do to help him.” Daniel scratched his chest and yawned. “He’s a witch. According to you—” he waved his hand at Annabelle, “—we’ve messed him up almost beyond redemption. Won’t we make things worse?”


  Annabelle studied Daniel like a worm under a microscope. “Do you love your brother?”


  Zach turned, dying to hear the answer.


  Daniel squirmed.


  Annabelle glared.


  “Yes, all right? I love all my brothers. But Zach… Zach’s different.” Daniel shrugged. “He’s the one we always had to watch, you know? Mom always asked us to keep an eye out for him.”


  “And you resented him for it, didn’t you?”


  Zach’s jaw clenched.


  Daniel huffed out a rough breath. “Yeah. Maybe.” The look he shot Annabelle bordered on hostile. “But you have to admit, he needed watching. He’d do the most interesting things with an incense burner, a wand and talcum powder I’ve ever seen.”


  Zach kicked Daniel under the table. “Ix-nay on the urner-bay.”


  “You’re the one who did that to my burner?” Chris’s eyes had damn near popped out of his head. “Dude. That’s just wrong.”


  “Yeah. Story of my life.” Zach stood and stretched. “We have any ice cream?”


  “Why aren’t you the size of a house?” Lana followed him into the kitchen, grabbing the Rocky Road out of the freezer.


  “Sweet. Chocolate syrup.” Zach placed that on the counter and pulled down enough bowls for everyone. “I have a good metabolism.” And a wolf willing to help him run off all his tension.


  Zach was a very tense boy these days.


  “Zach?”


  Something about her tone of voice put him on his guard. “Hmm?”


  “Maybe you should think about the Beckett spell.”


  He turned to face her, damn near choking on air. “What?”


  “Think about it. If you had someone who was on your side no matter what, who believed in you when no one else did, I think you’d be the greatest witch the world has ever seen.”


  He blinked. He could feel his cheeks blushing. “I don’t think Chris would appreciate it if I tried to make off with his mate.” He brushed a kiss against her cheek. “But I’m glad you believe in me.”


  She held up her hand, the shadow of the wolf still showing the blue of Zach’s eyes. “I’m not certain you have a choice in the matter.”


  He shook his head. There was only one woman he truly wanted and he doubted she wanted the same. “I don’t know, Lana.”


  She took his damaged hand and placed the family emerald into it. “Trust me, Zach. My instincts are screaming on this one. Do the spell.”


  He clutched the ring in his hand. Something about the weight of it soothed him deep inside. His wolf perked up at the feel of the emerald. “Shit.”


  “I’m right, aren’t I?” She licked some chocolate ice cream off her spoon. “Your wolf wants its mate.”


  He slumped against the counter, the ring feeling somehow right in his palm. The pain he always felt was diminished, lost in the urge to do what all the Beckett males had done for generations.


  Find his mate.


  He thought of a certain sexy teacher he had more than the hots for. What were the odds she’d wind up the woman for him? “Shit. I’m screwed.” He shoved a huge mouthful of Rocky Road in his mouth and ignored the laughter of the woman beside him. “Fine. What could it hurt to cast the spell? How much worse could my life get right now?”


  When Lana snorted with laughter he chose not to answer that question. It might get him incinerated.


  Chapter Five


  “Holy. Fuck.” Jo’s eyes were damn near bugging out of her head. Arianna didn’t look much better. “Am I seeing what you’re seeing?”


  Ari nodded, her face so pale Jo was worried she was going to pass out. “How are we going to tell Roland?”


  Jo stared at her friend. “How the hell are we going to tell the court? They’ve mocked the guy to his face. We’re lucky they haven’t all ‘accidentally’ become toads.”


  “Roland’s going to shit a brick.”


  “What the hell was Annabelle Evans thinking? And why didn’t she warn us?” Jo swallowed hard. “I mean, we might have been a little more, I dunno, careful around the guy.”


  “You’d have to ask Roland. If she told him, he didn’t tell me.” Ari shook her head. “I don’t think she did. He always acts different around them. And Roland was talking about having him stilled, for the Lady’s sake! Thank the deities I talked him out of that.” Arianna shuddered.


  “You’re the one who said there was something precious about him, remember?” Jo put her hands on her hips. “How did you know?”


  “I didn’t, I swear! I just had a feeling he was different. You think I would have put Roland in danger?”


  Jo rolled her eyes. “Shut up about Roland. We need to get to Zach.”


  Arianna blinked. “I can’t believe he’s a—”


  Jo clapped her hand over her friend’s mouth. “Don’t say it. Someone might hear.” And then Zach might be in even more danger. Why the hell hadn’t she listened to her instincts? Now he was out there, alone, untrained and ready to do some serious damage. It was her duty as his teacher to take care of him. “I have to find him.”


  “You’re not equipped to deal with what Zachary Beckett is. None of us are. We need the cavalry for that.” The two women exchanged glances. “What the hell was Annabelle thinking?” Ari blinked, a crafty smile creeping across her face.


  Jo didn’t like that look any more than she had the last time it crossed Ari’s face. She still hadn’t gotten all the blood out of that shirt. “You’re not thinking of calling who I think you’re thinking of calling, are you?”


  Ari shrugged. “You have a better idea?”


  Jo straightened up from the table and glared down at the open Registry. She’d been forced to wait until returning to the Lodge to check out the entry on the Beckett brothers. Arianna hadn’t been able to sneak it past her husband. “I’m still going after him.” She had to.


  No. She needed to.


  “Jo. He’s not your problem anymore.” Ari’s hand landed on her shoulder. “Let…them deal with it.”


  Jo shook her head. She had a very, very bad feeling about this. “No. I need to be with him.” Her head shot up. “I mean I need to be there for him.”


  Ari bit her lip. “Keep telling yourself that.”


  Jo intended to. She planned on telling herself that until she actually began to believe it.


  Ari sighed. “What about his brother, Gareth? He’s the heir to the Wizard throne. You think he might give you some trouble?”


  Jo stared at her in disbelief. “More trouble than Zach?”


  Ari winced. “Good point.” She shook herself. “Let me make that phone call.”


  “And I need to set up my plane ride and a place to stay.” She glared down at The Registry. “Ari?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Where does Zachary Beckett live?”


  Ari rolled her eyes. “I’ll check the Archives.” She left the room, leaving one very confused witch in her wake.


  What the hell was Jo going to do about this?


  More importantly: did Zach know what he was?


  


  


  “Are you sure about this?”


  Zach stared down at his preparations, mentally checking and rechecking each and every one. The runic circle looked right to him, if not to his brothers. The configuration he’d placed them in had made Chris gasp and Daniel groan, but Zach knew he was right to lay them out in a Hecate’s wheel. There was a beautiful symmetry about the symbol that called to him in ways he didn’t fully understand. But he did know one thing. “It will work. Trust me.”


  “But why the wheel, Zach? Isn’t that dangerous?”


  Zach ran his finger down the rune for love and smiled. “No. I think it’s just right.” He shot Daniel a look when the other man snorted in derision. “Shut up, fuckwad.” Daniel had been giving him nothing but grief since he’d found out Zach was going to cast the Beckett mate spell. Then again, Daniel just liked giving Zach grief.


  Daniel shot him the finger but kept his mouth closed.


  The cinnamon incense tickled his nose, making him think of apple pies and cuddling under blankets on cold winter nights. The small fire he’d created in Chris’s cauldron burned merrily. He’d waved away Chris’s offer of colored candles, preferring to go with pure white. His instincts told him he didn’t need to worry about color magic tonight. A rose for love and an iris for wisdom, the stems braided through the Beckett emerald ring, sweetly scented the air and brought spring into the workroom.


  Every item held a piece of the Beckett mate spell, but with Zach’s unique twist. Daniel had shaken his head as he watched Zach put the spell together, muttering under his breath when Zach decided to do away with the purple silk robe in favor of a white cotton one. Every Beckett had worn the purple robes for the casting of this particular spell, but Zach knew it was wrong for him.


  He wasn’t like any other Beckett. He had to do things his way.


  He was beginning to understand why Lana had been so hesitant to accept a wizard for a mate. Explaining to his brothers that he did something because it “felt right” was turning out to be more of a pain in the ass than he’d thought it would be. From Chris’s worried looks, to Gareth’s supposedly helpful suggestions to Daniel’s derision, he was ready to toss the whole lot of them out onto the front lawn. If they were lucky he might unlock the door when he was done.


  He took one last look at the spell itself. The words were the bond, the cement that would bring the pieces of his magical puzzle together. The words he was keeping. Without them, he knew the spell would fizzle out and he’d never find his mate.


  He glanced down one more time at his work, rolled his eyes, and removed the green M&M from the middle of the emerald ring. “Gareth.”


  “What?”


  He popped the M&M into his mouth. “Thanks for the snack.” He had the feeling he’d be seeing a lot of green M&M’s popping up around the place before he was done. The lecture Annabelle had given Daniel on acceptance seemed to have hit Gareth the hardest. Of all his brothers Gareth seemed to be the only one truly taking his fuck-up in stride. He seemed determined that Zach would too.


  His gut churned for a brief instant, distracting him from his spell. Somehow he suddenly knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Gareth was going to need that ability to accept others more than anyone could understand.


  Zach blew out a chocolate-scented breath and rubbed his hands together. “Okay, let’s rock this thing.” He ignored Chris’s chuckle and concentrated on what he really wanted in a future mate.


  It took him a bit to drive Jo’s image from his mind. He could not cast this spell on a particular person. To do so would create a karmic backlash that would result not only in his destruction but the destruction of the person the spell was aimed at. Using magic to force another being to do your will was anathema to all the known laws of magic. Only warlocks could get away with crap like that, and as Annabelle liked to say, they merely paid the price at the back end instead of the front.


  Zach didn’t want to find out what she meant by that. He had the feeling it was bad.


  So, the question was, what did he want? Other than Jo.


  He forced thoughts of Jo away once more and concentrated on the spell. His perfect mate would be strong, strong enough to stand up to the wolf in him, the dominant male he did everything he could to hide from his brothers. He knew deep inside that there was a part of him dying to get out, to prove itself to the family. Hell, to the world. He needed someone who could bring that out, help him tame it. Hone it.


  Make it into a weapon that could save people.


  Zach frowned. Save people? What the hell?


  He shook his head and moved on to the next item on his list. His chosen one would accept the fact that his magic didn’t always work out the way he planned. He needed someone who understood that Zach was different from everyone else. Whether Lana was right, and he was the most powerful witch she’d ever met, or Jo was right and he was a complete incompetent, he wanted someone who loved him no matter what.


  When he thought about it, it boiled down to one thing. He wanted someone who believed in him. He didn’t care if they were a witch or a wizard, or even one of the rare good warlocks. He just wanted someone who wanted him, the complete Zach, bumbles and all. Hell, at this point he’d be tickled pink with a human so long as she loved him.


  Although he had to admit, he’d be less than pleased to get a bad warlock. Those people were seriously fucked in the head.


  He felt someone poke him in the side, trying to hurry him along, but he ignored it. He knew he wasn’t quite done yet. Chris had mentioned thinking about desired physical characteristics, so Zach focused on that next. He’d always been partial to dark-haired girls with liquid brown eyes, full lips and hourglass figures. No stick women for him. Zach liked a girl with curves, the more the better. He wanted a woman shorter than he was, not that difficult since he was roughly six feet tall. And he wanted someone who was strong in her own right, a woman who didn’t need to be in Zach’s pocket twenty-four-seven. Zach hated clingy women with a passion. He wanted to be able to go to a ball game with the guys and not get called and texted twenty times in the first inning.


  Zach touched the blue piece of paper he’d written his wishes down on. All of it, the desire for acceptance, the dark hair, the strength, were written there and waiting for the fire. He could feel the power building within him, white hot and blinding in its intensity.


  “Holy shit.”


  He ignored whoever had whispered. Without even opening his eyes he held out his hand and dropped the sheet of paper into the flames. He then moved his hand until he felt the pulse of the Beckett ring under his palm though he didn’t touch it. He didn’t need to. He opened his eyes and focused intently on the two red candles.


  It was time.


  “I call on forces higher than I,


  To awaken the dreams that I hold inside.


  Venus, grant me the love that 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, the two red candles, one carved with the symbol for female, the other marked with the symbol for male and bearing a lock of his hair, shifted toward one another. Already they were almost touching.


  The ritual was working.


  He repeated the chant two more times, invoking the power of three, and felt the spell settle in his bones. The last of the paper burned to ash in a puff of red smoke.


  “Dude. Tone it down.”


  Zach opened his eyes to find Daniel staring at him in shock, his mouth hanging open. “What?”


  “You’re glowing.”


  “What, again?” Zach looked down at himself. Even through the black leather of his glove he could see his own light. “Huh.”


  Daniel snapped his mouth shut. “Right. Just another day in Zach’s World.”


  The way Daniel stared at him left Zach feeling uncomfortable. Because when Daniel got that particular look in his eye Zach wound up in a world of trouble.


  


  


  Just a fraction of a second more and she would have hit that deer.


  Jo’s heart raced, her hands trembling as she pulled into the long driveway leading to where Ari had told her Zach’s house was. Something was off, wrong, and she was trembling from more than the adrenaline rush.


  She could have sworn that deer had glowing red eyes.


  Jo shook her head. It had to be a side effect of the concussion, seeing something that couldn’t be there. But still, her instincts were rarely off, and they were screaming at her Danger, Will Robinson, the warning loud and clear. At night, she could have dismissed it as the glow of her headlights. But in the fading afternoon light?


  No way in hell. What had Zach gotten himself into now?


  She parked outside the protections she sensed just on the edge of the driveway, eager to find Zach and make sure he was all right.


  She stared at the house in front of her, feeling more confused than she ever had in her entire life. The Registry entry on most of the Beckett family had been fairly mundane. Wizards for more centuries than she cared to count, the Beckett’s main claim to fame was the curse they lived under. A witch named Theresa Langhorn had been jilted by Andrew Beckett, Zach’s ancestor, who’d decided it was more prudent to marry a fellow wizard than the witch he’d bedded. In retaliation she’d cursed the entire Beckett family with lycanthropy. And not the hairy-faced genetic condition humans thought lycanthropy was.


  The Becketts really did turn into wolves. And there hadn’t been a daughter born into the Becketts since the curse went into effect. They were all males, and all werewolves.


  She stifled a hysterical giggle. From the pictures in The Registry the Beckett boys were definitely all male.


  It had taken a few generations but the Becketts supposedly lived in harmony with their inner animal now. There was a strange notation about a spell and the women the Becketts married, but she’d glossed over it. She’d been more interested in reading the main part of Zach’s entry into The Registry.


  The only blue-eyed brother, Zachary Beckett’s entry read distinctly different from the rest of his family. It was no surprise that initially, the brothers had thought him nothing more than a witch. But someone with the experience of Annabelle Evans should have known better than to send him to court without any warning.


  People like Zach needed special handling.


  She blew her bangs out of her eyes and debated what to do next. Should she ring the bell? Should she call first and see if he was even there?


  And if Annabelle was there, should she protect herself from the other witch first?


  And what if Ari’s friend was already here? Would Zach still allow Jo to help him?


  “You look like a woman with a lot on her mind.”


  Jo screeched and whirled around. “Who the hell…?” She blinked up at the dark-haired, amber-eyed man with the cheeky grin. “Oh. You’re a Beckett.”


  That grin turned into a laugh. “Yes, I am. And you’re a…?”


  She held out her hand. “Johra Yashodhar.” She shook the huge paw the man held out. “I’m here looking for Zach.”


  That easy-going grin tightened into something a lot more dangerous. “Are you?” She found herself pulled forward. “Are you one of the people who made my little brother upset?”


  She cleared her throat. “Gareth Beckett, I assume?”


  He nodded.


  Oh great. I’m being held by the future Wizard King and he looks like he wants to take a chunk out of my ass. She blinked, thinking about the Beckett curse. Literally. “Look, I’m here to help.”


  “And apologize.”


  He had no idea. “And apologize.”


  He let her go, setting her back gently. “Good.” The grin lightened back up. He began tugging her toward the front door, his stride easygoing until she tugged back. It was like trying to stop a moving mountain. “He’s inside. How did you find this place, anyway?”


  “He listed it in the Archives as his place of residence.”


  Gareth’s head whipped around, a lightning-quick frown on his face. “What?”


  “It’s listed in the… Look, I hate repeating myself. I’m here, he’s here, and I need to see him. Can we go inside, please?” She gestured toward the two-story house seated at the inner edge of the woods.


  “After you.” The future king bowed to her and waved her on.


  She took the challenge and stepped forward. She knew he’d sooner chew off his own paw than hurt her unless she gave him cause to. Every instinct she had told her this man would protect those he considered weaker than him.


  She had to wonder what he made of Zach, then. Had he tried to protect the younger man? Had that hindered Zach’s growth? And did he know now what his baby brother truly was?


  She shivered as she passed through some sort of protection. It whispered over her skin, satin soft. Behind her she heard Gareth grunt, whether in surprise or approval she didn’t know or care. All she wanted to do was get to Zach. During the flight into Philadelphia it had become a compulsion, the need to see him, check him. Make sure he was unharmed. That screaming instinct that had sent her running to his Cleveland townhouse was at full throttle, and Jo was terrified something had happened to him during the time it had taken her to get from there to here.


  Wherever here was.


  She was in a hilly, wooded area somewhere between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. It had taken her an extra twenty minutes just to find the driveway, but it had been worth it.


  This place was beautiful. She could understand why Zach would come back to it for comfort.


  “Welcome to my brother’s home.” Gareth reached around her and opened the front door. “Chris! Guest!”


  She wiggled her finger in her ear. “Wait. Chris?” This wasn’t Zach’s house?


  “Hey.” Another tall, golden-eyed man greeted her at the front door. This one had something Gareth didn’t. There was a smiling brunette tucked firmly by his side. “Can I help you?”


  “I’m looking for Zachary Beckett.” Jo held out her hand. “My name’s Johra Yashodhar.”


  The woman’s eyes narrowed. Her mouth opened. “You—!”


  The male holding her slammed his hand over her mouth. “So you’re Johra, huh?” Jo wasn’t certain what happened next, but he hissed in a breath. “We’ve been expecting you.” His voice was strained. His hand lifted off his companion’s mouth and he shook it out with a wince.


  “Why are you here?” The woman pulled herself from the Beckett man’s arms. She stood toe-to-toe with Jo and glared at her.


  What the hell has Zach been telling these people? “I’m his teacher. He left court without asking permission.”


  The woman’s eyes narrowed. “He’s twenty-four. Do you want him to ask permission to go potty too?”


  “Lana.” Her companion pinched the bridge of his nose with a sigh.


  Gareth merely laughed. “Down, tiger. I have the feeling this one is the answer to some prayers.”


  She turned to stare at the oldest Beckett brother, but his expression remained the same.


  Jo wasn’t fooled. He had to be pretty powerful if he was next in line to be the Wizard King. But Jo refused to back down. She’d come here for one reason only, and damn if the Beckett brothers were going to stop her. She poked Gareth in the chest and used what Ari called her Brünnhilde voice, the one that always sent her students scurrying to their seats. “Take me to your brother.”


  A snort of amusement sounded behind her. “I take it this is the teacher Zach’s hot for?”


  Jo turned to find yet another golden-eyed man staring down at her. This one had a slight sneer on his face, one she wanted to smack off.


  “Excuse me?” What exactly has Zach told his brothers about me?


  “Jo?”


  She looked beyond the brothers surrounding her and right into the blue eyes she’d been dying to see. “Zachary.” She pushed past the other men and walked right up to her former student. “Are you all right? What the hell is going on?”


  Thank the gods, she’d finally found him.


  


  Zach stared down at Jo, a chill racing down his spine. “What are you doing here?” He’d felt her presence on Chris’s land long before she’d come in with Gareth, but he’d hoped he was wrong.


  Shit. It wasn’t supposed to suck to be right.


  She frowned. “What do you think? You disappeared without a word to anyone. When I tried to find you your house attacked me, your mentor tried to bind me, and…” She huffed out a breath and Zach knew something was seriously wrong. “I have a very bad feeling you’re going to need me.”


  “You need to leave.” Dear Lord, no. This can’t be happening.


  Her eyes went wide. “Do you know what I’ve gone through to get to you?”


  He took hold of her shoulders and turned her toward the door. “Bye, Johra. Have a nice life.” Because one of us should.


  “I’m not leaving, Zach.” She fought him, pushing against his hands, refusing to allow herself to be turned toward the door.


  He didn’t have the heart to force her. He could see what his brothers couldn’t. Pain dulled the deep brown eyes he’d studied for weeks. Fatigue made her shoulders droop. And concern for him highlighted it all.


  Zach closed his eyes and realized he’d made his own personal hell. “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”


  Silence. He opened his eyes to find her staring up at him. “Where? We’re in East Bumblefuck. There isn’t exactly a Comfort Inn nearby.”


  “Central Bumblefuck, actually.” Chris walked around to stand behind Zach. “I’m sorry, but if my brother wants you gone?” Chris shrugged. “You’re out of here.”


  “You don’t understand.” Johra grabbed hold of Zach’s arm, the contact burning through him. “He needs me.”


  “Like a hole in the head.” Annabelle entered the room, her bare feet making no sound on the hardwood floors. “Get out.”


  “But—”


  “Now!” Annabelle pointed toward the door. Her voice took on a weird commanding tone Zach had never heard before. “Go.”


  Johra, eyes wide, went out the front door without a peep.


  His jaw dropped in shock. I wonder if she can teach me that trick.


  Gareth closed the door behind Johra. “Well. That was fun. I just love picking on girls.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at Zach. “Want to explain that one, little bro?”


  “No.” Zach turned to leave the room only to find Chris blocking his way. “Not now, Chris.”


  “Zach, you know you can talk to us, right?”


  Zach shook his head. Not about this. This one was his fault. He couldn’t drag his family into it. “I need to be alone for a few minutes.”


  Chris backed off, but Zach knew his brother wasn’t done with him yet.


  “Hell, if you don’t want the little hottie I’ll go after her.” Daniel made a move toward the front door.


  Zach didn’t even think. His arm moved, and Daniel went flying. He crashed into the wall with a dull thud. “Don’t even think about it.”


  Daniel tried to stare him down, but Zach knew that right here, right now, he could take his brother. Daniel needed to stay the fuck away from Jo or Zach wouldn’t be able to control his reactions.


  “Calm down, Zach.”


  Annabelle’s order went right through him, barely brushing against his senses. He kept his gaze on his brother, allowing the wolf out long enough to snarl.


  Daniel turned his head away first.


  Zachary left the silent room and made his way to Chris’s workroom. He shut and locked the door behind him. He collapsed into Chris’s overstuffed chair and groaned. “What the hell am I going to do?” He stared at the two red candles. One of them bore a lock of his hair.


  They were touching.


  He thought of Jo and her declaration that she knew he needed her. She had no idea how right she was.


  Alasdair jumped onto his lap and began to knead his thigh.


  Zach petted the cat, his head dropping down wearily. “I’m so screwed.”


  How could he explain to her that he might have accidentally cast a love spell on her?


  


  Chapter Six


  Something was stalking her. Something close. Something evil. She could feel its hot breath on her neck, strong with the stench of decay. Underneath it was the smell of hot, fresh blood.


  Jo wanted to gag.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  Jo opened bleary eyes to find Gareth Beckett staring at her, his voice muffled by the glass of her rental car. The hunted feeling faded, along with the rotten stench.


  Thank the Lady, just a dream.


  “Get out of there.” He tugged on the door but she’d had the sense to lock it before nodding off.


  “Go ’way.” She settled her head back down on her windbreaker and prayed Gareth would get the hint. Her head was pounding. She was tired of dealing with the Beckett family madness and she had no desire to have another run-in with Annabelle Evans. Ever.


  So of course he didn’t. “C’mon, Johra. Zach would kill me if he knew you’d spent the night out here.”


  Zach had thrown her out of the house. She was pretty sure he didn’t give a crap. “I’m good.”


  Gareth poked something against the car door and muttered something under his breath. She couldn’t quite catch what he was saying.


  The door unlatched. Before she could slam her hand down on the lock button the door was open and she was tumbling down.


  “Whoa!” She was lifted up before she hit the ground. “Careful. You’re a little clumsy, aren’t you?”


  She gritted her teeth and tried to get across to him how much she did not appreciate his invasion of her privacy. “I hate you.”


  “Zach will hate me more if I let you stay out here, and frankly? His opinion means a hell of a lot more to me than yours does.” He pulled her to her feet and closed her car door behind her. “C’mon. You’re coming back into the house.” He held up his hand to stall her answer. “No arguments. Zach damn near put Daniel through a wall over you. Trust me, I’m not going to piss him off by leaving you to sleep in your car.”


  Maybe it was the lack of sleep, but she was having trouble processing what Gareth was saying. “Zach hurt his brother?” She was guessing the brother with the attitude was Daniel. She couldn’t see the other one giving Zach much grief.


  “Nope. I said almost. Big difference.” He tugged on her arm and practically dragged her to the front door. “In you go.”


  “But what about Annabelle and Zach?” She hadn’t known it was even possible for a witch to do what Annabelle had done, and Zach had made it clear he didn’t want her around.


  “Leave them to me.”


  The sheer determination in his voice surprised her, but she let it go. She was too damn tired and hurt to argue. Her head hurt so badly she thought she might vomit. “Fine.”


  His lips twitched but otherwise he made no comment.


  “What’s she doing back in here?” The brother who’d been draped all over the brunette scowled at her. “Zach doesn’t need her here right now.”


  “She was sleeping in her car.”


  The scowl turned into a wince. “Shit.”


  Jo was too tired to really give a fuck. “I’m sorry. Which brother are you?”


  “Christopher Beckett. This is my house.” He nodded, his expression distracted. “I’m going to give you a room for the night. Whatever shit you and Zach have to work out needs to be taken care of tomorrow, because if he says you go again, you go. Got it?”


  She nodded and damn near fell on her ass.


  “Whoa.” She felt Gareth’s grip tighten. “Chris, I think something’s wrong.”


  “It’s nothing. I just have a concussion.”


  The brothers froze. “You’re injured?”


  The next thing she knew she was tucked up into bed with a cup of hot tea and a hovering family of lunatics, minus one.


  “Zach is going to kill us.” Gareth actually looked worried. He ran his hand through his thick wavy hair and paced the length of the room.


  “He’s locked himself in my workroom. I think we could set a bomb off and he wouldn’t notice.”


  “Are you feeling okay?” The brunette who’d glared at her earlier was frowning in concern.


  “What did you say your name was?” Jo sipped the tea. It was really good.


  “Lana Evans.”


  Jo nearly choked. “Evans?”


  “That was my reaction too.” Chris walked up behind Lana and slipped his arm around her waist. “Lana is my fiancée.”


  Jo heard the hesitation just before he said the word “fiancée”. Considering the way the two of them were together she knew it had nothing to do with the traditional wariness wizards and witches tended to treat each other with. The two simply didn’t mix well together. The anal way wizards tended to do their magic drove the more instinct-driven witches nuts, and vice versa. “Why do I get the feeling you guys are hiding something from me?”


  They tried mightily to hide it, but they couldn’t fool her. She was a teacher. She knew the signs of guilty little boys very well.


  “Uh-huh.” She yawned, the events of the last forty-eight hours dragging her down. “Is it something that’s going to cause me bodily harm?”


  “Not that we’re aware of.”


  “Then tell me after I sleep, okay?” She placed the mug carefully on the side table and closed her eyes.


  “Do you think it’s coincidence? Because I don’t.”


  “Daniel. Shut up.”


  She opened her eyes. “Okay. Spill. I can tell you’re dying to.”


  The brothers clamped their lips shut.


  Lana, on the other hand, spilled. “It’s the Beckett family spell.”


  “Lana!”


  “Hush, Chris.” She turned back to Jo. “When a Beckett male is ready to find their mate, they cast this spell.”


  Mate?


  “What does that have to do with me?”


  Lana shrugged. “The candles touched and there you were.”


  Jo snorted a laugh. “You think I’m his mate?” What was this, a cheesy werewolf romance novel?


  All of the Beckett males nodded.


  “Oh yeah.”


  “Not a doubt.”


  “If you’re not I’ll eat my dirty shorts.”


  Ew. “And that’s what has you all hovering over me?”


  “That and you have a fucking concussion. What were you thinking, getting on a plane like that?” Gareth was glaring at her again.


  That was all right. She was starting to get used to it. “None of your damn business?”


  “You’re a Beckett now. Of course it’s my business.”


  These people were fucking insane. “I’m not Zach’s ‘mate’. I’m his teacher.”


  “You keep telling yourself that.” Lana patted her hand. “If it makes you feel any better I fought it at first too. But there’s no denying that not only are you the one he’s been sighing about, but you’re the one that showed up.” She grinned up at her fiancé. “Besides, the Beckett boys have a way of growing on you.”


  “Like fungus? Ow!” Jo rubbed the spot on her forehead Lana flicked.


  “Oh please. The way you latched onto him when you got here? He’s so yours.” Lana stood from the bed. “Now get some rest. I’ll find out why Zach tried to kick you out, and if the reason doesn’t make sense to me I’ll kick his ass for you.”


  Jo tried not to smile. “You do that.”


  “Johra! Does Zach know you’re hurt?” Gareth’s voice cut across the room, full of accusation.


  Jo settled back against the pillows and let her eyes fall shut. “If you’re going to yell at me at least call me Jo. You’ll sound less like my mom that way.”


  Someone snorted, amused. Gareth was anything but. “Thought not. After I kick his ass I’m going to kick yours.”


  “I’m still not sure bringing her here was a good idea.”


  Oh joy. Annabelle finally speaks. She looked toward the corner of the room where Annabelle stood. Jo just knew she was waiting for a chance to throw her out again.


  “I am.” Lana matched her grandmother glare for glare. Gareth and Chris moved to flank her.


  Jo rolled over onto her side, hoping everyone would get the hint and just go. She did not want to witness a showdown between anyone and Annabelle.


  “Let’s let the woman get some rest.” She heard Lana shooing everyone out of the room. “And Jo? Take it easy on him. Zach’s…”


  Her eyes popped open briefly. “Different. I know.”


  She let sleep pull her under, confident that Lana and the brothers would keep Annabelle and Zach from throwing her to the curb again.


  


  


  “What?” Zach’s fingers clenched. Agony forced a hiss between his teeth before he unclenched his gloved hand. It had been feeling so much better after the spell he’d almost forgotten about it. Now pain radiated once more from the center of his palm, almost stealing his breath.


  “You heard me. She was trying to sleep in her damn car, Zach.” Gareth was trying his looming trick, the one that usually worked like a charm. “She’s injured too.”


  Zach bit back the urge to rush to her side. “She’ll be fine.” He couldn’t allow himself to get too close to her, not now. Not ever.


  Damn, this was going to suck big time.


  “Zach. She’s the one, isn’t she?”


  He closed his eyes and leaned back in the chair. Why had he let Gareth into the room? His brother had taken one look at him staring at the candles and begun to lay into him. He’d been in here for twenty minutes now. He wanted to know everything about Zach’s interactions with Jo, his stay at court and why Zach was locked in Chris’s workroom rather than tending to his injured mate.


  And Zach’s wolf wasn’t helping. It agreed completely with Gareth. How had Zach missed the way his wolf responded to Jo? It had taken the spell to open his eyes, but there was nothing he could do about it. He knew Jo had no intention of allowing him close to her. The few times he’d caught her looking at him there’d been nothing but derision in those deep brown eyes.


  “Zach.”


  “What?” He was getting fed up with being badgered by his big brother.


  “I don’t care what bug crawled up your ass and died. Your mate hurts.” Gareth grabbed him by the hand and yanked him out of his chair. “Go see to her.”


  “She’s not my mate.”


  Gareth’s eyebrows rose. “You think you can lie to me?”


  Zach damn near growled. “Fuck off.”


  “Maybe if you told me what your damage was I would! Why aren’t you upstairs taking care of her?”


  “Because!” Because she wasn’t there of her own free will. Fuck, maybe he should be stilled.


  The anger in Gareth’s face drained away to be replaced by that steely determination Zach had long since learned to be wary of. “I want answers, little brother. Either you give them to me, or I’ll find out on my own.”


  Zach’s jaw clenched, but he knew it was no use. Gareth had him by the short hairs. Gareth wouldn’t stop until he had all of the pieces of the puzzle. It was just the way the man was built. “I couldn’t get Jo out of my head when I cast the spell.”


  “And?” Gareth’s eyes went wide, his face paling. “You think you cast a love spell on her.”


  Zach nodded. “That about sums it up.”


  Gareth turned to the door, and Zach’s heart plummeted. This was it, the biggest fuck-up of them all, and now even Gareth was washing his hands of him.


  Gareth locked the door. He turned back to Zach and settled in the chair across from his. “Tell me everything that was running through your head while you were casting. And I mean everything. If it is a love spell we might be able to fix it. If it’s not, you’ll have to come to terms with the fact that Jo is your mate. Got it?”


  Zach sat there, stunned. “Gareth?”


  Gareth’s hands cupped the back of Zach’s head, the gesture protective. “We’ll figure this out, I promise.”


  “We need to tell Annabelle.”


  Gareth immediately shook his head. “I don’t know what it is about your Jo, but Annabelle hates her. I really don’t give a flying fuck one way or the other, so I’m more likely to be objective.”


  “You’re a wizard. You might not catch everything I put into the spell.”


  “Huh. Good point.” Gareth let go of Zach and leaned back. “Do you trust Lana?”


  “Hell yes.” For the first time since Jo had shown up on Chris’s front step Zach felt a flicker of hope. “But just you two.” He didn’t need Daniel’s brand of “help” just then, and Chris would just fret and drive him nuts.


  “Done. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”


  Gareth returned with Lana so quickly Zach wondered if she’d been listening outside the door. “Hey, Zach, what’s up?”


  Zach waited until Gareth once again locked the workroom door. “I think I cast a love spell on Jo.”


  Lana blinked, but otherwise took it in stride. “That would be bad.”


  “Yeah. I think so.”


  She leaned against the workroom table, careful not to touch the remains of the spell. “Walk me through it.”


  He tilted his head.


  “What were you thinking, and more importantly, feeling while casting the spell?”


  He blew out his breath. “I had a hard time getting Jo out of my head at first. She’s…” He shook his head, not certain he could adequately explain what he felt for the woman.


  “Everything?”


  His gaze darted to Gareth. He was surprised to see the longing, the envy in his older brother’s eyes. “Yeah.” He clenched his fists, wincing in pain before shaking out the right one. “When I finally managed it I started concentrating on what I could have, knowing Jo wasn’t it.”


  “So what did you wish for?”


  “Someone strong enough for my wolf. Someone who could help me help others.” He ignored the look Gareth and Lana shared and concentrated on the spell itself. “Someone who would understand that I’m not the best witch in the world, but who will accept me anyway.” Which, come to think of it, left Jo out of the running. Maybe, just maybe, he hadn’t screwed up after all. “Someone who believes in me. I didn’t care if she was human, witch, wizard or even warlock so long as she stood beside me. I hate clingy women, so she’d have to have her own interests and not feel threatened by mine. Curvy, brown hair, brown eyes.” He mentally ticked off his list. “I think that about covers it.”


  “And you weren’t thinking of Jo at all during that part of the spell?”


  He shook his head. He couldn’t remember whether or not she’d snuck into his thoughts. Hell, she was never far from them, so it was possible she had. “I don’t think so, but she was hard to put out of my head.”


  “Does your description sound like Jo?”


  Did it? Everything he’d described, except for her acceptance of him as a witch and a man, did sort of fit the other woman. “Crap. It kind of does.”


  Gareth shifted. “You packed one hell of a punch into that spell.”


  Zach felt his cheeks turning red. “Yeah, well. Sometimes it’s hard to control. It feels like I’m trying to ride a lightning bolt, trying to steer it toward where I want it to go.”


  The other two exchanged another glance.


  He reached into his pocket, fingered the amulet, his own personal worry stone. “Okay, that’s getting fucking old. Why the hell are you doing that?”


  “Doing what?”


  Gareth tried his best to look innocent, but Zach knew better. “You’re hiding something from me.”


  Gareth opened his mouth to reply. “Ow! Don’t kick me.”


  “Then don’t lie to me.”


  Lana giggled. “You guys make me both glad and sad I was an only child.”


  The brothers rolled their eyes.


  “Fine. Have you ever read your own Registry entry?”


  Zach frowned. What the fuck did that have to do with whether or not he’d cursed himself to a loveless, albeit short, existence? “No.”


  “Maybe you should.”


  “Fine.” He got up and went to Chris’s bookshelf. He pulled down The Registry of Witches, Wizards and Warlocks and laid it out on the side table.


  It didn’t take him long to find his entry. Scanning it took considerably longer. “What the fuck is this?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve never seen an entry like that before. It was like this the last time we looked you up, and I didn’t understand it then, either.”


  He lifted his gaze from the book to stare at Gareth. “Really?”


  Gareth nodded, looking more than worried. He looked almost frightened.


  “Lana?”


  She shrugged. “I have a feeling I know what it means, but that’s it. Just a feeling.”


  He bit his lip. Lana’s instincts were pretty strong. “Tell me.”


  She sighed. “You know how drawn you are to Hecate’s Wheel?”


  “Yes,” he drawled. Something tickled the back of his brain. Something to do with the wheel, or the Goddess, he wasn’t certain. But he had the feeling he was going to hear an answer he’d been looking for his entire life.


  “Have you ever heard of Hecate’s Own?”


  His jaw dropped. “You’re fucking shitting me.” He started to laugh. Him? An Own? “When pigs fly.”


  “You’d better start looking overhead for airborne pork then because I think I’m right.”


  “Imagine what that would do to your car.” Gareth’s lips twitched. “And you thought birds were annoying.”


  Zach ran his good hand across his face. “Not funny, jackass.” He threw his hands wide. “C’mon. Me? An Own?”


  “You broke a hex designed to kill me that not even Grammy could handle.” Lana started ticking things off on her fingers. “You knew that Cole Godwin was going to cheat in that duel with Chris and prepared for it. You almost broke through a dueling ring’s shields to get to Chris, something no one has ever been able to do. Not even another Arbiter could have done that. And then you purified a soul-burning spell through me and grounded it, saving Chris’s life.” She shrugged. “The only people capable of that sort of magic are touched by the gods.” She poked him in the chest. “That would mean you, bub.”


  He absently stroked the twisted amulet in his pocket, turning it in his fingers. “No fucking way.” And yet, something inside him settled down with a contented sigh, like it had been trying to tell him so all along, if only he’d been listening.


  “Yes fucking way.” Lana patted his cheek. “You’re literally one of the strongest witches in the world. Get over it.”


  “Then why can’t I do the simple stuff?” He started to pace the room, grateful Chris had designed it with his own pacing in mind. “I can’t even cast a simple illusion spell without screwing it up.”


  “Why can’t you power a computer with a lightning bolt?” Lana shrugged. “You’re too damn strong. It’s one of the problems you’re going to have to face. Day-to-day magic will never come easy to you, but face a coven of rogue warlocks bent on hell on earth? You’ve got that one covered. According to my research it’s something all Own have to deal with, not just you.”


  “You’re not an average witch, Zach. Hell, you’ve never been an average anything.” Gareth grinned. “This is a good thing. Didn’t you ask for a mate who could help you help others?”


  He blinked. He had, hadn’t he? “I suppose.” He wasn’t completely convinced, though. “How would I know for sure if I’m an Own?”


  “Don’t you trust me?”


  “You may be biased, Lana. I need to ask someone who we know for sure is an Own, but I wouldn’t know where to start looking. It’s not like the members are listed in the phone book.”


  Lana held up The Registry. “You sure about that?”


  Zach stared at the huge book and began to smile.


  Chapter Seven


  “Where the hell are you?”


  Jo pulled the phone away from her ear with a wince. When Roland decided to bellow he did a damn good job of it. “According to my hosts, Central Bumblefuck.”


  “Why aren’t you in the hospital where you belong?”


  “Because they discharged me?” She wanted to ask what the fuck his problem was but figured that would be too disrespectful even for a court as loose as Roland’s. Besides, he might tell her, and then she’d have to kick his ass. “Didn’t Ari tell you anything?”


  “Don’t talk to me about Ari. Talk to me about you and the boy whose ass I’m going to kill.”


  Uh-oh. She had to get him off that train of thought before it derailed. “Listen, there’s something you need to know about Zach.”


  “Other than the fact that he seems to have subverted my two favorite women?”


  Her head was beginning to throb again. At least the Becketts had left her in peace for her nap. Too bad it hadn’t lasted very long. “Zach’s an Own.”


  Silence. “Oh. Is that all?”


  Now it was her turn to be shocked speechless. “You knew?”


  “Yup. Just like I know Ari is still in the running to become America’s Next Top Model.”


  Jo hung up the phone. She knew better than to talk to Ro when he was like this.


  Her cell phone rang. She answered, ready to hang right back up if he gave her any shit. “I’m not getting into this with you.”


  “Fine. Tell me something I can believe, like horses turn into fairies during full moons.”


  “Look in The Registry if you don’t believe me. That’s what I did.”


  There was a disbelieving laugh. “You’re serious?”


  “Ro. Please. Just look in The Registry.”


  “Fine. I’ll do that. And you get your ass back home pronto, got it? We know he’s with the Evans. For all I care he can stay there.”


  This time it was Roland who hung up on her. Jo sat up against the pillows and immediately dialed Ari. “Did you tell Ro you called her?”


  “Uh-oh. Did he call you?”


  “Jesus Christ on a pogo stick. You know how he reacts when you mention that name.”


  “What else did he say?”


  “That I should get my ass back home and leave Zach here.” Which was an improvement over what he’d originally wanted to do to Zach. “He didn’t believe me when I told him what Zach is, so I told him to look in The Registry.” Not even Ro’s stubborn ass would be able to deny that.


  “It took us a while to figure it out. He could say it’s just a strange entry and still try and, well, you know.”


  He could. Roland had been known to try and out-stubborn rocks. “Then we’ll have to wait for her to confirm it.”


  “She should arrive at your location any minute now.”


  Jo blinked. “Wait, I thought she was going to court first.”


  “Why would I have her come here? Zach is there, isn’t he?”


  Yes, but how would he react when she showed up? “I’m not certain that was the best idea, Ari.”


  “Trust me. This is the best idea ever. It means she and Roland don’t get together. To me, that’s a great idea.”


  Jo knew there was more to it than that. “Please don’t tell me you’ve got a feeling about this.”


  Ari chuckled. “Oh boy, do I.”


  “And it has to do with Zach?” Something churned in her stomach. Something that felt vaguely sick. And maybe a little green-eyed. The woman heading toward the Becketts was, in a word, stunning in more ways than one.


  “Yes…and no. Keep an eye out for him, Jo. I’m beginning to think you’re right. He’s going to need you more than he’s ever needed anyone before.”


  Ari’s words sent a shiver down her spine. The woman was uncannily accurate about these sorts of things. She had a habit of detecting problems before anyone else even knew they existed. “I know.” And that was why she wasn’t going to obey Roland and return to court. She’d have to explain herself when she finally did return, but at least she’d have Ari’s backup. “I have to explain to his whole family what he is.”


  “How did they take your arrival?”


  She tried to figure out the best way to explain to Ari that they all reacted like they’d rather have a rash in unmentionable places than her on their doorstep. “It was okay.”


  “Ah. Gotcha. Keep me posted.”


  “Ro’s in the room.”


  “Yuppers. He’s carrying The Registry and he has a really funny look on his face.”


  Jo snickered. “Better you than me.”


  “Thanks.” Jo could hear the wry grin in Ari’s voice. “And Jo?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Roland and I will want invitations to the wedding.”


  Ari hung up before Jo’s jaw was done dropping.


  “Crazy witch.” Jo swung her legs over the side of the bed and scrubbed her hands on her jeans. She wrinkled her nose and wished she’d grabbed her suitcase out of the car. She could seriously use a shower and a change of clothes. “I hope to the gods the Becketts give Genevieve a better reception than they gave me.”


  She heard the doorbell ring just as she reached the bedroom door. “Damn.” She opened the door and hoped to hell she was up to dealing with the shit storm she was certain was waiting for her.


  Teaching kids was turning out to be a piece of cake compared to dealing with the Beckett brothers.


  By the time she got down the stairs the door was open. Gareth stood there, his expression a mix of heat and curiosity. “Can I help you?”


  From the look on his face Jo had a feeling she knew exactly what he’d like to help Genevieve with.


  The blonde shook her head, her blue eyes serene. “I’m looking for Johra Yashodhar. Have you seen her?”


  Here we go. “Genevieve Godwin, I presume?”


  The reaction she got was nothing like what she’d expected. Gareth snarled, the sound completely inhuman. Hair sprouted from his arms. “Godwin? Did you say fucking Godwin?”


  Genevieve held up her hands. They were surrounded by a green glow, like sunlight through new leaves. “Peace to you and yours, Gareth Beckett. I have no quarrel with you.”


  He growled. Jo wondered what the fuck she was supposed to do with a pissed-off werewolf. She hadn’t exactly lined her bra with silver bullets. So she did the only thing she could think of. She got between them, grabbed him by his furry ears, and used her Brünnhilde voice. “Gareth! She’s an Own!”


  “I don’t care if she’s fucking Mother Theresa. She’s not getting in this house.” Gareth’s voice was deep, full of growled threats.


  Jo bopped him on the nose. “Bad dog!”


  He rubbed the tip of his nose and stared at her, but at least his eyes looked human once more. “That hurt!”


  “Good.” She took hold of his ear and pulled him away from the door. She ignored his, “Owowowow,” until after Gen was inside. “Leave the nice priestess alone or I’ll make you sit in the corner. And don’t think I won’t.”


  “She’s a Godwin.” Gareth rubbed his abused ear.


  “So?”


  Gareth stared at her. “You really are clueless, aren’t you?”


  “Jo, why are you abusing my broth—hell-o, what do we have here?” Jo turned to find Zach kissing the back of Gen’s hand. She had the sudden urge to rip Gen’s pretty blonde hair out of her head strand by strand. “I’m Zachary Beckett. And you are?”


  “Genevieve Godwin.”


  Zach paused. One eyebrow twitched upward. “Godwin?” He glanced over at Gareth and straightened up. “That explains a lot.” He ran his fingers through his dark hair. “You’re one of Hecate’s Own, aren’t you?”


  Jo stared at Zach. How did he know that? Had he heard her yelling at Gareth, or could he somehow tell just by touching Gen?


  Wait. Had he finally figured it out?


  Gen was giving Zach her soft, sweet smile. “You’re the one Arianna wanted me to speak with. I have a few things I need to discuss with you.” She shot a look at Gareth out of the corner of her eye. “If that’s all right with you and your family, of course.”


  “It doesn’t matter, because it’s all right with me.” Zach placed her hand on his arm. Jo let go of Gareth, stunned and vaguely hurt. “If you’ll come with me, I’m sure we can find something to discuss.” He led Gen into the house. Jo could hear him introducing her to Chris and Daniel.


  She couldn’t hear their reaction. She was too busy hearing a weird buzzing in her ears. How dare he react that way to Gen? And that slut was just eating it up!


  “Jo? You okay?”


  She blinked a few times, startled when Gareth’s face came into sharp focus. He was right in front of her, a funny look on his face. “I’m fine.” I’m just going to kill your brother. I’m not sure why, but it’s going to happen.


  “Are you sure?”


  Well, he Own, so it might take some doing, but she was sure she could come up with something appropriately painful. “I’m sure.” She stepped past him and followed Zach into Chris’s great room. Zach was sitting on the arm of the chair Gen was in. Jo curled her hands into fists.was an


  Beside her, Gareth growled again.


  I know how you feel.


  “Arianna, when she realized that Zachary was more than likely one of us, contacted me and sent me to make sure her supposition was correct.” Gen bowed her head. “She was, of course. Once Zachary’s training is complete I sense he’ll be quite formidable.”


  “You’re a warlock, just like the rest of your family.” Daniel’s voice was cold. He’d placed himself between Lana and Gen.


  Chris stood shoulder to shoulder with his brother, completely blocking Lana from Gen’s view. “And you’re a Godwin.”


  “So are you, way back in your ancestry.” Gen sighed. “What my family has done… There is nothing I can say that can make things right. What I can do is offer to protect your brother and train him to the best of my abilities.”


  “How can a warlock train a witch?” This was something Jo was intimately familiar with. She stepped in front of Gen and demanded answers. No one was going to train Zach until Jo was done with him, damn it.


  “Forgive me, but you’ve done a less-than-stellar job so far. Zach was nearly ruined by both the Becketts and the Witch Court.” Jo bristled at the accusation. “If Arianna hadn’t called me when she did…” Gen shrugged. “I’m not certain he would have been salvageable.”


  “Thanks a lot.”


  Jo’s lips quirked at Zach’s disgruntled tone. “I don’t know. All things considered, I’d say Zach’s a lot stronger than everyone has given him credit for.” She stared right into his gorgeous eyes and willed him to see her regrets. “Including me. If he wasn’t so strong he would have been ruined. Instead, I think he’s been honed. He’ll know how strong he is when we’re done with him.”


  “We?”


  Jo dared Gen to disagree with her. Gen was right about one thing, Zach needed training from someone who was also an Own. But he still needed his witch training as well, something Gen couldn’t provide. “We.”


  “Do I get any say in this?” Zach sounded peeved.


  “No.” Jo didn’t look away from Genevieve. There was no way she was giving up her prior claim to Zach. She needed to be a part of what was happening to him, or things would wind up going to hell.


  “Will someone please explain to me exactly what an Own is and why we’re not ripping that woman’s throat out? Because if I don’t get a good answer soon that’s exactly what I’m going to do, distant cousin or not.”


  Jo poked Gareth’s chest. “Sit. Stay. Good dog.”


  Gen laughed, the sound tinkling and sweet. Jo was really beginning to hate her, especially when Zach’s hand brushed Gen’s shoulder. “An Own is, in essence, someone chosen by the Goddess herself to police the magical beings of the world. Own are priests and priestesses, capable of drawing on Her power to contain and repair the damage done by those who disregard the Law of Three, especially those who have made compacts with forces who hold human life in low esteem.”


  “Like warlocks.” Gareth shoved Jo out of the way, tugging at her until she was behind him. “Not sure I want to hand my baby bro over to the likes of you.”


  How Gen still managed to sound serene when a man with big fangs was glaring at her, Jo didn’t know. “Do you believe the Goddess makes mistakes?”


  She watched Gareth’s chest expand as he took a deep breath, but he didn’t answer.


  “No? Then understand this. I was born to be Hers, just as Zach was. Trust in that, if nothing else.” Jo couldn’t see Gareth’s face, but Gen sighed. “Then test me, if you wish. I will prove myself to you, Prince.”


  Zach visibly jumped. “Prince?”


  Those sweet baby blues turned up to Zach. “What would you call the heir to the Wizard King?”


  “Pita.”


  Jo bit her lip and tried not to laugh.


  Gen’s smooth brow furrowed. “What is a Pita?”


  “A pain in the ass.”


  “Fuckwad.”


  Zach grinned at his brother. “Buttmunch.”


  Gen’s expression turned pained. “Please, gentlemen. May we move on?”


  “Do you shit diamonds or something?” Daniel moved until he was standing next to Gareth, blocking Jo’s view even more. She couldn’t see Zach at all and could barely see Gen. “Because you sound really uptight.” He grinned, but there was something cold and vicious about it. “Although I doubt your boyfriends complain.”


  Gen paled, but held her ground. “I would ask that you not speak to me that way.”


  “Lay off, Daniel.” Zach’s eyes glittered at his brother. “She’s here to help me.”


  “She’s a Godwin, Zach!”


  Jo held up her hands and pushed against Gareth’s back as hard as she could. He stumbled forward and out of her way. “Could someone explain to me why Godwin is the equivalent of Satan around here?”


  Christopher began physically forcing his brothers onto the sofa, including Zach. “Allow me.” He pulled Lana to his side and cuddled her close. “It all started when I cast the Beckett mate spell.”


  Gareth snorted. “Bullshit. It started in college when you pissed in Cole’s book bag.”


  “Double bullshit.” Everyone gaped at Lana. “You guys told me the Godwins have had it in for you ever since great-great-great-great grandpa ate great-great-great-great grandma. Cole just took it to the next level of hurt.” Lana took pity on Jo’s poor confused ass. “The great grandma who got eaten was a Godwin.”


  “Our ancestor jilted a witch over her, the witch cursed the family, granddad ate grandma, and the Godwins are still pissed about it.” Zach inched closer to Gen’s chair.


  Jo stepped between the two and glared down at Zach. He narrowed his eyes but scooted back where he belonged.


  “Cole decided to give me grief all through school, and I saw no real reason not to give it back.”


  “They competed for everything. Grades, classes, girls. You name it.”


  “Cole threatened to kill Lana. He would have succeeded if she hadn’t been more than he’d bargained for.” Chris looked so proud of his mate it made Jo’s chest ache. “He challenged me to a duel and lost.”


  “He almost took your life.” Lana poked Christopher in the side. “If it hadn’t been for Zach you would have died.”


  Jo frowned when Zach’s gloved hand tried to clench and made the leap. “Is that how he was injured?”


  “Yes.” Now Chris was growly.


  Must be a werewolf thing. She shook her head. “So why wasn’t he healed?”


  “We tried, but it’s proven resistant to everything we’ve thrown at it.” Lana sighed. “Plus he was sent off to court as fast as possible. Grammy thought it was a good idea to start his training ASAP, and Chris was making noises about eating him.”


  Jo blinked. “Huh?”


  “Zach cleansed the spell on Chris through himself and grounded it through me.”


  Yeowch. That had to have hurt. “But as the one doing the cleansing, Zach would have been just as injured as you, if not more so.”


  The brothers turned as one and glared at Zach, who rolled his eyes. “Thanks a lot, Jo.”


  “No one would let us see him until after Grammy was done with him.” Chris’s shoulders slumped. “How bad was it?”


  She could see by the look on his face that Zach didn’t want to revisit that particular nightmare, but before she could say anything Gareth spoke up. “Let it go, Chris.”


  “You knew.” It wasn’t a question. It was more like an accusation.


  Gareth nodded. “Executive decision. You had enough on your plate dealing with Lana’s injuries and your anger. I couldn’t let you take it out on Zach when he was…” Gareth shuddered.


  Jo studied Zach. How bad had it been? “Let me see your hand.”


  Zach cradled it to his chest. “I’d rather go dress shopping.”


  “Zach.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. How did he do this to her? She didn’t know whether to laugh or scream.


  “Seriously. I think I’d look good in purple chiffon.”


  “Zachary.”


  “Uh-oh, soon she’ll use my full name. Then I’ll be in trouble.”


  She glared down at him. “Don’t make me strangle you in your sleep.” She held out her hand. “Gimme.”


  “No.”


  “Don’t make me take it from you.”


  “It’s not like I’m chewing on it or anything.”


  “Do I need to take away your hall pass?”


  “I’m not sure I can hold it that long.”


  Damn it, she was beginning to veer toward laughing. “Show me your fucking hand or I’ll tell Roland you want Ari to bear your babies.”


  He held out his hand.


  “The other one.”


  He grimaced and gave her his injured hand.


  Jo began to peel off the leather glove. She did her best to be careful, but his hand still twitched in hers. She could see sweat beading on his upper lip. “Sorry.”


  He nodded but didn’t speak.


  The glove came off, and she got her first good look at his hand. “Oh, Zach.” She carefully ran her finger down the reddened flesh, traced the line of a Hecate’s Wheel branded into his palm. His fingers were swollen, the joints enflamed, the flesh reddened and barely healed. None of the burns were open or weeping, but she didn’t think it had been all that long since they had.


  It had to hurt like hell. She wanted to cry for him.


  And he’d been in class like this? Trying to make people smile and laugh, fucking up and making Bambi eyes at her?


  Shit. She wanted to kiss it and make it better. Then kiss him and make it all better.


  “It’s not that bad.”


  She looked into his eyes and knew he was lying. She marveled over the fact that he could cast spells at all while in this amount of pain. It said something about the inner core of strength he had. “Let me help.”


  “Jo—”


  “Please.”


  Those blue eyes bored into her. It was like he could see all the way to her soul.


  And she let him.


  She didn’t know what he saw, but his lips compressed and he nodded.


  She felt damn near dizzy with relief. She knew she couldn’t heal him completely, but she could take some of the pain away. “Can the wound be bathed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good.” She sighed. “Gen?”


  “Hmm?”


  “You’d better come with us.” Because if she left the blonde here the Becketts would eat her.


  Tempting, but, no.


  Chapter Eight


  Zach watched the two women dance around his brother’s kitchen. Lana pointed to things but stood back, muttering to herself while Jo and Gen gathered what they needed. Something about the looks Gen kept shooting his way was beginning to worry him. It was almost as if she was expecting something from him and was preparing herself for it.


  When they were done gathering their items Zach had a rough idea of what they were planning, and a few ideas on how to improve it.


  Jo faced them, her arms full of flower petals, herbs and a big wooden spoon. “Workroom?”


  Zach blanched. He couldn’t let Jo see the workroom. “Sorry, there’s a spell in progress that can’t be disturbed.”


  She shrugged. “So?”


  Lana pointed before he could stop her. “This way.”


  Zach groaned silently and followed the women. From the look on Lana’s face she wanted the two to see Zach’s spell. Why?


  He studied Jo’s ass swaying beneath the dark denim of her jeans and almost moaned. Fuck, she looked good, despite the bandage on her head. And how vile was it that he was thinking all sorts of X-rated thoughts while she was hurt?


  Come to think of it… “Should you be spellcasting with a concussion?”


  Jo flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I know what I’m doing.”


  “That’s what you thought when you tried to break into my house.”


  “You tried to break into someone’s home?” Gen shook her head. “That’s wrong, Johra.”


  Jo snarled.


  Zach bit his lip to keep from laughing. Damn, Daniel was right about one thing, Genevieve was uptight, almost to the point of sainthood. “She prefers to be called Jo.”


  Gen shrugged, the gesture odd on her elegant shoulders. “Very well.”


  Lana opened the doors to the workroom. “Enter at your own risk.”


  Jo didn’t even break stride. Gen was swift on her heels.


  Zach hung back. “I’m not sure I’m willing to take that risk.”


  Lana shoved him in and slammed the door shut.


  “I love you too, sis!” he shouted through the door. He turned back to find the two women, so different yet equally beautiful, staring at him. “What?”


  They exchanged one of those scary female looks that always made him want to hide under a bed. “Come here, Zach.”


  Zach shuffled forward before he even knew what he was doing.


  “Jo?” Gen’s tone was thoughtful, her head cocked as she studied the workroom altar through amused eyes.


  “Hmm? Zach, give me your hand.”


  “Have you seen this spell?”


  Oh shit. “Here.” He shoved his hand practically up Jo’s nose.


  “Thanks.” She frowned at him before putting it over the basin Gen had carried in. “I think…”


  That was when she saw it. The two candles touching one another. The emerald ring. The ash in the bottom of the cauldron. And under it all the Hecate’s Wheel he’d painstakingly laid out. “What is this?”


  “The spell I told you was active?”


  Jo glared at him. He gave her his best innocent grin.


  He could tell she wasn’t buying it, not for a minute.


  “Excuse me for a moment. We forgot the rose petals.” Gen left the room on silent feet, amazing considering the four-inch heels she was wearing.


  “Ow!” Zach rubbed his head with his good hand. “Why did you smack me upside the head?”


  Jo shrugged. “Pay attention to the spellwork, not Gen’s ass.”


  He blinked. He hadn’t been staring at Gen’s ass, fine work of art though it was. He’d much rather stare at Jo’s.


  She stroked her finger once more across the Wheel burned into his flesh. He shuddered, need racking him once more. The pain receded, to be replaced by a different kind of pain.


  Fuck, he needed her. His wolf howled its approval of their mate.


  Zach’s eyes widened. Oh no. He had to keep his wolf from claiming Jo or all hell would break loose. He still wasn’t sure he hadn’t cast a love spell on her.


  Hell. Maybe he’d cast one on himself, too. Was his heart supposed to beat this hard just because she’d touched him so gently?


  “What’s this?”


  Her free hand reached out to touch the emerald ring.


  “No!” Zach grabbed it just as she touched it.


  Warmth flowed up his arm, twining around them both like a sleek silken rope, binding them together. He could feel the spell settle inside himself, knew by her indrawn breath that she felt the same. His cock was so hard he felt like he would burst with the slightest breath.


  Shit. Definitely not a love spell. He was ensnared just as much as she was now. The spell recognized the one person meant to be his love, twined his essence with hers, leaving him open and vulnerable to anything she cared to do to him. If she left him, he would die.


  He was so fucking screwed it wasn’t even funny.


  “What the hell is that?” He watched her lick her lips and fucking moaned. “Zach?”


  She was looking up at him, lust blazing across her face. He knew what he was going to do, what the consequences would more than likely be. But he couldn’t leave either of them like this. “I’m so sorry, Jo.”


  Her eyes went wide as his lips slammed down across hers.


  He tried to be gentle with her, the gods knew he did, but he’d been dying inside without her. The feel of her in his arms, her mouth on his, her breasts against his chest, was too much for him.


  He was going to have her, right here, right now.


  He lifted her up until her ass rested on the edge of the worktable. He stepped between her spread legs and buried his hand in her hair. Without thought he pulled, tilting her until her mouth was at the perfect angle for his kiss.


  Her nails dug into his shoulders and he waited for the shove he knew was coming.


  It didn’t. Instead she shocked the hell out of him and pulled him closer.


  That was it. That was all she wrote for one Zachary Beckett. He was a doomed man, and he knew it.


  He reached down to feel the weight of her breast in his palm. The soft mound was more than enough to please him, the nipple hard against his fingers. He tore his mouth from hers and began tugging at her shirt. “Jo.”


  “Yes.”


  He shivered. He never thought he’d hear her say that.


  When she yanked her shirt off and dropped it to the floor he nearly followed it. She was magnificent, all bronzed skin covered in green satin. He was dying to see her out of the green bra, to free her breasts and feast on their bounty. “Fuck, Jo. You’re exquisite.”


  She bit her lip, her look uncertain. “What are we doing?”


  He lifted his gaze from her breasts and met her worried eyes. “What do you think?”


  If she asked him to stop, if she wanted him to walk away, he would. He’d die once he was out the door, but he’d do it for her.


  He’d do anything for her.


  She sat up and tugged at the edges of his shirt. “You’re younger than me.”


  His eyebrows rose. “My father is three years younger than my mother.”


  “You’re my student.”


  No way in hell was she using that as an excuse. “Consider yourself fired.”


  She glared at him. “I’m a damn good teacher.”


  He nodded. She was. She truly cared about her students, even him. “You’re the best.”


  That seemed to mollify her.


  He cupped her cheek with his good hand. “I need you, Jo. You have no idea how badly I need you.”


  She closed her eyes and nuzzled her cheek into his palm. “This is so hard, to know the right thing to do.”


  The right thing would be to put her shirt back on her and shove her out the door. The right thing would be to curl up in the corner and let himself go. He was going to die, he knew that now. There was no way Jo would accept someone like him long-term, and without that, the spell would never be complete. Zach’s life would be forfeit, the curse fulfilled.


  “Be with me.” If he could have her just once, it would make letting her go all the harder, but he’d have a sweet memory to carry into the dark with him.


  At least he’d remembered not to ask for her love.


  She was biting that full lip of hers again. Zach gently removed it from between her teeth and kissed the minute hurt.


  “Yes.”


  Zach closed his eyes and thanked the Gods for small mercies. “Thank you.”


  “Zach?”


  He could hear the uncertainty in her voice still, and it was driving him insane. “I’ll take care of you, Jo.”


  “What…?” She was watching him with an unnerved expression as he stalked to the workroom door and locked it.


  “We don’t want to be interrupted, right?”


  She bit her lip, but he doubted she was upset. Not when she removed her bra, tossing it on the floor with a scorching look. All that he could see was Jo, her eyes hot, her breasts begging for his touch. “You’ll never regret this.”


  She smiled, and he did melt for her. “I know.”


  He reached out and plucked one dusky nipple, earning himself the sweetest moan. “You have no idea what this means to me.” And she never would. He would keep it from her and swear his brothers to secrecy.


  She would never know she was his mate.


  


  Jo reached behind her, propping herself up and pushing her breasts up for the amazing man in front of her. She could hear the low growls in his throat, see the feral heat in his eyes, and knew he was holding back the animal inside him with difficulty. She kicked her shoes off and tried to hide the grin trying to break free.


  Who knew being mauled by a werewolf would be so hot?


  “Fuck, Jo.”


  She nodded. Yes. Fuck Jo.


  She fucking whimpered when he pulled her nipple into his hot mouth, the suction so strong she felt it between her thighs. “Oh God, Zach.” His erection throbbed behind the zipper of his jeans, hard enough that she could feel it through her own.


  She reached up and wrapped one hand around the back of his neck, needing to feel skin beneath her palm.


  Her heart stopped. Her big, bad werewolf trembled under her touch. She’d never had anyone quiver from such a simple stroke. But Zach wasn’t like anyone she’d ever met before in her life.


  I am so screwed. There was no way she could go back to keeping him out of her life, her heart, after this.


  She had a lot of things to make up for, starting now.


  “Hold on.”


  The low growl reverberated through her. She clasped both hands around his neck.


  Zach lifted her up off the table, ripped her jeans down her legs and tossed them over his shoulder.


  “Eep.”


  He lifted his head from the valley of her breasts. Very little of the human she knew was left in Zach’s blue eyes. They practically glowed with desperate need, incalculable want.


  With…


  Nah. No way was she seeing that. Not after the way she’d treated him.


  She’d have to work on that. If what she was feeling was real, if she wanted to keep Zachary Beckett, she’d have to make sure he needed her as much as she now knew she needed him.


  “Kiss me, Zach.” Okay, so it was a cop-out. She didn’t want to have to look in his eyes and see something she was sure wasn’t really there.


  He did, storming her mouth like a conquering invader, taking it, making it his own. His hand fisted once more in her hair, holding her, giving her the oddest sense that, no matter what, she was protected.


  And how fucked up was that? She’d never had that particular kink before. No other man had ever been allowed to do that.


  But with Zach, she already craved it, knew he wouldn’t abuse it as so many others might.


  His hand slipped under the edge of her panties, stroking her slit, making her gasp into his mouth. He hummed in approval, the sound sending a shudder through her.


  She let go of the nape of his neck and reached for the zipper of his jeans. She needed to feel him in her hands, know how hot and hard he was for her. She wanted to know if he was cut or not. She wanted to feel him slipping between her fingers, slick with want. She wanted him inside her so badly she could taste it.


  And still he kissed her, fucking her with his tongue, letting her fumble with his zipper. He moaned, thrusting into her palm before she had his pants completely down.


  When he finally popped out of them she sighed with relief. Then she got her first good feel of Zachary Beckett’s cock.


  Oh. My. God.


  Hard, hot, soft and silky smooth, he felt like heaven. Her fingers could barely close over his girth. She jerked him up and down, testing his length, more than pleased by the response she got.


  One hard finger thrust inside her, fucking into her, his palm grinding against her clit while his ravishing kiss went on and on.


  She wanted to beg, to plead with him yes, please, but he refused to let her mouth free, forced her to accept what he gave her.


  Jo relaxed, spread her thighs and let him have what he wanted, knowing he would keep her safe.


  


  Dear God, he was going to die. Right here, right now. His hand was buried between her thighs, her legs spread, her mouth his to take, to do with as he wished. He wanted to feel her come on his hand, in his mouth, on his cock. The feel of her sweet flesh beneath him, writhing with pleasure, damn near had him in a puddle at her feet.


  Her hand tightened around his cock. Her thighs trembled. She was close.


  He strummed his thumb across her clit, over and over again, swallowing her cries as she damn near squeezed his finger off. The pain was barely noticeable, the leather drenched with her need.


  He needed to be inside her, to feel that on his cock.


  “Jo.”


  “God. Yes.”


  He smiled, knowing it looked less human than wolf. “Let me fuck you.”


  She nodded, whimpering, and he felt like a god. Jo might not know it, but she’d become his world.


  He’d keep her safe until the end of his days. Even from him. He let her go long enough to pull a condom from his wallet and prayed it hadn’t gone past its expiration date. It had been a while since he’d gotten laid, and he’d hate to think he’d forced Jo to carry a tiny Beckett without her consent.


  She held out her hand, her brows raised, commanding him to turn the condom over to her. He grinned and handed it over. He’d take any excuse to get her hands on him.


  She sheathed him slowly, toying with him, bringing him to the edge of giving in to the beast inside him. The wolf wanted in her now, wanted to pound into her, make her feel them for days, long past the time when they’d left her.


  His wolf howled its displeasure, but Zach ignored it. First things first. “Done yet?”


  She looked up at him through her lashes. “No.”


  Her thighs were trembling once more. She was getting off on this, maybe as much as he was. He took hold of her wrist, pushing the condom the last inch down his cock. “Now you are.”


  She bit that full lip, driving him crazy. Her cheeks flushed. Her dark hair was plastered to her forehead.


  She looked like a debauched angel.


  “Lean back.”


  She leaned, holding herself up again with her hands.


  “Good girl.” He tugged off her panties, more than ready to sink inside his mate. Halfway down he was forced to stop, staring at the beauty before him. “Lord have mercy.”


  She shaved. She was completely bare, the hood of her clit visible between the pink folds of her pussy lips. Without thought he sucked her into his mouth.


  “Oh. Oh God, yes.”


  He looked up to find her head thrown back, her breasts thrust up into the air. She was every wet dream he’d ever had rolled into one luscious package.


  He had to make her come this way. He had to. He licked her, nipped at her, growled and loved on her pink flesh until she was desperately trying to spread her legs for him.


  He solved the problem by shifting until his claws came out. He shredded the green silk, allowing it to flutter to the floor.


  Neither of them cared. He buried his face deep between her thighs, tasting her sweetness, her scent embedding itself deep into his psyche. She was chanting nonsense words, her hands clenching his hair so tightly he didn’t know if he’d have any left when they were done.


  And he loved every moment of it.


  When she quivered on the end of his tongue he knew he’d found heaven.


  She came with a screech, her legs wrapped around his head, and he damn near came with her.


  


  He was going to kill her. She knew it. She was going to die a happy, squishy mess of sated woman right here on Christopher Beckett’s altar.


  She’d never come so hard in her God. Damn. Life.


  He stood up and, in one swift motion, pushed inside her until she felt him deep in her belly. “God. Again, Jo.”


  She shook her head. One more orgasm and they’d be writing her obituary.


  “Oh hell yes,” he growled. He pulled on her hair again, sending that stupid throbbing twinge back to her pussy. He demanded a kiss and she gave it, knowing that whatever he wanted in that moment she was willing to provide.


  Then he moved.


  She moaned into his mouth as the log he called a cock stretched her just wide enough. Where the hell has he been all my life?


  He took her slowly, more so than she’d thought possible given the feral look in his eyes. It was like he wanted to imprint every inch of his length on her, make her beg for him before it was over.


  At this point, begging was definitely an option. She’d never felt anything more incredible than the man moving inside her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and tugged, trying to get him to hurry the fuck up.


  She giggled. Hurry the fuck up.


  “What’s so funny?”


  She had to stop laughing. Had to. No way was she messing up the best sex of her life with a giggle-fest.


  His lips twitched. “Jo? Want to share with the rest of the class?”


  She widened her eyes, giving him her best Bambi eyes. “No, Mr. Beckett.”


  That twitch turned into a full-on, damn-near-sadistic grin. “Oh? Why not?”


  She reached down and cupped his balls. “Because I didn’t bring enough to share with everybody.”


  He shuddered under her hands. “Damn straight.”


  She leaned up and breathed against his mouth, “Fuck me.”


  He stopped dead, his blue gaze blazing into her own. She could swear she saw the edge of a fang peeking out from his upper lip. “Mine.”


  She had to stop herself from screaming yes.


  Zach pulled out, grabbed her hips, and spun her. Her ass was up in the air, her hands on the table. He buried his hand in her hair and held her down, slipping his cock inside her with ease. “Say it.”


  She shook her head, not certain what he wanted.


  A deep rumble sounded from within him. “Say it, Jo.”


  She blinked, suddenly sure of what he needed. “Yours.”


  She gasped, the pleasure damn near overwhelming as he pounded into her. He was claiming her, marking her in such a way that no other man would do ever again. She allowed it, bucking back as much as he would let her, taking him into herself and claiming him for herself.


  No matter what, after this? This man was hers.


  She could feel it beginning, the mother of all orgasms, rippling from her core. “Now. God, now.”


  He gasped behind her, plunging into her over and over again, driving her over the edge. She came, breathless, her body locked around him, her vision turning dark at the edges.


  “Fuck me.” Zach lost all control, slamming into her over and over until he grunted, pulsing inside of her, emptying himself into the condom until she thought it might overflow. “Jo.”


  He collapsed on top of her, both of them breathing hard, spent beyond anything she’d ever experienced before. She could easily curl up on the table and sleep for a week if Zach were beside her. He moved to pull out of her and her hand went to his hip. “Stay.”


  He huffed. “Woof.”


  She found herself chuckling, right up until he pressed a soft, sweet kiss to her cheek.


  “Zach.”


  “Hold on a sec.” She felt him move, pull out of her, leaving her feeling cold and empty. A moment later she was lifted, placed on the leather sofa and covered with a blanket. Something cool was slipped on her finger, and she opened her eyes long enough to see it was the emerald ring she’d touched. “I’ll be right back.”


  She felt him place a soft kiss on her forehead and allowed herself to drift off, knowing he’d keep her safe.


  Chapter Nine


  Zach tiptoed out of the workroom after placing the blanket over his sleeping mate. If Jo was as hurt as his brothers said she was then she needed the rest, and he was going to ensure she got it.


  “We need to get you into a circle.”


  Zach jumped, rattling the doors. “Shit! Don’t do that.”


  The tall blonde smiled. “Sorry. But we really need to take care of your problem before it becomes a much bigger one. Don’t worry, I know how to take care of it.” She took hold of his arm and tugged, but he barely felt it.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You’re under a hex, Zach.”


  A hex?


  Zach blinked as his wolf nodded in agreement.


  “Why do you think every spell you touch winds up messed up in some way?”


  “How do you know about that?”


  She smiled a secret, feminine smile, like she knew everything about him, even the size of his tighty-whities. “And I can help you, if you’ll let me. I need to perform a ritual uncrossing.”


  She had to be kidding, right? “I don’t think so.” No way was he letting a Godwin cast magic on him.


  The smile dimmed. It was like watching the sun hide behind a cloud. “You’re under a hex, Zach. That’s why all of your spells have backfired, why your hand hasn’t healed. We need to fix it, and the best way to do it is within the protection of a full circle.”


  His fingers curled, the agony of his injured hand barely registering. It would be so easy to blame all of his problems on a hex. “How do you know for sure it’s a hex?”


  She looked weary. “I heard my brothers and my father discussing it. You were the target. You robbed them of both Chris and Lana after Cole died. If you hadn’t been there they would have both been soul-burned, ripe for demonic plucking. They believe they could have taken the crown from the king while Gareth was busy with the grief of losing his brother.” She gave him a look full of remorse and a touch of guilt. “Once I realized what they’d done I started looking for you, but you were very well hidden.”


  “That’s not possible. They would have to have something of mine in order to do that.” There was no way they’d have been able to get some of his hair. His apartment hadn’t been broken into, either in Pittsburgh or in Cleveland. His car was also fine, no signs that anyone had tried to get into it.


  She pointed to his palm. “When your hand burned, it bled, shed flesh. I believe they took that and used it, but the amount of material would be so small that, if we remove the hex now, they should be unable to reactivate it.”


  It made a sick sort of sense, but her obvious feelings of guilt bothered him. “How do I know you aren’t in on it?”


  She held out her hand. “You know what I am, Zach. You felt it the moment you touched me.” Some of his skepticism must have shown in his eyes. Her hand dropped back to her side. “Then allow me to prove it to you. Cast the circle yourself. Call upon the elements, call the quarters, invite the Lord and Lady to witness our rite. Then bar all evil from entering. If I’m as evil as you and your brothers suspect I won’t be able to enter the circle.”


  It sounded so simple. Could it be that easy? A straightforward spell to fix what was wrong with him?


  It sounded too good to be true. “And you honestly think that will work.”


  She shrugged. “You won’t know until you try.”


  “Why can’t I just do what I did to fix Lana’s hex? Why go under the protection of a circle?”


  Her head cocked, curiosity eliminating the remorse. “How did you cure Lana?”


  “I rubbed a white candle in rue oil, carved a Hecate’s Wheel on the surface and cast a spell.”


  “Ah.” She grimaced. “That won’t work because of the powers involved in your hexing. It’s more sinister and long-reaching. And because you’re an Own, the effects could be a great deal more…devastating if we fail.”


  He huffed out a deep breath. Damn it, she was making too much sense. By being inside a sacred circle and doing a full ritual he’d be as protected as he could be, and so would those he loved. “Fine. But not in the house.” He needed to be outside for this in case…well, in case. If he was the one calling the quarters he could accidentally whip up a tornado or a firestorm. No way was he doing that in Chris’s home. “Follow me.”


  It took him bare minutes to gather what he needed. The mixture of approval and puzzlement on Gen’s face was almost worth it. “Why does your brother have rue oil?”


  Rue oil was rarely used in magic, since it had only one real purpose. “Because yours hexed Lana.” He didn’t trust her enough to tell her he carried it with him ever since he’d come to Chris’s house to help protect Lana from Cole Godwin’s madness. He stepped out the back door and into the cool evening air. Looking up, he was pleased to see that the night was dark, the moon nowhere in the sky. Why this pleased him he wasn’t certain, but he knew it was exactly what he needed. “Are you ready?”


  “Set up your altar.”


  Zach began to lay out what he’d need, using Chris’s patio table as a makeshift altar. He pulled it off the patio and onto the grass, away from any overhanging trees. He blessed a bowl of sea salt mixed with water and scrubbed the glass top, cleansing it of any negative energy. He dried it carefully, then draped a clean white cloth over it, hiding the glass top and metal legs. On top of that he placed his two candles, the silver goddess candle on the left, the golden god candle on the right. A glass of wine, a cauldron, a bowl of clear water and a bell finished his preparations on the goddess side. He placed a small blue glass dish with a honey cake on it, his athame, his wand, and a small glass bowl of sea salt on the right, the god’s side. And between the silver and gold candles he placed the same carved candle he’d used to cure Lana’s hex, rounding out his altar. The Hecate’s Wheel he’d etched into it was as fresh as it had been that night, all traces of the spell it had absorbed gone. The candle felt clean, but he scrubbed it with the sea salt and water mixture anyway before anointing it with the rue oil, knowing it would strengthen the spell to break the hex. He tucked wooden matches in his pocket for later use.


  “Interesting choices.”


  He ignored Gen, the peace and serenity of a ritual settling into his bones. What he was doing was right, and he knew it deep inside. He wouldn’t allow anyone to question his choices here in the circle. If she was correct and his problems stemmed from a hex, then the candle was the beginning of his salvation.


  “Yo, bro, whazzup?”


  Zach blinked. He turned and rolled his eyes. “Let her go, Gareth. She’s not going to eat me.”


  Gareth stood with his arm firmly around Gen’s shoulders. Almost too firmly from the gasp she let out. “What are you two crazy kids up to?”


  “Gen thinks I’ve been hexed. We’re going to perform a ritual and see if I can’t remove it.”


  Gen moved under Gareth’s arm. “I’ll be removing the hex.”


  “Uh, no, you won’t.” Gareth grinned. “Zach can handle it. Or better yet, I’ll do it.”


  Gen stilled, her face blanking. “No.”


  Something about the way the other woman stood had Zach wondering. Why was she afraid? “I’ll take care of it, Gareth.”


  Gareth nodded to him over Gen’s head. “I’ll be here.” He nodded with his chin to Zach’s remaining items. “Let me place your circle for you.” Zach nodded, watching as Gareth placed the amethyst geode to the north, the incense burner to the east, a red pillar-type candle to the south and a bowl of water to the west. “Want me to light east and south?”


  “Nope. I’ll take care of it when I call the quarters.”


  Gareth nodded and stepped back, out of the circle’s perimeter. “You are letting me in, right?”


  Gen’s eyes went wide.


  “Wouldn’t dream of doing this without you.” He ignored Gen’s sigh, took a deep breath, and began. He took his athame out of its sheath and stepped toward the geode.


  “Blessed be all who enter here.


  To the Law of Three adhere.”


  And just like the Wiccan Rede suggested, for tread the Circle thrice about to keep unwelcome spirits out, he would cast the full three circles and protect himself as much as possible.


  He pointed the tip of the blade toward the geode and visualized the circle he wanted, one that would hold out all evil. He began a stately walk clockwise, or deosil, around the 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. When he was done he was once more at the geode. He began the second circle.


  “I lay down the circle blue,


  For protection sound and true.


  May evil not pass through.”


  The blue light was stronger, brighter. He hoped it meant the protection would also be stronger.


  He began the third and final circle with the full knowledge that it was the most important. He kept his voice firm and strong for the third circle.


  “I lay down the circle black.


  Justice comes to those who lack.


  May evil intentions break and crack.”


  This time the tip of the athame quivered the entire time he cast the circle. Blackness poured from the tip, rising from the newly formed circle like a dark mist. Something about that mist was both comforting and alarming, but he couldn’t stop to think about it. The mist was harmless to him, but woe to any evil that tried to step through it.


  Zach stopped in front of the geode. First was earth, the element he felt the most kinship with. 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.”


  He felt something rumble beneath his feet, knew the element answered his call. He could smell the green, growing things as clearly as his wolf could despite his human form. For the first time in months he felt the whirlwind his life had become calm itself. The steady, peaceful heartbeat of earth calmed both man and beast. It was the element he felt most drawn to, the one that could calm him when nothing else could.


  He walked to the incense burner, fingering the matches.


  “East and Air I call on thee.


  Join me in my circles three.


  Grant me your creativity.”


  He used the wooden matches to light the incense, blowing out the fire to allow the scented smoke to waft into the air. He’d chosen lavender incense to honor Hecate, the scent sacred to the goddess. A gentle breeze swirled into the circles, filling the area with sweetness.


  South was next. Fire was the only element that made him nervous, especially in light of the many problems he’d been having lately.


  “South and Fire I call on thee.


  Join me in my circles three.


  Grant me your energy.”


  He lit the red candle, careful in calling this particular quarter. It was the one that was the most volatile, the one he felt the least affinity for. But fire leapt from the candle, taller than it should have been but tamed, contained by the wax holding it in place. He smiled, the power pouring into him. He hadn’t realized how tired he was until fire granted him a reprieve.


  He didn’t know quite why the ritual was working so well, but he wasn’t about to turn away this gift.


  Time to call the last quarter and invite my brother and Gen into the circles. He held his hand out, palm over the bowl of water, and began his chant.


  “West and Water I call on thee.


  Join me in my circles three.


  Grant me your clarity.”


  The water in the bowl rippled beneath his hand. For a split second he thought he saw a pentagram burning white in its depths, but it faded away as quickly as it came.


  Zach smiled. A pentagram in a circle was a symbol of protection. His plea had been heard, his circles secure.


  He picked up his athame and turned to the two watchers. He unsheathed it and walked toward them. He held out the point of the blade and pointed it at his brother. “How do you enter the circles three?”


  Gareth bowed, showing his respect to Zach as Priest of the ritual. “In perfect love and harmony.”


  Zach smiled and lowered his arm, knowing Gareth would have no trouble crossing the circles. Gareth walked in and embraced Zach. “Good job, bro.”


  Zach didn’t answer. He pointed the athame at Gen. “How do you enter the circles three?”


  Gen smiled, her body suddenly enveloped in a gentle green glow. “In perfect love and harmony.”


  She stepped through the circles without fear. The black circle seemed to caress the Own, and Gen shivered, her face lit with ecstasy.


  “Holy shit.”


  “Literally.”


  Zach looked back toward the back door to find Chris and Daniel standing there. In the background he thought he could see Annabelle nodding, her approval loud and clear.


  He grinned and pointed his athame at Chris first. “How do you enter the circles three?”


  Chris stepped forward without hesitation, bowing to Zach. “In perfect love and harmony.” He stepped through and hugged Zach.


  Zach pointed at Daniel, unsure if his brother would take the step or not. “How do you enter the circles three?”


  Daniel was slower than the other two, but he bowed before Zach. He was eyeing the black, swirling circle with some misgiving. “In perfect love and harmony.” He entered the circles, shaking his head. “You sure know how to throw a party, bro.” He embraced Zach, pounding his back twice before letting him go.


  Zach looked for Annabelle, but she was gone.


  Huh.


  He turned back to the altar. It was time to call the Lord and Lady, and his palms were sweating. The invocation to the Lord and Lady were more intense than the quarters and required his full attention and devotion. He glanced up at the sky, and understood why his instincts had been humming with pleasure. Tonight was no full-moon ritual.


  Tonight was moonless. It was the dark moon.


  “Lord of shadows, dark’s embrace,


  Hear me now, know my face.”


  He ignored the mutters behind him. He had to finish the invocation.


  “Your faithful child cries out to Thee;


  Join me in my circles three!”


  Trembling, he lit the golden candle.


  “Lady of the darkest night,


  Hear me now, know my plight.


  Your faithful child cries out to Thee;


  Join me in my circles three!”


  He lit the silver candle, and waited.


  The breeze died down. The scent of lavender strengthened. Off in the distance, an owl cried out three times, and a wolf howled at the non-existent moon. He felt the pull of the Lord and Lady, knew they’d embraced him.


  They would protect him from what he had to do next.


  Zach picked up the white candle, traced the wheel of Hecate.


  “Not yet, Zach.” Gen’s hand touched his arm. “Contemplation comes first.”


  He shook his head. She would be right…if this was a normal ritual. “No. We have to remove the hex first.”


  “Zach—”


  He smiled. Something in his face must have shocked her, because she backed off, her face pale in the candlelight.


  He began tracing the wheel again. If he truly was an Own, then the rest was up to him.


  “Zach!” His head lifted. Jo was there, at the edge of the circle, her eyes wide. Her hands were on her hips. “Do I want to know?”


  He almost laughed. “I’m fixing my M&M problems.”


  “And you didn’t invite me?”


  “You were sleeping.”


  She glared at him. Why that look made him feel good, he had no clue. A woman staring at him like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to hug him or nut him had always made him run in the other direction before. Maybe knowing it was Jo who cared enough to debate it made it okay. He nodded toward one of Chris’s lawn chairs. “Have a seat if you want to watch.”


  “Is that wise, Zach?”


  He refused to roll his eyes at Gen. “Trust me, Jo can take care of herself, a platoon of marines and half a football team and go out for hoagies afterward.”


  “Are you sure?”


  He stared at Gen. Maybe she didn’t know who Jo was. “She teaches kids. Little ones. She’ll be fine. Can I spellcast now?”


  The others raised their hands and backed away.


  Zach once again began tracing the Hecate’s Wheel clockwise. “Anyone else? Beuller?” He thought heard Daniel’s distinctive snicker. “No? Good.


  “Hecate, Lady of the Night,


  Help this witch to put things right.


  What this harmful curse has done


  Let it now be undone.”


  He reversed the flow of his fingers, tracing the wheel counter-clockwise.


  “Lift from me this vicious curse.


  Forever across this wheel traverse.


  An it harm none, by the Law of Three,


  As I will, so mote it be!”


  Zach’s skin flared a vicious, horrid green, nothing like the serene green Gen had glowed with. There was something wrong, foul, about this color, like the green of rotting flesh. Zach almost dropped the candle in surprise, but held on, allowing the spell to run its course, pulling the curse from him and into the candle.


  He’d never felt anything like it. It was like someone was trying to pull out his blood through a straw, but instead of blood they were pulling something thick, like tar. It resisted the spell, trying to cling to him, but Zach kept his focus, forcing the spell into the candle.


  When it was done, the candle had turned darkest green, and Zach’s glow was once more pure white.


  “Fuck me.” Gareth was scowling at the candle. “We need something to contain that.”


  “Agreed.” Chris held out his hand. “Give me your athame. I’ll go get a velvet bag to put it in.”


  Daniel piped up with, “A box might be better.”


  “Copper lined?”


  “At this time of night? Where would we pick that up, Spells ‘R’ Us?”


  Zach just grinned and listened to his brothers bicker.


  “Oh brother.” Jo got out of the lawn chair and approached the circle, stopping just at the outer edge. “Just hand it over to me and let me take care of it.”


  “No.” Zach felt his lips curl in a snarl at the thought of Jo touching the tainted wax. “I’ll hold it. Someone get me a container.” If the curse left the candle somehow, Zach knew he could handle it. He’d lived with it for months.


  He didn’t want anyone else to go through what he had.


  Most of the self-doubt he’d been subjecting himself to fled with the curse. He felt more confident now, like he had right after saving Chris. He knew who, and what, he was meant to be.


  And whom he was meant to be with.


  Now he just had to convince Jo that being with him wouldn’t be the curse she might think it.


  Chapter Ten


  Dear Goddess, Jo didn’t think she’d ever seen anything like Zachary Beckett in action. The man who’d fumbled simple spells had just taken a very strong hex, one meant to eventually kill its bearer and everyone in his path, and poured it into nothing more than a carved wax candle.


  There was no longer any doubt in her mind. Zach was powerful even for an Own. How had no one in his family seen this? How had Annabelle screwed up so badly? Zach couldn’t be in court to learn how to be a witch. He knew that instinctively.


  What he needed to learn was how to be one of Hecate’s Own.


  She hadn’t agreed with him when he said the curse should be removed before anything else, but when she’d seen the extent of the curse she’d reluctantly understood his reasoning. It had to come out, behind protections, where there were others who could stop him if things went south.


  There was a lot she needed to learn about Zach. She was just happy he’d be there for her to learn it. “May I enter the circle?”


  Zach stared at her, studying her. Whatever he was looking for he apparently found, because he nodded. He kept a firm grip on the candle, like he was afraid that, without the anchor of his body, it would somehow leap out and take one of his siblings or Gen.


  Daniel picked up Zach’s athame, carefully cutting a “door” in the circle. “Go on in, the ritual’s fine.”


  She rolled her eyes at him before stepping into Zach’s circles. She’d have to ask him how exactly he’d cast them; she’d been asleep when Annabelle came to fetch her, informing her of what Zach was attempting. Terrified that he’d screw up, she’d scurried into her clothes and run out the door, only to find the most…unusual circle she’d ever seen.


  Sacred circles weren’t usually visible to the naked eye. Zach’s practically lit the night sky. Even the black one had an eerie glow to it, like starlight.


  She made her way to Zach’s side, drawn to him in a way she’d never been to anyone else. “Are you all right?”


  “I am now.”


  There. Right in front of her stood the sexy, confident man who’d first entered Roland’s domain a few months ago. How she hadn’t seen what was happening to him she didn’t know. She’d been blinded by her own need to deny her attraction to him.


  Hmph. Some teacher I am. She hadn’t seen that he was struggling under a hex. Instead she’d chosen to believe he was a screw-up, just like everyone else.


  She had a lot of making up to do. “What do you need me to do?”


  He blinked, the shock in his eyes cutting her to the quick. He hadn’t expected her to make the offer to help, and that hurt after what they’d shared earlier. “I need you to stay safe.”


  Now it was her turn to blink. “I can take care of myself, Beckett.”


  He winced, some of the confidence he’d gained leeching away. She bit her lip, realizing what she’d done. She’d just reduced him back to novice with one, unthinking word.


  In apology she caressed his arm. “Sorry, Zach.” More sorry than she could ever tell him. She’d been an idiot, but at least she was an idiot willing to learn. “Let me help. Please.”


  He leaned down, careful to keep the candle away from her, and brushed a sweet kiss across her lips. “Thank you.” He stared at the altar, his gaze turning inward. She could almost see the wheels turning. “I need to draw down the moon.”


  Draw down the moon? He meant to gather more power, commune with the Goddess? “Why?”


  “Because…” His shoulders twitched. “I have a very bad feeling?”


  Jo stared at the altar, her mind whirling. She hated to say it, but knew she should. “Maybe Gen should help.”


  “Why?”


  “She’s an Own.” Although Jo would much rather be the one to stand by his side, she understood that Own were different from everyone else, even others of their kind.


  He nodded slowly. “Maybe you’re right.” He leaned close, whispering in her ear. “Do you trust her?”


  She gazed up at him and gave him the only answer she could. “With your soul? Yes.” With his body?


  Hell no.


  His eyebrows flew up. “Only my soul?”


  She gripped his biceps, eager to stake her claim. “The body belongs to me.” She dared him to contradict her.


  His feet shuffled. “About that…”


  “Zach?”


  Zach turned at the sound of Daniel’s voice. He looked oddly relieved. “Yeah?”


  “I’ve got a black silk pouch. Will it do?”


  Zach nodded. “For now, yeah. We’ll need something a little more permanent.”


  “Cement, with copper runes imbedded in it, buried three feet into the ground and bound by a black cord with nine knots.” Jo stared back at the blank-faced brothers. “What?”


  Zach snorted. “That sounds like enough.”


  “Where that thing is concerned? There’s no such thing as enough.” Jo pushed her hair out of her face. “Gimme the pouch.”


  Daniel held it away from her. “And risk getting my ass kicked again? No thank you.” He opened it. “Here, Zach.”


  Zach maneuvered the candle into the pouch, careful to keep it from touching his brother’s fingers. Daniel snapped the cords tight and tied them three times. “That should hold it for now.” He placed it on the ground, away from the altar and Zach. “I’ll guard it until we can get the cement.”


  Zach nodded his thanks. “Time to call down the moon.” Zach took his athame. “Anyone who wants out of the circles, now is your chance.” His brothers all shook their heads. Jo merely smiled and settled down on the ground, crisscrossing her legs. Gen went to the part of the circle farthest from Gareth and sat, watching the other man warily. That surprised Jo. She’d been certain the female Own would want to stand next to Zach for this, but instead she allowed a male to channel the Goddess on his own.


  A lesson? Perhaps it was Gen’s way of proving once and for all that Zach truly was a powerful witch and blessed by the Lady.


  Wait. Something felt a little off. “How are you calling down the moon when the moon isn’t in the sky?”


  Zach used the athame to close the door Daniel had made in the circles. “The moon is in the sky.” He stood in front of the altar, feet braced apart, and raised his hands to the sky, taking the classic pose of the Goddess. He lifted his head and breathed in deep, already becoming one with the night sky.


  Jo’s mouth fell open before she could stop it. He was calling down the dark moon.


  Hecate herself.


  This should be interesting.


  Jo watched, intent on stepping in if anything threatened Zach. Even if that threat was Zach himself.


  


  Zach poured himself into the call, opening himself up to the Dark Goddess. He was ready for her. Everything in him yearned for something he couldn’t quite name, but he knew who would grant it.


  It was slow at first. Just a trickle of awareness at the edges of his mind. Something wanted in, something beautiful. Something powerful.


  Zach probed back, tentative at first, but gaining in confidence as the power seeped into him, loving, giving, stern yet willing to forgive, willing to guide.


  And when his heart opened completely, something reached out of the darkness and cupped his very soul.


  


  Zach stared from the darkness of the bushes, not sure if he should be grateful for the light of the fire or not. A dark altar had been placed right where Zach could watch the horror unfold. A hooded man stood over a naked woman, bound to the altar with silver, enchanted chains. Blood stained that silver, a mark of the sacrifices that had gone before. He could see the woman straining at her bonds, her wrists chafed raw from the cuffs.


  A low growl escaped his throat. His fur damn near stood on end. He knew that woman, knew her scent deep in his heart and soul.


  He was going to kill the men who had hurt her.


  A knife flashed into the air. The chanting increased in intensity. The foul language seared his ears. Below the girl, the runes on the altar glowed a vicious green. They were going to sacrifice her to the dark powers, and Zach was there to stop them.


  The girl turned her head and pleaded with her eyes for someone, anyone, to save her. Zach gathered his legs beneath him, ready to pounce on the man who threatened his mate.


  The hood fell back, exposing the face of Davis Godwin.


  


  Zach blinked, his arms dropping wearily at his sides. The sensation of the Goddess within him faded, leaving him feeling both exhausted and exhilarated. “Fuck me.”


  “No thanks. That’s just wrong.”


  Zach looked down to find his brother Gareth seated on the ground next to him. In his hands was an open book. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Reading.” Gareth turned the page. “Thanks to you, glowbug, I’m almost done with this chapter.”


  Zach looked around. His brothers were all asleep, curled around each other like puppies. Jo was snoring lightly, her hands curled under her head. And Gen was watching Gareth like the man was a snake ready to bite her at the earliest opportunity. Strangely enough, Alasdair was in the warlock’s lap, sound asleep.


  “How the hell did Alasdair get through the circles?”


  “How the fuck do I know? He’s a cat.” Gareth tilted his book and squinted down at the page. “Can you feel the love just for a minute more? I’m almost past the good part.”


  Zach stared down at his hands. Sure enough, he was glowing. “Dork.”


  “Hey, it’s a good book.” Gareth shut it with a sigh as Zach’s glow dimmed. “Fine. We done here?”


  “Just about. We’re supposed to do cakes and ale.”


  Gareth just raised his brows. “Do it with the ones who are awake, take the circle down, and let’s go to bed.” He pointed with his chin toward Jo. “Sleeping like that can’t be doing your mate any good, especially in her condition.”


  Jo. Zach’s wolf growled, the threat to his mate bringing it to the fore. “We need to protect her.”


  Gareth stood so fast Zach was startled. “What happened?”


  “The Lady showed me a vision.” A real one, not the one the curse had twisted. “Jo’s in danger.”


  Gareth grinned, and it wasn’t pleasant. “Then we’ll just have to make sure she’s kept safe.”


  “All right then. Let’s make this quick.” Zach blessed the food and wine, passing it to Gen and Gareth. Seeing them together, standing in front of him, Zach was hit by another certainty, one he was sure Gareth didn’t want to hear.


  He’d have to make sure that this Godwin was forgiven the sins of her family, or Gareth’s life was going to be hell.


  To make sure Gareth saw that Zach trusted Gen and to welcome the woman he knew would soon be his sister-in-law, he fed her the first bite.


  By the time they were done weariness dragged at his steps. Zach released the Lord and Lady and the elements, thanking them for their presence. He undid the circles, his hands shaking on the final, white one. “Clean up tomorrow.”


  “Mm-hmm.” Even stone-man Gareth was yawning. “Time for bed, bro.” He nudged Chris with his foot. “Mom’s coming.”


  Zach laughed as Chris sat straight up. “Mom?”


  Daniel smacked his lips and curled tighter around the pouch containing the candle. Even in sleep he guarded it for Zach.


  Gareth nudged Daniel. “Daniel? Mom found your Playboys.”


  Daniel stood up, picked up the pouch and shuffled into the house. “Fuck you, Gareth.”


  Gareth scratched his chin and yawned again. “Huh. Wonder what bug crawled up his ass and died.”


  Zach wondered, too. “Think I should check him out?”


  The brothers exchanged a glance. “Nah.” Gareth shook his head. “It’s not the curse. His ass has been cranky for months now.” He shot a quick look at Jo, still sleeping on the ground. “But something tells me she’s going to be giving up the ring quicker than Lana did.”


  “You think his wolf is howling?”


  “And the stubborn bastard won’t do anything about it.”


  “Shit.” Zach ran his hands through his hair. A yawn threatened to crack his head open. Zach talked through it. The extra energy fire had granted him had worn away, leaving him exhausted. “Want me to talk to him?”


  Gareth shook his head. “I’ll do it. I can take it if he tries to bite me.” An evil smirk crossed his face. “I’ll order him, as his future king, to obey me.”


  Zach snorted. “Good luck with that.” He walked over to Jo and thought about waking her up. She looked so peaceful lying there. He bent down and picked her up, surprised at how little she weighed. “I’m taking Jo to bed.”


  “Yours, I presume?”


  Zach didn’t respond. He really didn’t have to. The worry that he’d accidentally cast a love spell on her had been obliterated by her support after he’d removed the hex. If he had accidentally cast a love spell it would have been broken at that point.


  Instead, Jo had stayed by his side. That meant she was supposed to be his. Now he just had to make sure he didn’t move too quickly. He’d take things slow, let her learn to trust him. To love him.


  Lord, let her learn to love him.


  He carried his mate into his brother’s house and settled her for the night. She didn’t even stir when he undressed her. When he was done undressing he curled up against her naked back, content to breathe in her scent.


  They were going to have to talk in the morning. If anything happened to Jo, Zach wouldn’t be responsible for his actions.


  “Mmm. Zach?”


  “Better be, or you’re in big trouble.”


  He sensed more than saw her smile. “Right. Hey, Gareth.”


  Zach’s brows rose. “Gareth, huh?” Oh, someone wanted to be in trouble. This could be fun. Zach poked Jo’s side. “Gareth?”


  Jo’s wide-eyed, wide-awake look alerted him to another possibility for some fun. He wiggled his fingers against her skin.


  “No! Bad dog!” Jo grabbed his fingers, the beginnings of a laugh curling the corners of her mouth. “Don’t you dare, Zach.”


  He felt like the Grinch when he got his awful, terrible idea. Evil delight coursed through him, chasing away the weariness that had begun to drag at him. “You’re ticklish.”


  “Zachary Beckett, if you tickle me I swear you will regret it.”


  Regret it? How could he? She’d squirm, she’d laugh, and most of all, she’d bounce. The only thing he’d regret was that he hadn’t found out sooner.


  Zach reached for her again, intent on watching her squirm.


  “Stay!”


  Zach paused. “Stay?” What did she think he was, a poodle?


  “I promise if you don’t tickle me I’ll make it worth your while.”


  His entire body felt electrified at the way she was looking at him. When she licked her lips he moaned. “Seriously?”


  She nodded. “So seriously.” Her hand crept down and cradled his balls.


  When a woman like Jo had you by the balls, you paid attention. “What about your head?”


  “I feel fine.” She blinked up at him and massaged his balls. “Don’t you want to know what price I’m willing to pay to keep you from tickling me?”


  “Fuck yes.” Zach’s hands slid up her sides to cup her breasts. God, he loved them, loved to watch the way her nipples peaked under his touch.


  “Lay back and let me show you.”


  Zach’s inner monologue was reduced to yesyesyes as he lay down, desperate for her touch. His cock stood at attention, waving madly at the woman of his dreams. “Jo.”


  She crawled over him, her long dark hair blanketing him with cool butterfly touches. She leaned over his cock and stared up at him with huge, heated brown eyes. She watched his reaction when she licked a long, slow line up the ridge of his cock, flicking the edge of her tongue over the flared head.


  Zach groaned, his hands pulling her hair away from her face so he could watch the erotic show his mate was putting on for him. “Suck it, baby.”


  Jo’s lips quirked before she took his cock in her hand. Her mouth closed over the head of his cock, sipping at him with delicate little nips and the lightest of suction. He thought the top of his head was going to explode at the sensations. “More. Please, Jo.”


  As if the please was what she’d been waiting for, Jo took him all the way in, her nose buried in the curls at the base of his cock. Zach’s head fell back, unable to bear the incredible sensations rocketing through him. His mate had the most incredible mouth ever invented. He was the luckiest son of a bitch alive.


  She proved that as her head began to move, her lips firm around him, her tongue, gods her tongue, driving him closer and closer to the edge.


  When she lifted her mouth from him he nearly cried out, but then that tongue was on his balls and he wanted, no needed, her to keep going, to keep the need boiling inside him on the edge.


  “Fuck, Jo.”


  She knelt above him and he released her, curious as to what she’d do next. She flung her hair behind her and tweaked her own nipples. “Mmm, fuck Jo.”


  If he’d had two brain cells left to rub together he would have guessed her next move. She licked her finger, dragged it along her stomach, and began to stroke her clit.


  Zach watched his mate pleasure herself for all of two seconds before the urge to touch, to taste, became overwhelming. He scrambled desperately for the bedside drawer, desperately hoping that… Yes! Note to self: thank Chris tomorrow. He snagged the box of condoms and ripped one open, sliding it onto his aching erection with shaking hands. He reached for her, flipping her onto her back, sliding along silken skin until his mouth was next to her hand. He wanted a taste so badly he was shaking with it. “Allow me.”


  “Please.”


  Zach shuddered at the need in her voice. The fact that he’d been the one to make her moan filled him with pride and the need to possess. He’d have a very hard time not trying to complete the spell tonight. Jo hadn’t completely accepted him yet, so muttering the final words to the Beckett spell would do nothing.


  But he could enjoy this while he had it. He licked along her finger, following the path she took, learning the way she liked to be pleasured. She whimpered when he pulled her clit into his mouth, sucking on it. She gasped when he stroked her steadily with his tongue. When he dipped inside her she arched against him and buried her hands in his hair. And when she teetered on the edge of orgasm he pushed her over, riding the wave with her as she cried out her release.


  Zach slipped up her body, hard and aching and more than ready for his own release. “Let me.”


  She nodded, tugging at his hips, urging him inside her. Zach took the invitation and surged inside her wet heat, fucking her with everything he was. “God, sweetheart, you feel so good.”


  “Fuck me, Zach. Fill me.”


  Zach’s heart stuttered. She’d given him permission to come without her, and Zach’s body was on board with that one hundred percent. Before he could stop it he was coming inside her, teeth clenched around a primal scream of ecstasy so intense he saw stars.


  He collapsed on top of her, sweaty, drained, and so happy he thought his heart would burst. He kissed her throat, thankful for this incredible woman who’d given herself to him. Her hands roved up and down his back, soothing man and beast. He managed to flop to her side, his head on her chest, before he drifted to sleep.


  Chapter Eleven


  Morning sunlight streamed into her eyes. “Gah.” Jo reached for the pillow to pull it over her head. Since when did her windows face her bed?


  She froze when her hand encountered a hairy arm.


  Since when did papa bear sleep in her bed?


  A deep sigh stirred her hair. “Morning, Jo.”


  A hard, hot cock nudged her lower back. Morning, indeed. “Zach?”


  “Better be, else I’m kicking someone’s ass.”


  Memories of the night before streamed into her waking mind. “How did the ritual go?”


  He pressed a soft kiss to her shoulder. “I’ll tell you after my caffeine infusion.”


  “What time is it?” Jo glanced at the clock on the bedside table. “Holy shit.”


  “What?”


  “It’s noon.” Jo sat up and scrubbed her face. “How did I sleep so late?”


  “You were hurt. Your body must have needed the rest.” Zach rolled onto his back and curled his arms under his head. The move made his biceps bulge. “Besides, we were up pretty late last night.”


  “What’s this ‘we’ shit? I fell asleep while you communed, remember?”


  He grinned up at her, the lazy, sleepy look sending heat straight through her belly. She felt her nipples tighten in response to that look. “Do you have any idea how cute you looked?”


  Jo rolled her eyes and her body out of bed. “Yeah well… Zach? Why am I naked?”


  “I like the view?”


  She turned, one arm over her breasts, her hand covering her pussy, to find Zach really was enjoying the view if the tent under the covers was anything to go by. “Down boy.”


  “Woof.”


  Jo bit her lip to keep from laughing. “He’s not very obedient, is he?”


  Zach sighed. “What can I say?” He patted his cock through the sheet. “He has a mind of his own.” He crooked his finger. “C’mere, little girl.”


  Jo backed up a step. “My momma warned me about wolves like you.” Besides, she had to pee something fierce, and Mr. Woodie wasn’t about to stop her from taking care of business.


  Zach’s eyes lit up, literally. He crawled out from under the covers, the movements slow and sensual. Jo was mesmerized. She was being stalked like prey, and her body responded, tightening in response, ready to flee the man standing at the side of the bed.


  Jo held up one hand. “Stay!”


  Zach paused.


  “Bathroom?”


  The bastard started to laugh.


  Jo broke out her Brünnhilde voice. She really needed to go, like, yesterday. “Now, Zach!”


  He pointed. Unfortunately, he pointed toward the door, which meant this bedroom did not have an en suite bathroom. “Damn.” She grabbed the sheet and wrapped it around herself toga style. “Sit. Stay. Good wolf.”


  He cocked an eyebrow at her and sat on the edge of the bed, legs wide open, displaying that impressive, erect cock. He grinned and crossed his arms. “Hurry back.”


  Jo stumbled out of the room, unsure if she should head back and take what she knew Zach wanted to give her or take care of business first.


  “Morning.”


  Jo screeched.


  The bedroom door slammed open, revealing a very naked, very aroused Zach to the world at large, and one pair of fascinated blue eyes in particular. Jo was going to have to rip Gen’s eyes from her head. “What’s wrong?”


  Oh hell. “Um. Morning, Gen.”


  “Oh. Good morning, um. Jo.” Gen visibly tore her gaze from Zach’s naked body. “Bathroom?”


  “Guys? What’s going on?”


  Jo pinched the bridge of her nose and nearly lost her grip on the sheet. “Morning, Gareth.”


  “Good morning.” He sounded less than pleased. “Why are you naked, Zach?”


  “Jo screamed.”


  Gareth’s expression cleared, like that explained everything. For a Beckett, it probably did. “Well, she’s fine. What did you need, sweetheart?”


  It took Jo a second to realize Gareth was talking to her and not Gen. “Bathroom.”


  Gareth grinned. “Second door on the right.”


  Jo grabbed hold of Gen’s arm and started walking. Gen’s gaze lifted once more from Zach’s cock as she stumbled along in Jo’s wake. “C’mon.”


  “But—”


  Brünnhilde once more made an appearance. “Now, Gen.”


  “Yes’m.”


  Behind her she heard Gareth and Zach sharing a laugh at Gen’s meek tone of voice.


  Jo didn’t give a crap. Gen had stared at what was hers, damn it. She dragged the Own into the bathroom and shut the door. “That cock? That’s mine, got it?”


  Gen held up her hands. “I know that.”


  “Then why were you staring?”


  Gen opened her mouth, her normally serene expression morphing into something akin to despair. “I…” Gen slumped back against the door. “Are all the Beckett men so beautiful?”


  Jo tilted her head. What’s going on here? “Gareth?”


  Gen shrugged and looked away.


  “Look, I have to pee really badly. Can this wait a few seconds?”


  Gen nodded and turned her face to the door, giving Jo some privacy.


  Jo finished up as quickly as she could, washing her hands when she was done. “Change places?”


  Gen moved and Jo took her place, fidgeting with her makeshift toga. “Talk to me, Gen.” She didn’t know the warlock all that well, but she could tell something was eating at the other woman.


  “The Goddess sent me a vision.”


  “And?” What did this have to do with Gen taking an eyeful?


  “When all this is done, Gareth will hate me.”


  Jo frowned and looked over her shoulder. “And?”


  The torment on Gen’s face was absolute. “He won’t want anything to do with me.”


  The light bulb, usually so much faster, finally lit. “He’s your mate.”


  “As you are Zach’s.”


  Jo’s shoulders twitched. Apparently she was in a cheesy werewolf romance novel, because Gen’s words made sense. She was Zach’s “mate”. She couldn’t deny it any longer. The need to be near him, to protect him, to…love him, was nearly overwhelming. “Yeah. I am.”


  “Imagine if Zach hated the very air you breathed, if all he saw when he looked at you was the suffering of his loved ones.”


  Jo shuddered. She didn’t think she could stand it if Zach looked at her with hatred in his eyes.


  “Now imagine if that hatred killed your mate. The curse under which the Becketts live has been tamed, but at a price.”


  Jo whirled around. “Price?”


  Gen nodded. “The wolf demands its mate. If it doesn’t get it, the curse eats the Beckett from within, destroying him. They die in agony, their wolves howling and howling for something that never comes.” Gen buried her face in her hands. “That’s what will happen to Gareth if…”


  Jo’s ass hit the floor before she realized her knees had buckled. “Has Zach done everything he needs to do to claim me?”


  Gen’s eyes darted to Jo’s shoulder. “No.”


  “What’s left?”


  “The shadow of the wolf isn’t on your shoulder yet. It means he hasn’t completed the spell. Once you fully accept him and he marks you, the wolf is pacified.”


  “How do you know all of this?”


  “The vision showed me. Their emerald ring is the key that opens the door. Once the ritual is begun, it is only a matter of time before he must finish the spell or die.”


  Jo stood, her head whirling and her heart pounding in fear. “Enjoy your bathroom time.” She’d deal with Gen’s problem later.


  Right now she had a man to claim.


  


  Zach jumped as the bedroom door slammed open. “Mark me.”


  Zach wiggled his finger in his ear, certain he hadn’t heard that. “Excuse me?”


  Jo slammed the door shut. She glared at him like he’d kicked her puppy. “Mark. Me.”


  He tried to play it off, not certain what it was she knew and didn’t know. “With what?”


  She growled. He damn near laughed, it was so cute. “Your wolf needs to mark me? Fine. Do it.” She stopped. “Unless it means peeing on me. Then we need to talk.”


  He held out his hands, hoping that she’d take them and explain to him what the hell was going on. “Jo? Come here, sweetheart.”


  She came, dropping the sheet on her way. Shit. Talk about distracting. Every enticing curve bounced toward him, reducing his IQ to something resembling his gas mileage.


  When she curled her arms under her impressive breasts, lifting them even higher, he almost fell down and worshipped. “Marking, Zach. Get on with it.”


  He blinked. “Are you accepting me?”


  One eyebrow lifted arrogantly. “That depends.”


  Whimpering was not part of the whole macho code, but Zach couldn’t help himself. “On what?”


  “Whether or not you’re doing this because you want me. Let’s face it, you weren’t exactly happy to see me at first.” She shrugged. “Then again, the way we made love in the workroom? Much better greeting, I thought. So…” Her chin lifted. “Hop to it.”


  Zach felt frozen in place. Jo was accepting him?


  “Zach? Are we doing this or what?”


  The woman he loved was willing to take his mark, be his forever?


  “Zach, are you okay?”


  Hell yes.


  Zach lunged, grabbing Jo by the waist and flinging her onto the bed.


  “Yikes!”


  Zach ignored her yelp, crawling up her body in a frenzy of need. He pinned her down to the bed, straddling her hips, holding her arms above her head. “Mine.”


  She blinked up at him, those gorgeous brown eyes of hers darkening with want. “Yours.”


  Zach swooped down and claimed those full lips in a kiss that sealed his fate. Sweet and hot, her taste exploded on his tongue, marking him as surely as he would soon mark her.


  His mate.


  His love.


  She’d said yes, and he wasn’t about to turn away from that.


  When she wrapped her soft thighs around him he damn near came, all untouched. Just her skin against his had him on the edge. “Jo. Need you.”


  She nodded, spreading her legs even wider, impossibly wide. “Take me.”


  He slid inside her, grimacing at the slight wince she gave him. She hadn’t quite been ready for him despite her words. “Sorry.” The last thing he wanted to do was harm her in any way.


  She licked her lips and shot him a wicked glance. “Make it up to me.”


  Staring at her mouth, he knew just what to do to ease the pain he’d unwittingly inflicted.


  Zach withdrew from her hot sheath, slid down her body, and proceeded to kiss it better.


  


  Jo damn near screamed at the sensation of Zach’s mouth on her pussy. His hot tongue traced her lips, dipping inside her for a taste before stroking across her clit, teasing her with light touches. She reached down and tangled her fingers in his hair, desperate to get his mouth right where she wanted it most.


  Zach slid back up her body, surprising her. He took hold of her wrists and pressed them gently back down on the mattress. “Leave them there.”


  She blinked. Zach wasn’t smiling. “Okay.”


  She felt her body melt into the mattress as she gave over control to her lover.


  She shivered. Zachary Beckett was her lover.


  “I want to see your wolf.”


  He paused halfway down her body, a horrified look on his face. “Now?”


  She giggled. “Not now. After.”


  He blew out a relieved breath. “Thank the Lady. I’m not into that particular kink, thank you very much.”


  She giggled again as he shuddered. “Neither am I.”


  “Good.” He swiped his tongue across her belly button. “I’ve got other kinks I’d rather explore with you.” He nibbled the inside of her thigh, the slight sting soothed by a soft kiss. “If that’s all right with you?”


  “I think I could get behind that.” She nearly lifted her arms to reach for him but remembered his command at the last moment.


  His eyes lit with approval. “And in front of it, and to the side of it…” He bent down and took her clit into his mouth, sucking on it so strongly that her body bowed off the bed in reaction.


  Fuck. Much more of that and she’d scream the house down. She didn’t want his brothers to know what they were doing.


  A vision of Zach staring at Gen’s ass flitted through her mind just as Zach sucked again.


  Jo screamed. Fuck ’em. Let them know what her man was doing to her, and how much Jo was enjoying it. Take that.


  Jo’s groans and whimpers seemed to spur Zach on. He doubled his efforts, latching onto her like a starving man at a free chocolate convention. He lapped, sucked, nipped and nibbled until she was nothing more than a gigantic, throbbing need that only Zach could fulfill. “Zach. Please, Zach.”


  Zach sat up, took hold of her hips and flipped her onto her stomach. “Want me, sweetheart?” He nudged at her until her ass was up in the air, her head bowed down until her cheek rested on the pillow. She knew how she must look to him, hot and wanting and the thought brought her arousal up even further.


  Only Zach would ever get to see her this vulnerable. He would take care of her. She smiled as she heard a condom package tear, knew he was taking care of her in more ways than one.


  She whimpered and thrust her hips back, too far gone for speech. Her hands clenched the bed sheet. She needed to be fucked, and she needed it now.


  Zach’s dark chuckle surrounded her. He rammed into her, her passage more than wet enough to accommodate him now.


  The pounding Zach gave her was exactly what she needed. It didn’t take long before she was coming, toes curled, teeth clenched, her body so tight she could barely breathe.


  It wasn’t until the orgasm passed that she realized Zach hadn’t joined her. He leaned over, his chest to her back, his hands sliding down her arms until they curled around hers. “Feel better?”


  She wiggled, earning a gasp. She knew her grin was every bit as feral as his.


  Zach pressed a kiss to her cheek before beginning the ride all over again.


  Jo hung on and prayed she’d survive.


  


  Zach clung to his mate’s hips and drove into her, determined to drive her out of her mind one last time before he took his own pleasure. He could sense how much she was loving this, loving the way he arched over her. He couldn’t believe how good fucking Jo was. He’d never felt anything close to what she did to him just with a look and a quick clenching of her muscles.


  Zach gulped, his rhythm broken. Yup, just like that.


  “C’mon, Zach. You’re young. You can handle it.”


  He gave her ass an easy slap, careful not to hurt her. “Do you really want to see how long I can last if I put my mind to it?”


  She shuddered around him. “Goddess.”


  Zach began moving again, thrusting into her sharply, determined to bring her off one more time before he came inside her warm heat. “C’mon, sweetheart. Come for me.”


  She thrust back against him. “You first.”


  He collapsed over her, using one hand to hold himself up as the other reached between her legs. “I don’t think so.”


  Before she could do anything he was stroking her clit, rubbing in time to his thrusts, reveling in her wordless cries. He surrounded her with his heat, his scent, his body, protected her even as he took her. The urge to bite was so strong he shook with it.


  Zach sat back up, desperate to watch himself shuttle in and out of the body of his mate. His wet cock slid in and out, the sensation nearly overwhelming him. This was Jo.


  This was his mate.


  He licked his lips. He needed her to come once more, just once, so he could mark her, fill her with his seed. Make it so no one else would ever lay a hand on her.


  Jo was his, and he’d never let her go.


  He dug his fingers into her hips and set their rhythm. He wanted this coupling to be as fast and hard as the last. The sensation of Jo coming around his cock had nearly had him coming with her. He still wasn’t certain how he’d held off, but he had the feeling his wolf had helped.


  The need to bite down on the fleshy part of her shoulder, right where her neck and shoulder met, was so fierce his fangs descended. 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.


  Jo was beginning to pant underneath him, her hips rocking with him. So sexy, so incredible, his Johra. He couldn’t believe his luck at finding someone like her.


  He’d make sure she never regretted accepting him as her mate. He’d bring her pleasure every single day of her life, make her laugh, make her scream, give her the world if she asked it of him.


  He reached down, between her legs, and stroked her clit. That earned him a moan, so he did it again.


  And again.


  Soon she quivered underneath him, her climax so close he could practically taste it. “Soon?”


  She nodded, too far gone for speech.


  Zach pressed his mouth to her neck, ready to bite her when they came. He would come with her this time, let himself go inside the only woman he’d ever loved.


  Jo began to chant through her teeth. “Yes, yes, yes, now, fuck, Zach, now!”


  Zach let go, the orgasm rushing through him, so intense his vision darkened. He bit down, drawing blood from his mate, taking it into himself even as he released inside her. Her scream of pleasure rang in his ears, pleasing the man and the wolf.


  They’d satisfied their mate twice. Both of them were beyond pleased.


  Panting, Zach collapsed to the side, taking Jo down with him. He curled his arm around her back, whispering the words that sealed both their fates. The bite mark turned, twisting, darkening, until the shadow of a black wolf rested on her skin.


  “Zach?”


  He took off the spent condom and dropped in the wastebasket next to the bed. “It’s done. I’ve marked you.” He kissed the shadow, moved almost to tears to see it there on her golden skin. He almost let slip how he loved her, but held back, not sure she was ready to hear it yet.


  She settled down with a sigh. “I belong to you.”


  He shivered. His cock twitched. Fuck, who’d have thought four little words could be such a turn-on? “And I belong to you.”


  She turned and curled into him, resting her head against his chest. She looked so right there. “Now what?”


  He grinned happily as his stomach rumbled under her hand. “Waffles.”


  Her shoulders shook.


  “What? You’d rather do pancakes?” Oh, that sounded really good. He could go for that. Maybe with some bacon and eggs?


  When his new mate buried her face in the pillow he figured he might have to wait a bit for his breakfast.


  Chapter Twelve


  Zach stared from the darkness of the bushes, not sure if he should be grateful for the light of the fire or not. A dark altar had been placed right where Zach could watch the horror unfold. A hooded man stood over a naked woman, bound to the altar with silver, enchanted chains. Blood stained that silver, a mark of the sacrifices that had gone before. He could see the woman straining at her bonds, her wrists chafed raw from the cuffs.


  A low growl escaped his throat. His fur damn near stood on end. He knew that woman, knew her scent deep in his heart and soul.


  He was going to kill the men who had hurt her.


  A knife flashed into the air. The chanting increased in intensity. The foul language seared his ears. Below the girl, the runes on the altar glowed a vicious green. They were going to sacrifice her to the dark powers, and Zach was there to stop them.


  The girl turned her head and pleaded with her eyes for someone, anyone, to save her. Zach gathered his legs beneath him, ready to pounce on the man who threatened his mate.


  The hood fell back, exposing the face of Davis Godwin. Behind him, Zach could just make out the glowing eyes of Gareth as the knife flashed down.


  


  Zach’s eyes snapped open. “Fuck.” They must have fallen asleep soon after making love, because Jo’s sweet ass was nestled against his hip, her breathing even.


  “Shit.” He sat up, careful not to disturb Jo. He was going to have to bring his brothers along with him when he confronted Davis Godwin.


  He was also going to have to figure out a way to keep Jo safe. If Davis got his hands on her…


  Fur sprouted from his arms. His claws descended. Inside him his wolf howled.


  “Hey.”


  Zach quickly pulled his wolf back inside. “Hey yourself.” He couldn’t let Jo know how worried he was, not until after he spoke with his brothers. He glanced at the clock and grinned. “Ready for lunch?”


  “Mm-hmm.” She rolled over with lazy grace and draped her arm over his hip. “After.”


  “After what?”


  “Breakfast.”


  Zach gasped as warm, wet heat enveloped his cock. “Oh. Protein shakes. Those are good.” The suction stopped. Zach whimpered. “Banana? Bananas are breakfasty.”


  Jo’s shoulders started to shake. Her mouth lifted from his cock.


  “Oh, come on,” Zach whined. He threw his head back and pouted. “Is sausage better?”


  “Zach!” She had the giggles now. He had the feeling Mr. Happy was going to go unfulfilled this morning.


  “Damn it. Me and my big mouth.” He scooted under the covers. “Are we sure I got rid of all of the curse? Ow.”


  He watched Jo rub her hand. “Don’t say things like that.”


  “Hurt yourself?” He kissed her palm. Then he put her hand back on his cock and guided it up and down his length. “Here, rub this. It will make you feel better.”


  She shook her head, the giggles threatening to overwhelm her again.


  “Seriously. It’s one of those pump-action lotion dispensers. Keep pumping, sweetheart. Keeeeep pumping.”


  “You are such a nut.”


  He blew her a kiss.


  “How am I supposed to blow your mind when you keep making me laugh?”


  He rolled over until he was cradled between her thighs. “How about mutual blowing?”


  She swatted his ass. “Aren’t you facing the wrong direction for that?”


  At that point Zach’s big head shut down. His little head took over all bodily functions. Before he knew it, he was licking at the sweetest honey he’d ever tasted while Jo’s mouth bobbed up and down on his cock. He’d retained enough sanity to make sure Jo was on top before feasting on her. He didn’t want to accidentally choke her.


  Zach tried to make sure that Jo got his full attention. She did, but not in the way he’d originally intended. Jo’s mouth was so hot, so good, that tongue so talented, he almost forgot what he was doing. It took a bite to his inner thigh to get his own mouth moving again.


  At that point, it was a race to see who would come first. Zach was determined it would be Jo.


  “Oh shit.” She was doing that tongue thing again, and Zach knew he was doomed. His hips lifted off the bed. Electricity shot down his spine. Zach poured down her throat in shuddering waves. “Fuck.”


  “Mmmm.” Jo began to lick him clean.


  Zach started to laugh. “Damn, sweetheart. I was planning on a sixty-nine, not a sixty-eight.”


  Her ass wiggled over his face. “I’m calling in my debt.”


  He slapped her ass, earning himself a gasp and an intriguing flush. “Let me see what I can do about that.”


  Zach grinned and set about making her scream.


  By the time he was done licking and sucking, he’d gotten her to yell twice. “Good ride?” He reached for the condom he’d tucked under the pillow, opening it and sliding it over his aching flesh.


  She was panting, covered in a sheen of sweat. “The best.”


  He crawled up her limp, damp body and slid his cock inside her. Listening to her find her pleasure had been a turn-on of monumental proportions. He grinned down into her startled face. “Sweetheart?”


  “What?”


  “Let’s go again.”


  Her giggle hitched into a sigh when he began to move. Her arms lifted weakly and wrapped around his neck. “The things you do to me, Zachary Beckett, should be illegal.”


  “Gods, I hope not. I just became some sort of magical cop. They might take away my badge and secret decoder ring.”


  Laughter did wonderful things to her, especially when she was all pressed up against him. “Nut.”


  “Your nut.”


  She palmed his ass in both hands. “Damn straight.”


  There was only one way to reward her for that. He began fucking her harder. He didn’t want to hear her scream.


  He wanted to hear her to howl.


  “Lord, yes. More, Zach.”


  He groaned and gave her more, moving over her with sinuous grace, taking and giving everything she asked for. The need to feel her shudder around him overrode everything else, even his own need.


  “Please.”


  He stared down into her darkened eyes and wrapped himself around her. His hand cradled her head, his legs tangled with hers. He took her mouth, drank in her gasps, soaked in her pleas until she trembled under him.


  He was panting, soaked in sweat, and more than ready to come inside his willing mate. “Now?”


  She nodded. “Now. Gods yes, now.”


  He twisted slightly, swiveled his hips, watched as his mate threw her head back and screamed out her release, his own blinding him until all he knew was Jo.


  He dropped his head to her shoulder, totally spent. Her arms dropped to the mattress. He could feel her quivering around his still-throbbing cock. “God. Damn.”


  Zach hugged his mate close, so happy his heart hurt. “Ditto.”


  


  


  “Have a good morning?”


  Jo blinked blearily at Chris as she shuffled into the kitchen some time that afternoon. She wasn’t sure she was up to reading the clock, so she hadn’t bothered to look at it. “Um.” She had been fucked within an inch of her life and her caffeine meter was running on empty. She wasn’t sure she could handle a conversation with a parakeet, let alone one of the Beckett brothers. Her voice was hoarse from screaming her head off.


  God she felt good.


  Chris held out a mug full of rich, steamy heaven. She lunged and snatched it out of his hands, sucking down the life-giving elixir. It was dark and rich, bitter just the way she liked it.


  “Good thing I let go or I’d be missing fingers.”


  Jo ignored him, content now that she had her coffee in her hands. All was right with her world.


  “Zach marked you?” Jo felt Chris’s fingers brush against the new mark on her shoulder. Frowning, she moved away. She didn’t like the feeling of someone touching her wolf that way. It felt subtly wrong.


  “Hey, Jo. I see you found the coffee.” Zach moved up behind her and brushed a kiss across the mark. The sensation shivered down her spine and straight to her pussy, heating her, prepping her for round two. Three? Whatever. If he kept that up he’d find himself pinned to Chris’s breakfast table and she’d be feasting on more than coffee.


  “Oh hey. Welcome to the madhouse, Jo.” Lana Evans slipped past her to settle in against Chris at the kitchen table. “Congrats on your mating.”


  “Thanks.” She sipped more coffee, grateful once more to the beans of Java for the power of speech.


  “Aren’t you exhausted, Zach? You used up all that power yesterday. I’d still be passed out if I’d cast that much.” Lana took hold of Chris’s coffee mug and took a sip.


  Chris stared at the mug in his mate’s hand, now halfway empty. “Would you like some coffee?”


  “No thanks, I’m good.” Lana winked at Jo and took another sip.


  Zach shrugged. “I’m tired, but I’m not bone tired. I think some of the energy I expended was returned to me during the ritual.” He frowned. “Something I’ve been meaning to ask. I know why a full moon, or new moon, ritual works for a wizard, but I’m a witch. How come the ritual worked so well for me? Usually I get a result from rituals but they’re muted somehow.”


  Lana smiled, but Jo answered, the teacher in her kicking to the fore despite her caffeine-deprived state. “Did you use what felt right, or what you were told to use?”


  “What felt right.”


  “That’s why. You followed your instincts and the ritual worked just fine. If you’d tried to do it by rote, the way wizards do, your magic would have fought you.” She shuddered, thinking about the way the white candle had turned an evil green as it sucked the curse out of Zach. “I don’t even want to think about what would have happened in that case.”


  “Hmm.” Zach wrapped her in his arms and instantly she felt calmed, at peace.


  “We need to do something about the Godwins.” Gareth entered the kitchen, followed by Daniel. They put down bags of fast food and started handing out burgers and fries. “This hexing shit has got to stop.”


  “Ahem.” Everyone turned to find a red-faced Gen standing in the doorway. “Allow me to help. Please.” Jo could tell from her tone of voice that Gen was willing to beg if necessary. It seemed wrong to see the elegant Own ready to get on her knees to make amends.


  Jo made up her mind. She just hoped she could convince the others that her instincts were sound. “I think Gen should help. Having another Own, and a warlock at that, just makes sense.” She felt Zach’s arms tighten around her and focused her arguments on him. “Who better to help you stop a group of rogue warlocks? Besides, they’re her family. She knows how they think.”


  She met his eyes, willing him to trust her.


  “If they find out about Jo, and they will, they’ll go after her first. Lana too, if possible.” Gen bit her lip. “Has Daniel found his mate yet?”


  Lana opened her mouth but jumped when Chris pinched her side.


  Interesting.


  “What?” Daniel was eyeing Lana with suspicion and a little panic.


  “Nothing.”


  No one seemed fooled by Lana’s wide-eyed look, least of all Daniel. “If you know something I don’t now is the time to tell me.”


  “I don’t know. I have suspicions.”


  From the way Daniel groaned Jo had the feeling that Lana’s suspicions were as good as knowledge. Not every witch had instincts strong enough to be taken for gospel, but from the way the Beckett brothers were reacting Lana’s were. “Who?”


  Lana zipped her lip.


  Daniel whimpered, looking tortured. “Oh hell. Not her.”


  Jo blinked. Her who?


  “Kerry?” Zach’s shoulders shook, jarring Jo. “You’re fucking kidding me!”


  “That woman is not my mate!”


  Lana winked again at Jo. “Prove it.”


  The men in the room went silent.


  Daniel’s whole body was stiff with outrage. “I don’t have to prove anything!”


  Lana shook her head, her smile smug. “Nope. You don’t.”


  Jo could feel some undercurrents between the Becketts and Lana, but without their inside knowledge she had no idea which way those currents were running, or even why.


  “There’s absolutely no need to prove myself right, because that woman is not my mate.”


  Gareth turned his back on the group and poured himself a cup of coffee. Jo could see his shoulders were rigid. She didn’t know if he was pissed or laughing.


  Daniel snorted. “Fine. Once we deal with the fucking Godwins I’ll cast the spell. Happy?”


  Lana shrugged. “Whatever, dude.”


  Daniel stomped out of the kitchen, his face stormy. “I’m going for a goddamn run. Anyone want to join me?”


  “I do.” Chris kissed the top of Lana’s head and headed toward the back patio where Daniel was already beginning to strip.


  Jo caught a glimpse of Daniel’s dimpled ass as he shoved his jeans down his legs. “Damn. They really are all gorgeous.” Zach whirled her around and took her mouth, kissing her with lazy arrogance. By the time he was done her mind was whirling and her nipples were so hard they ached. “Mmm.”


  “Want to see my wolf?”


  Jo opened her eyes. How in hell could he make that sound so damn sexy? “Yup.”


  His blue eyes twinkled at her. “Are you done caffeinating?”


  “Nope.”


  She heard a soft giggle behind her and knew it was Gen.


  “Hell. If you’re going, I’m going too. Hide her virgin eyes for a couple minutes more, ’kay?” Jo heard the sliding glass door open and knew Gareth had left the room. It looked like all four Beckett brothers would be running, leaving the women behind.


  Good. She had a few things to discuss with the ladies that weren’t meant for male ears.


  “Wow,” Gen breathed.


  She had the feeling she knew what Gen was staring at. “Good?”


  “The best.”


  Zach frowned at Gen, who blushed and looked away. He opened his mouth to say something but Jo slapped his ass, distracting him. “Your turn, handsome.”


  The look he shot her let her know she wasn’t off the hook. That was fine. She’d let him know what was going on without either Gen or Gareth around. She had the feeling Zach would be both amused and horrified at Gen’s news that she was destined to belong to Gareth.


  “Okay, beautiful. Follow me.” Zach pulled her out the sliding glass door and began to disrobe. She looked at Gen and Lana and twirled her finger at them. Both women obligingly turned their backs while her mate disrobed.


  When Zach was naked Jo wolf whistled at him, delighted when he blushed. “Nice view.” They both ignored the three wolves behind him gagging on the lawn. “Ready to show me your wolf?”


  Zach grinned. His image blurred until a black wolf stood before her. Zach’s pale blue eyes were startling in that dark face.


  “Oh, Zach.” He was beautiful. She got down on the ground and reached for him, eager to touch all that soft fur. “You’re wondrous.”


  Once again she ignored the wolves behind him. His idiot brothers were lying on their backs, legs up in the air. Their tongues were lolling out of their mouths as they played dead.


  “You know, now that Zach has found his mate, maybe someone should call his mom. Let her know.” Lana stepped out of the house in time to watch four furry butts disappear into the woods. “Works every time.”


  A flash of brilliant red off to the right caught her attention, but before she could zero in on it, whatever it was had disappeared.


  Must have been a cardinal. Still, Jo couldn’t suppress the feeling that something had been watching her.


  “Are they that afraid of their mother?” Gen’s soft voice brought her back to the present.


  “You have no idea.”


  Jo stood up and brushed her hands on her jeans. “I have got to meet Mama Beckett.”


  “Mm-hmm.” Lana led the way back into the house. “Ladies, we need to talk.”


  Jo settled down and prepared to fill the women in on what she knew.


  Chapter Thirteen


  “So.” Zach lay on his stomach next to the stream and watched the clouds scuttle by in the clear water. He’d been waiting for Gareth to begin picking his brain as soon as he led them to this spot. They were still on Chris’s land, and therefore within the boundaries of his protections, but far enough away that the ladies would have to work to find them. “I’ve got a problem.” He rolled over and sat cross-legged. “I had a vision during the ritual last night.”


  Chris, Daniel and Gareth joined him, forming a circle. “We’ve got your back, bro.” Gareth clapped his shoulder hard enough to nearly knock him over.


  Daniel nodded. “Whatever you need.”


  Chris grinned. “Becketts stick together.”


  Zach was counting on it. He needed his brothers more than ever. “Here’s what I saw. I’m in wolf form, staring at a fire. In front of the fire is a dark altar. Jo is strapped to that altar in enchanted chains, naked.”


  “Not good.” Daniel’s eyes glowed. “We need to protect her.”


  “We need to protect all our mates.” Chris frowned. “What else did you see?”


  “The altar was blood stained.”


  “Meaning they’ve done this before.” Gareth twitched, like he wished he were pacing, but held his place. “And what do you mean all our mates? I’m not mated yet, thank the Lady.”


  Chris and Zach exchanged a look. Gareth had looked pissed when Gen saw Daniel’s ass. He’d been furious in that hallway when Gen hadn’t been able to take her eyes off Zach’s naked body. He might not know it yet, but Zach was willing to bet good money the blonde warlock would be joining their family. He still wasn’t certain how he felt about that, but Jo trusted her, and that was good enough for him.


  “Jo struggles, a knife is lifted, I’m about to run to the rescue when the man’s hood falls away. It’s Davis Godwin.”


  “Fuck me.” Gareth did stand and pace. “That asshole needs a spiritual enema.”


  “Was anyone else there?” Chris chucked a stick into the water, disturbing the serene reflection.


  “I’m not sure. My wolf was focused on Jo and what was about to happen to her. Which is one of the reasons I need you three and Gen.”


  “I’m still not sure of her.” Gareth rubbed his nose. “She’s a Godwin. How do we know she’ll be able to do what’s necessary?”


  “We don’t, but Jo trusts her, and I have the feeling Lana does too.” Chris nodded, confirming Zach’s guess. “So we let her in, but not too far in.” And keep an eye on her for Gareth’s sake.


  “And my supposed mate?” Daniel smirked.


  “Do the ritual, bro. Prove Lana wrong.” Gareth smirked back. “By the way, how often has Lana been proven wrong?”


  Daniel collapsed on the grass with a groan. “Anyone but her. Please, Lady?”


  Zach listened to the weird echo of his own words and almost laughed. “You’re screwed.”


  Daniel lifted his hand just far enough to give Zach the finger.


  “Mates later, Godwins now. What do you propose we do?”


  Zach looked around and realized his brothers were looking to him to take the lead on this one. “I need to take care of it.”


  One by one they blinked at him. “That’s it?” Daniel’s eyebrows rose. “That’s your grand plan?”


  Zach dug his good hand into the ground and allowed the energy of the earth to seep into him. His bad hand hadn’t completely healed, but at least he could move it much more easily now.


  He thought about going after Davis Godwin and saving his mate. He knew from the widening of Daniel’s eyes that he was glowing again. “Yup.”


  Gareth shrugged. “All righty then.”


  Silence.


  Daniel sighed. “Do you think they’ve eaten all the burgers?”


  


  


  “Don’t you think we should have saved them some food?” Gen stared at the empty wrappers with growing chagrin. She let out a delicate burp and covered her mouth with her fingers.


  “Oh please.” Lana waved her hand. “They’re out there chasing Bambi. They’ll be fine.” She pointed toward Jo’s onion rings. “Are you going to eat those?”


  Jo pushed them over. “Do you have a hollow leg?”


  Lana shook her head. “Nope. Just starving.” She tore into the onion rings with greedy glee. “Yum.”


  Jo decided to tease the other woman. “So if you get pregnant, will you birth children or puppies?”


  Lana choked.


  “Johra.” Gen pounded Lana’s back so hard her head nearly hit the table. “She’s not going to give birth to puppies.” She rubbed Lana’s back, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “She’s going to give birth to Becketts.”


  Jo nodded solemnly. “Good point.”


  “Thanks a lot,” Lana croaked. She reached for her soda and took a good long swallow. “You people suck.” She pointed at Jo. “Besides, you’ll be having little Becketts too, you know.”


  “Goddess help me.”


  Gen sighed. “I wish.”


  Jo met Lana’s surprised look. “Gen had a vision. She’s meant to be Gareth’s mate, but he’s going to reject her because she’s a Godwin.”


  Lana sat back and drawled, “Really?”


  “Oh dear.” Gen looked petrified. “What are you thinking?”


  “That we have two brothers who haven’t cast the Beckett mate spell yet, but we already know the outcome.” Lana rubbed her hands together. “We could have fun with this.”


  “Remember, if the spell isn’t completed they die. Horribly.” And Zach would be crushed if he lost one of his brothers. Jo would have to ensure that didn’t happen.


  Gen shivered. “Indeed. The last thing I want is for Gareth to suffer.”


  “We’ll make sure he doesn’t.” Lana patted Gen’s hand.


  “No matter what, if it comes down to it, we’ll put him out of his misery.” Jo grinned at Gen’s horrified gasp. “Oh please. Don’t be stupid. We’ll lock you naked in the room with him.”


  “That would do it.” Jo had no doubt about that. She’d seen the way Gareth stared at Gen when she wasn’t looking. The man wanted so badly to play big bad wolf to the blonde’s little red riding hood. The only thing holding him back was her last name.


  Lana chuckled. “No doubt in my mind. Just make sure you squeak and run. Wolves love to play chase.”


  “And if you tell him you accept him, the wolf will override the man. You’ll be mated before you can blink.” She was living proof if the way Zach had pounced on her was anything to go by.


  “Will it hurt?”


  Jo handed over the last of the cookies to Gen, who groaned but nibbled anyway. “Will what hurt?”


  “The…mating.”


  Jo’s jaw dropped. “No way.”


  “What?” Lana stared at Gen’s increasingly red face. “Oh my Lord. How old are you?”


  Gen mumbled something under her breath and hid her face in her hands.


  “Come again?”


  “Twenty-two, all right? I’m the baby of my family.” Gen’s forehead hit the table. “I’m doomed.”


  “Twenty-two?” That was it? She’d thought Gen was much older than that.


  “You mean you’ve never…?” Lana made some crude gestures with her hands.


  “Lana!” Jo slapped the other woman’s hands down. Poor Gen groaned again.


  “I thought they were a myth!”


  Jo rolled her eyes. “Yes, Virginia, twenty-two year old virgins do exist.”


  Lana patted Gen’s downed head. “Oh, honey. We need to talk.”


  Something occurred to Jo. “You’re not a virgin because you’re an Own, are you?”


  Gen shook her head. “Let’s just say that boys weren’t knocking down my door.”


  It was Jo’s turn to choke. The warlock was stunning. “Why not?”


  “Big brothers. Mean ones. Three of them.”


  “Oh.”


  “Speaking of which, how did you survive as an Own in that family?” Lana stared at the empty wrappers and made a face.


  Gen lifted her head. She didn’t seem to feel the big red mark across her forehead. “My mother took care of me. She cast a spell that hid my nature from the rest of the family. She never turned; she was a wizard until the day she died. The spell was strong enough that no one suspected a thing.”


  Lana gasped. “That’s how The Registry didn’t pick up on what Cole and the rest of the Godwins were. It must have spilled over onto the entire bloodline.”


  “What?” Jo was lost. “Okay. I’m really out of the loop here. The Godwins were listed as what? Oompa Loompas?”


  “Wizards. We thought Cole had aligned himself with a warlock, not that he was one.”


  “And when my father realized Cole was up for the position of King, he was beyond ecstatic. Imagine a warlock on the throne of the wizards.” Gen shuddered. “And when Cole found out who the other candidate was…” She bit her lip. “I tried to stop him.” She began to rub her wrist. “I really tried.”


  Jo took hold of Gen’s hand. “Did they hurt you?”


  Gen nodded, her expression closed off and serene. Jo was beginning to suspect that cool serenity was a mask for the real, very frightened woman underneath.


  “We need to stop them.” Lana began gathering the trash. “So. How do we?”


  “We don’t. I do.” Gen sat up straight. “I’m an Own. It’s my job to stop rogue magic users, not yours.”


  “Zach will want to help. So will Chris.” Lana shoved the last of the wrappers into the trash. “Trust me, you won’t be alone on this one.”


  Jo nodded. “I bet I can get some people from the Council to help. Ari will send some, and I bet Gareth could get more.”


  Gen shook her head. “No. There’s a reason the Goddess created Her Own. It’s up to us to stop people like my family.” Gen took Lana’s hand. “And I don’t want to see yours hurt any more than it already has been.”


  “Do you know where they are?”


  She shook her head. “No.” She stood and grabbed a steak knife from the butcher block. She pricked the end of her finger, the drop of blood bright against her pale skin. “But I know how to find out.”


  The women exchanged glances. “I’ll get the candles.” Lana hopped up.


  Jo grinned viciously. “I’ll gather the herbs.”


  Gen smiled. “Do you think Chris will mind?”


  “Nah. Besides, he keeps telling me this is my home too, so guess what? I’m using my stuff.”


  “In that case… I need a clear crystal for scrying.” Gen stood, the uncertain girl replaced once more by the elegant Own. “Thank you.”


  Lana hugged her. “Don’t mention it. Becketts stick together.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  Four wolves stopped at the edge of the woods. All four watched with wide eyes as three women danced around the table still set up from the night before. But where the white carved candle had stood was now Chris’s gazing crystal from his workroom.


  Jo danced like an houri, capturing the attention of the only blue-eyed wolf in the group. Her hips swayed to a beat that only she could hear. Her face lifted to the sky, a heated, feminine smile curving her full lips.


  Zach took a step closer, mesmerized by the sight of his mate dancing to the gods.


  “Don’t.” Something grabbed him by the scruff and held him back. “Look closer.”


  Zach did. Only then did he realize that one of the women had cast a circle. From the visible green color he had to assume it was Gen.


  Gen paused in front of the altar, her body swaying, her arms outstretched, her figure lined with green living light. She reached down and picked up a knife.


  Chris growled low in his throat.


  Zach could almost understand his reaction. Their mates were in that circle, but something about the circle itself calmed Zach. It was clean, fresh, like springtime. New and young and full of innocent hope.


  “I’m going in.”


  Zach changed shape so fast his head spun. “No, Gareth. Let it be.”


  Gareth rounded on him. “Your mate is in there with a Godwin. Are you going to let that go?”


  “Are you?” Zach spoke with as much certainty as he could. Gareth was going to have to get past Gen’s family if he ever hoped to have his own happiness.


  Gareth took a deep breath. “You trust her?”


  Zach nodded. He did. “No one evil could cast a circle that pure, Gareth. Feel it. Use your senses, all of them. Tell me if you scent any wrongness.”


  “Guys. Look.” Daniel pointed to where Gen hovered over the crystal, the knife digging into the flesh of her finger. “What is she doing?”


  “Oh hell. Blood to blood. Sympathetic magic. She’s scrying for her family.” Chris hunched down where the women wouldn’t see him.


  Good idea. Zach tugged Gareth down with him. Daniel silently made his way to Chris’s other side. Together they watched Gen perform her ritual.


  The crystal sprang to life with the first drop of Gen’s blood.


  “Enjoying the show, boys?”


  All four turned, hands at their crotches, to find Annabelle Evans standing behind them. She stood there in jeans and one of her Shania Twain T-shirts, hands on hips, feet planted firmly on the ground.


  “How the hell did you sneak up on four wolves?” Chris gasped.


  “Language, Christopher.”


  The rebuke was almost absent, the answer instantaneous. “Sorry, Grammy.”


  Zach’s cheeks heated as she studied each of them in turn. “What are you boys up to?”


  Zach wasn’t the only Beckett to risk a peek down to make sure he wasn’t “up” in front of Annabelle. “We came back from our run and saw them spellcasting. We were curious.” He gave her his best Bambi eyes.


  She wasn’t buying it. “Mm-hmm. Where are your clothes?”


  “Over there.” Zach risked his dignity with one hand, pointing toward the back of the house, right past where the girls were dancing.


  Grammy’s eyes went over their heads. A strange sort of satisfaction lit them before she looked back down at the four cowering men. “Go get them.”


  “Yes’m.” Zach shifted, unwilling to show his naked ass to Annabelle any more than he already had.


  His brothers followed suit. Together they slinked through the woods, tails between their legs. He wasn’t certain what they’d done wrong, but he was certain from Annabelle’s tone it was something.


  Now he just had to figure out what.


  


  “Okay, what did you find out?”


  Gen settled on the ground wearily, her hand cradled in her lap. “They’re somewhere on an island, not that far from Philadelphia. Possibly within the city limits.”


  Lana frowned. “An island in the city?” Her head tilted. “They might be on one of the islands on either the Delaware or the Sure-Kill.”


  That startled a laugh out of both Jo and Gen. “The what?”


  Lana chuckled. “The Schuylkill River. We call it the Sure-Kill.”


  Jo shook her head. “Just the place for some rogue warlocks to play.”


  “Could you see anything else in the vision?”


  Gen shrugged. “Just a bridge.”


  Lana leaned forward. “What kind of bridge?”


  “A double-decked bridge, lots of iron struts. One of those that looks like a toy bridge for a wooden train set, but a pale gray color instead of bright red or blue.”


  Lana sat back, a strange look on her face. “I need to hit the Internet, but I think I might know where that is.”


  “Do we tell the men?”


  Gen shook her head. “This is mine to deal with.”


  Jo stood and brushed the dirt off her jeans. “Sorry, but this is Zach’s gig as well.” Every instinct she had screamed that Zach would be involved whether Gen wanted him to be or not.


  Gen sighed. “Then we tell them.”


  “Let’s take down the circle and cart everything back in. Once they’re back from their run we’ll let them know what’s going on.” Jo turned and shrieked.


  Four pairs of eyes watched them with varying degrees of annoyance. The only ones she was concerned with glared at her. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  “Um. Picnic?”


  Those blue eyes narrowed. His foot tapped on the grass. “Jo. Tell me you’re not hunting bad guys.”


  “I’m not hunting bad guys.” She wasn’t lying to him. Gen was hunting bad guys. Jo was just providing support.


  He growled at her.


  She picked up a stick and tossed it. “Fetch, boy! Fetch!”


  His lips twitched, but those blue eyes of his remained hot.


  She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Make yourself useful and cart some of this stuff back, okay?”


  Zach’s stomach rumbled. His expression turned from furious to pleading in a heartbeat. “Tell me you at least left us some burgers.”


  Jo hightailed it back into the house, leaving Lana and Gen to face the hungry Beckett brothers. She slipped into Chris’s office and booted his computer. “Damn.” He’d put a password on it.


  “Let me.” Lana settled behind the desk and began typing as soon as the computer was done logging her in. “Schuylkill River bridges. Hmm. Double-decker, gray, near some islands… Gen, any idea where in Philly it was?”


  “I saw lots of big ships, if that helps.”


  “The Philadelphia Naval Yard.” Lana rubbed her hands together with glee and began typing once more. “Bingo!” She pointed toward the bridge on the screen. “The Girard Point Bridge.”


  “Yes, that’s the one.” Gen tapped the screen. “What islands are near there?”


  “Hmm.” Lana brought up Google Maps and began moving the screen around.


  Jo pointed toward the screen at a long, thin island that had to be visible from the airport and possibly from that bridge. “What about there?”


  “It’s a little before the bridge, but let’s check it out.” Lana brought up the long, thin island and read off the name. “Little Tinicum Island.”


  Gen walked around the edge of the desk to stand on Lana’s other side. “No. That’s not it. It was fat and much smaller.” Gen took hold of the mouse and began maneuvering it. She landed on a tiny little island on the New Jersey side of the Delaware, right where it looked like the Delaware and Schuylkill met. “There. That’s the one.”


  Lana’s brows rose as she zoomed in on it. “That’s so small it doesn’t even rate a name on the map.”


  “But you can see it clearly from the bridge.” Gen leaned against the desk. “That’s the one.”


  “Isolated, small, covered in trees.” Zach entered the room and dropped an absent kiss on Jo’s head as he circled behind her. “Sounds about right.” He stared at the island. “Yes, that’s the one.”


  “What are you talking about?” Jo snuggled into him. This was it, what her instincts had been screaming at her about. The hex had been a small part of it, but here was the real danger.


  “I had a vision last night during the ritual. It was the same one I’ve been having over and over, but with different outcomes. But all of them tell me the same thing. You’re in danger.” He patted Jo’s shoulder. “You’ll be staying here behind as many layers of protection as we can place around you.”


  “But—”


  His finger landed on her lip. “That’s not up for negotiation.” He tilted her chin up. His expression was hard and unyielding, but fear lurked in his eyes. “I saw you strapped to an altar, ready to become Davis’s next victim.”


  “Next victim of what?”


  Gen blanched. “That’s how they’ve gotten so much power so quickly.”


  “Victim of what?” Jo yelled.


  Gen’s serenity descended around her like a cloak. “Human sacrifice. They’re feeding their pact with living souls.”


  Jo was so shocked she laughed. “No way. That’s B-grade horror-movie shit. No one actually does that.”


  Gen nodded. “Yes. They do.” The horror in her eyes showed she’d seen it before.


  “Crap.” Jo shivered. She liked her soul where it was, thank you very much.


  “Which is why you stay here and Gen and I go.”


  “Not without us you don’t.” Zach, Daniel and Gareth stood in the doorway, arms crossed, identical expressions on their faces. It was like looking at triplets, except Gareth was slightly taller and broader than any of the other Becketts and Daniel still had a smirk teasing the corners of his mouth.


  “Then who stays here and guards my mate?”


  “I do.” Annabelle pushed past the brothers and into the room. “I think I can keep one small witch in line.”


  Jo matched Annabelle glare for glare. “No. I’m not placing myself in your hands.”


  “Why not?” Now Lana sounded offended.


  “Because a, she hates my ass, b, she was able to force me from Chris’s house and that freaks me the fuck out, and c, she hates my ass. I’m sorry, but I don’t trust her.”


  Annabelle nodded, but Jo could tell her answer pissed the other witch off. “Understood. Do you trust Lana?”


  Jo’s jaw clenched. The only one she trusted completely was Zach.


  She blinked. Of course. “Zach, you put me under protections.”


  He looked shocked. “What?”


  “You’re an Own, right? And my mate? Who better to protect me from Davis than you?”


  “She’s right.” Everyone turned at the soft sound of Gen’s voice. “It should be Zach protecting her.”


  “I can place spells on her, but I won’t be here to deal with anything that shows up.” He rubbed his hands through his hair, and Jo knew he was getting frustrated. “What happens if something comes after you that the protections can’t handle?”


  Her brows rose. “When the hell did I become a cupcake?” He blinked, shocked. “Zach, I’m next in line to rule my coven. I’m stronger than I look.” She had to be to teach all those kids and not lose her mind. “I can make sure I at least stay put until you can get to me.”


  He shook his head. “I’m going to be two hours away, sweetheart. Can you hold on that long?”


  She bit her lip. As a witch, if she had to go up against extremely strong magic, she’d tire out before those two hours were up. She’d have to throw everything she had into staying on Chris’s land. “If I pass out from exhaustion I won’t be walking anywhere.”


  “There are other ways to get from place to place without using your feet,” Gen started, then stared at Jo. “I’ll place my own protections on her as well. They might counteract the warlock magic thrown at her.”


  “Thank you.” Jo could tell from Gareth’s tone that he wasn’t convinced.


  Jo was. Gen had proven herself. “Thanks. I’d appreciate it.” The young warlock blushed when Jo hugged her. “One of these days you’ll have to explain to us exactly how a warlock’s magic works.” Jo patted Gen’s arm when the woman paled. “We need to know so we can counter it.”


  Gen sighed and walked around the desk. She sat in the chair facing it and crossed her hands in her lap. “A warlock’s magic comes from without, not from within as it does with witches and wizards. We are…attuned from birth to forces outside ourselves. When a warlock hits puberty, it begins.”


  “What does?” Jo was fascinated. She’d never had the opportunity to talk to a warlock before. The so-called “good” ones were few and far between, and she wanted nothing to do with the bad ones.


  And there she went again, lumping all warlocks in the bad category when a truly good one sat across from her. She’d have to be careful of that in the future.


  “The seducing.” Gen took a deep breath. “The powers begin to vie for the warlock. They entice us with promises of power, riches, fame. Whatever we wish can be ours, if we just submit.” Gen shuddered. “We’re so young when it starts that most of us agree before we understand the full implications of what we’ve done, and by the time we do we’re so corrupted it doesn’t matter anymore. We have what they’ve promised us, and that’s all that matters.”


  “Is it always dark forces that try to seduce the warlocks?”


  She nodded. “Always. Other forces exist, but it takes tremendous will for a young warlock to seek them out while someone whispers in your ear about all of your fantasies being fulfilled.”


  “What other forces?” Gareth moved forward, looking fascinated despite himself.


  “The elementals are one way a warlock can gain power without having to succumb to the dark, but you always run the risk that the elementals will burn you out before you can learn to control their magic. They are powerful, but untamable. Only an epic will can withstand their magic.”


  “And?” Because Jo knew there was more to it than that.


  Gen smiled, and something lit her from within. “And there are the gods themselves, but so few of us go that route.”


  “And thus is born a warlock Own?”


  “Not quite. An Own is born if the Goddess accepts the plea of one born to be hers. There are those who follow the God instead, and channel from him. They are…unique.” Gen’s lips twitched. “I’ve only met one, and he was… Hmm.” She shook herself. It was probably a good thing that only Jo was looking at Gareth, because the shock and jealousy that flashed across his face would have been cause for serious teasing among the brothers, teasing she didn’t think Gareth could withstand. “Lastly, a warlock could choose to bond with another magic user, a sort of symbiosis. The combination can be strong, because the witch or wizard must be a willing participant in the sharing of magic. As you can imagine, those are the rarest of all.”


  “What do the entities get in exchange for giving a warlock power?”


  Good question. Why does it not surprise me Gareth asked it?


  “For the dark ones, it’s the acts that warlocks perform. Warlocks are almost always psychopaths, sociopaths, what have you. They seem to function in the normal world just fine, but deep inside they’re cold-blooded, ruthless. They will do whatever they have to in order to get what they want. For the elementals?” Gen shrugged. “I’m not certain, but from what I’ve heard warlocks who do manage to bond with elementals become guardians of the earth itself. Some of them have gone insane and we were forced to hunt them down before they could hurt anyone.” She sighed. “Not all magic users we hunt are evil.” She shivered, as if she were remembering something she’d much rather forget. “The Own do the bidding of the Goddess, just as all Her Own do. As for those who choose symbiosis?” She shrugged. “It’s so rare that I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone involved in it. But who’s to say what two people would get from such an arrangement?”


  “So if we cut the warlock off from his source, he’s powerless?” Daniel leaned against the wall and crossed his arms, his expression turned inward.


  “Yes, or you could do what Chris did and turn the warlock’s spell against him in such a way that the dark entity could consume him earlier than planned.”


  It was Chris’s turn to shudder. “Not something I would recommend.” He turned to Lana and held out his hand. “The price wasn’t worth it.”


  Lana moved into her mate’s arms. “Maybe, maybe not. We know now that the Godwins are, no offense Gen, meshed in darker forces than most warlocks.”


  “We have to keep Davis from getting hold of Jo.” Zach’s arms tightened around her until Jo gasped. “How many of your brothers are likely to be on that island with your father?”


  Gen’s shoulders straightened. “I have no clue. They no longer speak with me.”


  “I can’t imagine why.” Jo winked at Gen. “All right. We need to put some serious protections around me and the property.” She yawned. “But not now.” The past hour of spellcasting had taken a lot out of her. She was beat. “I need a nap.”


  Lana echoed her yawn. “Ditto.”


  “We can put up protections while the two of you sleep.” Zach brushed a kiss across the top of her head.


  “Why aren’t you exhausted?” Lana leaned against Chris and glared at Zach. “You did major spellwork to take down that hex, then you went running today.”


  “I eat right?”


  Lana sighed.


  Zach flexed his muscles. “I exercise?”


  “The elements saw fit to grant him the strength to deal with the hex. Zach used his own power to channel that which was given him, but the majority of it came from fire.”


  “Wait, wait, wait. Now I’m getting confused.” Gareth rubbed his forehead. “Zach isn’t a warlock. How can he channel power from the elements?”


  Gen smiled. “Because he’s an Own, and was acting as an agent for the Goddess at that time. The rules for us are slightly different. If Zach had been performing a routine spell, he would have been on his own. But he specifically asked fire to grant him energy in the commission of removing a dark hex. Fire apparently agreed and granted his request.”


  “Remind me to thank it later.”


  It was nice that even Zach sounded shaken.


  Jo yawned, more than ready to take that nap. “Damn. I’m more tired than I thought.” She rubbed her forehead, willing away the slight headache that was building behind her eyes.


  She found herself the focus of four pairs of Beckett eyes yet again. “You’re hurting?” Before she could answer Zach swept her up in his arms like she weighed nothing. “Damn. I keep forgetting about that fucking concussion.”


  “I don’t,” Jo muttered. “Besides, I’m pretty sure it’s mostly gone now.”


  He snorted. “Sure. Sorry, sweetheart, I’m not buying that. How about a nice, soft bed in a nice, quiet room?”


  “Quiet? In this house?”


  Lana began to laugh. “Tell me about it.”


  Chris picked up his own mate, quieting her laughter with a kiss. “Bed, little witch.”


  “I’ll smudge the house while you get the women settled.” Gareth left the room first, probably headed straight for Chris’s workroom.


  “I’ll run the perimeter, make sure nothing seems out of place.” Daniel followed his brother, stripping his shirt off as he went. It said something about how sleepy Jo was that she didn’t even try to look.


  “What should I do?” Gen stood, her fingers moving together. Jo knew the Own was agitated, but didn’t know why.


  “Wait for me.” Zach strode out of the room, Jo cradled in his arms.


  He was an odd mix, her mate. One moment he was all grimy little boy. The next he was a strong, confident man capable of taking on the world.


  No doubt about it. Zach will keep me on my toes.


  Jo cradled her head against her man’s chest and allowed him to take care of her.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Zach settled Jo down on the bed, surprised to see her eyes already drooping shut. “Sweetheart?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Do you need anything before I go fight the bad guys?” He pulled off her shoes, socks and jeans, knowing she’d sleep better without them on. When she lifted her arms he reached under and undid her bra. He helped her slip it off, keeping the T-shirt on. He barely resisted groaning at the sight of her puckered nipples in the cool air.


  She visibly forced her eyes open. “Kiss me?”


  “Do you really need to ask?” Zach leaned down and tasted his mate, sipping at her gently. He wanted her to rest. He had no idea what shape he’d be in when he was done with Davis Godwin. He knew he’d more than likely need her ready to take care of him. “Get lots of rest. If things go down the way I think they will, you’ll be the one tucking me in tonight.”


  She smiled. “Gonna let me fuss over you?”


  “As much as your little heart desires.” He damn near purred when she reached up and ran her fingers through his hair. “Love you, Jo.” The fingers paused, and Zach realized what he’d just said. “Get some rest.” He kissed her briefly one last time and hurried out of the room, ignoring her when she tried to call him back.


  He had to go into this thinking that Jo cared for him. He didn’t know if he could face Godwin knowing that Jo might belong to him, but she’d never love him. He ran his fingers over the broken amulet in his pocket, the action soothing him. He’d work this out, somehow. He could start with caring, turn it into something more.


  He had to turn it into something more.


  He practically ran back to Chris’s office to find Gen pacing back and forth. He took a deep breath. “All right. You know more about this kind of thing than I do. Where do we go from here?”


  She stared at him. “Gareth stays here.”


  He was shaking his head before she’d finished her sentence. “He’d only follow us. There’s no way he’ll stay behind on this one.”


  “Even to protect yours and Chris’s mates?”


  “Not even. He’ll be there to protect me.” He knew that without a doubt. Gareth would never forgive him if Zach tried to leave him behind.


  She closed her eyes. “He’s going to hate me.”


  Zach did his best not to laugh. “Trust me. Gareth does not hate you.” Gareth watched her when he didn’t think she was looking. Everyone might think Daniel was next in line to cast the Beckett spell, but Zach was pretty sure he’d be handing the emerald over to Gareth before the week was out, no matter how much he enjoyed seeing it on Jo’s hand.


  “You don’t understand.” Gen’s gaze was so full of sorrow that Zach wanted to fix it somehow.


  “Understand what?” Gareth walked around the room, incense burning in a censer he carried. He muttered as he walked, “Lord and Lady, hear my plea. Protect us from adversity.”


  “Gen thinks you hate her.”


  The censer bobbled for just a second. “I don’t hate her. I just don’t trust her. Big difference.”


  Zach caught Gen’s wince. “Bro—”


  “Chris’s workroom next. I want to get this done before we leave.” Gareth walked out, all his attention on the spell he was casting.


  Zach sighed. “Remind me to hit him with a nice, thick stick.”


  That startled a soft laugh from Gen. “Can I pick it out?”


  He turned and smiled at the Own. “Sure.” He swung his arm around her shoulder. “Let’s go battle eeeevil. Then we can beat on my brother until we’re satisfied.”


  Gen blinked. “Would you ever be satisfied?”


  That twinkle in Gen’s eye was more than welcome. If she stood any chance at all in the Beckett family then she’d need to loosen up quite a bit. “Good point.” He escorted her out of Chris’s office and into the workroom. He could smell the sage Gareth had shrouded the room in. “Let’s see what Chris has in his drawers.”


  “Don’t you think Lana will mind? That’s her territory, after all.”


  Zach turned, confused, until he saw the blush creeping up Gen’s cheeks. He shook his head. “You’re naughty under all that starch!” He beamed at her. “I like that.”


  The blush deepened. “I am not.” She sniffed. “I just don’t poach.”


  Zach grinned. “We’ll have you corrupted in no time.” The look that crossed her face had him regretting his words almost instantly. “Sorry.”


  “No need to be.” She opened one of Chris’s drawers and pulled out a green feather. She blinked, sneezed and put it back.


  “Bless you.”


  “Thank you.” She opened another drawer and grabbed a sack. She began dumping semi-precious stones into it willy-nilly. Amethyst, snowflake obsidian, tiger’s eye, cat’s eye, a few pearls, all entered the sack until it was bulging.


  He glanced over at the table containing his own spell and choked. There, sitting right in the middle of the Hecate’s Wheel, was a ceramic, winged pig. Between its little pink hooves nestled a green M&M. Only one person Zach knew would have the balls to do that. “Damn it, Daniel!”


  Daniel sauntered into the room, staring at the bag in Gen’s hands. “Like the shineys, huh?” Daniel snatched the bag out of her hands. “What’s this for?”


  “Marking out a Hecate’s Wheel.” Zach took the bag back and handed it to Gen. “Speaking of which, nice pig, asshat.”


  Daniel smirked. “You’re welcome, buttmunch.”


  “How did you know?” Gen rolled her eyes and tucked the bag into her purse before turning to another drawer.


  “Know what?”


  “That the stones are for a Hecate’s Wheel.”


  Zach pulled out his own supplies, already familiar with his brother’s workroom. He added them to the large travel pouch he’d strapped to his waist. He looked like an idiot with the damn thing on, but it was perfect for a male witch on the go. “I just did.”


  “Instinct.” Daniel’s voice was full of both humor and a brotherly derision that had Zach rolling his eyes at Daniel. “I’ll never understand it.”


  “Good thing you don’t have to then.” Zach began snatching things. For some reason he felt the sudden urge to hurry. “We have to get moving. Something’s going to happen soon.”


  “What do you need?” Daniel dropped the last of his supplies in his bag as Gareth came back in the room.


  “Sea salt, black cord—lots of it—some of the lavender incense and whatever you think will help against multiple warlocks.”


  Daniel and Gareth exchanged a look and began their own hunt for things they might need. Gareth poked through Chris’s drawer, pulling out bits of incense. He scented them before putting most of them back. “Protection spells are done. You adding anything?”


  Gen nodded. “One moment.” She picked up three candles and placed them in a triangle. Then she took Zach’s amulet and placed it in the center with the wolf side up. She lit the candles and lifted her face, her hands up in the air. She braced her feet apart and closed her eyes. Her body lit with green light.


  “Candles three, pure and white,


  Protect those sleeping here this night.


  Mates of wolves, ladies fair,


  Keep hidden from harm and despair.


  Brother Wolf, wild and free,


  Protect them from adversity!”


  Over the amulet a shadow rose. In the distance Zach heard the cry of a wolf. The shadow bowed once to Gen, then dissipated into the air.


  Gen lowered her arms, the glow fading. “That’s the best I can do.”


  “That works.” Gareth looked stunned.


  “Your athame, Zach.” Zach turned and snatched the sheathed blade out of the air as Chris tossed it to him. “Your wand is over there.” Chris pointed to the table where the Beckett mate spell was still set up. “Is the perimeter secure?”


  “As far as I can tell none of your wards have been breached.” Daniel strapped something to his hip but Zach couldn’t quite see what it was. “I’m ready.”


  “Ready.” Gareth slipped an herb pouch into his pocket. Over his head he’d slipped a clear teardrop crystal on a silver chain. He had a white-handled dagger strapped to his side.


  “Give me one second more and I’ll be done.” Chris picked up some amulets. “I’ve been preparing for a return of the Godwins ever since I faced Cole. These should help all of us.” He handed each of them an amulet similar to the one he’d given Zach the day before his duel with Cole. On one side was the carved figure of a howling wolf. On the other was a Hecate’s Wheel. He handed the first one to Zach. “This one I made especially for you.” He turned to Gen. “I’m sorry I don’t have another one prepared. I wasn’t expecting more than one Own.”


  “Let alone a Godwin Own?” The slight bitterness in her voice had Zach wincing in sympathy.


  Chris moved to stand in front of Gen. “My mate trusts you. So does Zach.” Chris smiled. “That’s good enough for me.”


  “Thank you.” The soft smile Gen gave Chris had Zach smiling in response.


  “Can we go before someone breaks out in song?” Daniel rolled his eyes and waved everyone toward the door.


  “I can sing ‘Kumbaya’ in the car.” Gareth snagged Daniel’s arm and pushed him out first. “Remember what happened the last time I did that?”


  “Zach didn’t stop howling for a week.”


  “Literally.”


  “Mom was pissed.”


  “Can I help it if I have an amazing singing voice?”


  Zach followed his idiot family out of the house. “Guys?”


  The brothers stopped.


  “Thank you.”


  He could see Chris struggling to say something that didn’t sound unmanly.


  “How many times do we need to tell you? Becketts stick together.” Daniel turned to the car. “Hey!”


  Gen smiled serenely from the passenger seat. “I call shotgun.”


  Zach laughed and slipped into the back. She was going to do just fine.


  


  


  Ow. Something slapped against her thigh. Jo reached down to brush whatever it was off. Maybe Chris’s cat Alasdair had jumped on the bed and accidentally scratched her.


  She frowned. It was hot. She didn’t remember it being this hot. Jo reached up to wipe the sweat from her forehead and sighed. Maybe she was running a fever?


  She took stock of how she felt. Achy, tired, dirty and sweaty. Sounded like a fever. She winced when she stepped on something sharp.


  Wait a minute.


  She opened her eyes and blinked in shock. Or a hike through the woods. Where the hell am I?


  Jo stopped dead in her tracks. She was surrounded on all sides by trees.


  What the fuck?


  “Keep moving.” Something poked her in the back, hard enough to send her tumbling forward. She landed hard on her hands and knees. “Not that I mind the view, but my father is waiting.”


  Jo turned and stared into cold blue eyes. How did I ever think Zach’s eyes were cold? This blond-haired man could give lessons to an iceberg. “I’m moving.” She stood slowly, careful not to give the man more of a show than she already had. “You’re a Godwin, I presume?”


  The toothy smile she got in return was supposed to be warm. Jo shivered in response. “Arthur Godwin. I’d say at your service, but really? I’m not.”


  “Goodie.” Jo turned and began walking through the trees. She reached for her magic, but it was like trying to swim through tapioca. Shit. They’re blocking me somehow. “How did I get here?”


  “Trade secret.”


  “That trade secret wouldn’t have glowing red eyes, would it?” Only something as powerful as a demon could have gotten past the protections on Christopher Beckett’s land. Summoning anything, let alone a demon, into the physical world took a tremendous amount of energy. No wonder the Godwins had turned to human sacrifice. They were doing more than feeding the demons, they were letting them loose!


  “Smart girl.” The wand he held prodded her in the back once more. “Go on. It wouldn’t do to be late.”


  “Great.” Jo studied the landscape around her. “Why do I get the feeling I’m on a small island on the Jersey side of the Schuylkill River?”


  “Damn. Gen figured that out, did she? We’ll have to do something about that.”


  Fuck. It sucks to be right sometimes. “This is the part where someone straps me to an altar and sacrifices me to some dark hunger, right?”


  “Not yet, but soon.” He nudged her in the back again. She was going to be bruised all to hell if he kept that up. “Anxious to get started?”


  “Oh sure. I just love the idea of soul-sucking monsters hovering over me.”


  “Almost there,” Arthur crooned. “You’re going to be beautiful writhing on the altar.”


  “I’m sure.” Jo swallowed down her nerves. She had to hold it together. Zach would come for her.


  And he was going to be pissed.


  “Arthur. Bring her here.”


  “Yes, sir.” Arthur took hold of her arm and forced her toward an older man in a dark, hooded robe.


  “Davis Godwin, I presume?” She couldn’t help the shaking of her voice. They’d told her it would take two hours to get from Chris’s house to here. She had no idea how much time had elapsed since she’d gone to sleep and woken up on the island.


  The man reached out and tilted up her chin. “Johra Yashodhar, next in line to run the Yashodhar coven.” He turned her head gently from side to side, examining her. “Very pretty.” He touched the mark on her shoulder with savage satisfaction. “And marked. Excellent.” He stepped back, releasing her. “That will take care of Zachary Beckett once and for all.”


  “What will?”


  “Your death. His life force is now tied to yours. Once I feed your soul to the dark ones, your lover will follow you.”


  “Follow me where?” Jo was horrified. If she got sacrificed they’d both spend eternity in hell?


  “Into death. Possibly further. Who knows? I’m not sure I understand all of the ramifications of the so-called mating.” He gestured to Arthur. “Tie her to the altar.”


  “What about the other one?”


  “Hmm? Oh. Yes. Make sure she’s conscious. I want her to watch what will soon happen to her.”


  Other one? Jo struggled against Arthur, pulling as hard as she could. She shouldn’t have been surprised when Arthur punched her in the stomach.


  Arthur shouldn’t have been surprised when she hurled all over his shoes, either.


  “Hugh! Damn it! Give me a hand with this bitch.”


  Another blond, blue-eyed man stepped out of the woods. “I was just checking on the prisoner.” He eyed her up and down, and Jo’s skin crawled. “Zachary’s mate.” His hand reached out and pinched her nipple with vicious intent. “Very nice.”


  “She goes on the altar first.”


  Hugh sighed. “Damn. I guess I’ll just have to play with the other one, then.” Hugh picked her up with startling strength and dropped her down onto a hard stone surface. The impact stunned her. “Get ready to die, pretty.”


  Jo spit in his face. “Fuck you, ugly.”


  He wiped the spit away while Arthur tied her down. “If you’re lucky, I will.”


  Hugh stepped back and headed into the woods.


  “Hugh? Dad said to tie her up where she can see the sacrifice.”


  Hugh nodded and continued on his way as Arthur began tying her down spread-eagle on the dark altar.


  Jo wanted to scream, but bit it back. Zach! Where the fuck are you?


  Jo heard a gasp and turned. A woman with matted blonde hair was thrust to the ground in front of Hugh. Her knees were scrapped raw, her fingers bled and one of her eyes was swollen shut. She too wore nothing but panties and a T-shirt, much to Hugh Godwin’s obvious delight.


  If looks could kill Hugh Godwin would be dead.


  “Who are you?”


  Hugh kicked the blonde in the side, eliciting a muffled groan. “Silence.”


  The woman snarled but kept her mouth shut. Hugh tied her to the closest tree before leaning down and practically raping her mouth. “Be a good girl and we might let you live another day.”


  Jo could tell the woman was trying to hold herself together, but Hugh’s kiss had robbed her of some of her fire. She was helpless against him and she knew it.


  And so did Jo. She closed her eyes and did the only thing she could think of.


  Jo prayed.


  Zach? Dear Goddess, where are you?


  Chapter Sixteen


  A wolf was howling.


  Zach doubled over, his hands clasped to his ears. “Go faster.”


  Daniel turned to stare at him, but the sense of urgency only grew. They were approaching the Girard Point Bridge and everything within Zach was vibrating with the need to go go go.


  Something was horribly wrong.


  “What’s going on?”


  Zach shook his head and clenched his hands. He barely felt the pain in his palm. The wolf’s cries were becoming urgent. “I don’t know, but it’s bad.”


  Daniel whipped around. “Right. Faster.”


  “I’m going as fast as I can.” Chris whizzed past a couple doing the speed limit. “We’ll need to take the first exit, try and get a boat rental. Anyone know where we can get one?”


  “We won’t need it.” Zach knew he was glowing, but he couldn’t help it.


  “How do you propose crossing a river without one?”


  Zach turned his gaze away from the river to stare at Gareth.


  Gareth matched him look for look, not the least intimidated by him. “Well?”


  Zach’s lip twitched. “I’ll ask nicely.”


  Gareth’s eyes went wide. “Don’t tell me, I might have a fit.”


  “I’m not sure I want to know either.” Daniel closed his eyes. “Tell me when it’s over.”


  “Zach?” Chris turned toward the Broad Street exit, the first one off the bridge. “Where to?”


  “As close to the water as you can get me.” And then it would be up to him to get them to the island.


  “Would this work better if we took the Walt Whitman into Jersey?”


  “No.” If they did that it would be too late.


  But too late for what?


  Chris’s cell phone rang. “Lana?”


  Zach’s head whipped around. He knew, knew what Lana was going to say.


  “Fuck. When?” Chris’s eyes met his in the rearview mirror, and Zach knew his hunch was right. “We’ll get her back.”


  “Where was Annabelle?” If Zach had to fight the Evans clan patriarch over his mate, he’d do it, but he doubted Annabelle would allow someone like Davis Godwin to take a butterfly let alone a woman.


  “Lana says her grandmother was knocked out somehow. We’re not sure how they got to either of them. She’s not sure why she was left alone, either.”


  “They want you to suffer the most.” The brothers turned to Gen. She too was glowing, but with that serene green light Zach was beginning to believe characterized a warlock Own. “My father hates you for killing his son. He’ll take each of your brothers’ mates one by one until all of them are dead. Then, when you despair, he’ll steal your mate and his revenge will be complete.”


  “Shit.” Chris turned up Delaware Avenue and headed north. “That would work too. If our mates die, we die.”


  “Where the hell are you going?” Gareth looked behind them. “The water’s that way.”


  “Do you want to try and explain to the Navy what the fuck we’re doing?”


  Gareth grimaced. “Good point.”


  “I’ll take us up Delaware Ave until I hit a place where we can… What the fuck are we doing?”


  “Driving.” Zach sat back and began composing his spell. Wisps of white power danced along his skin.


  “Driving. Right.” Chris rolled his eyes and kept going. “If you mess up my car I’m telling Mom.”


  Zach ignored Chris. His best hope for saving all of them was to get to the water.


  After that, it was up to the Goddess.


  


  


  “Keep an eye out. I doubt the Becketts will get here before we’re done, but you never know.” Davis waved his hand. “Arthur, you patrol the shore. Hugh, keep watch in case they slip past Arthur.”


  “And the girl?” Hugh buried his hand in the blonde’s curls, tugging her head until her back was arched.


  “She’s tied firmly?” Hugh nodded. “Then she’s fine.”


  Arthur slunk off into the woods, anticipation highlighting his features. Jo could tell he was looking forward to a fight.


  She hoped Zach didn’t give him one. She hoped Zach snuck up behind his ass and took him out before he knew what hit him.


  “Do you know what this is?”


  Jo turned her attention back to the scary-ass man holding what looked to be a long, reddish-silver knife. She bit her lip and refused to answer.


  Davis Godwin slid one finger down the blade. “This is the source of my power.”


  His power? Didn’t he share with Tweedledum and Tweedledumber?


  “When I plunge it into your heart, all of your power will belong to me.”


  Joy. Jo couldn’t help but strain against the ropes tying her down.


  “That’s it. Struggle.” He leaned in close enough that she could smell peanuts on his breath. Those god-awful blue eyes smiled with eerie cheer. “It makes the end that much sweeter as your power rises to the surface, little witch.”


  She had to get herself under control. The more emotional she became, the more tempting she was. Her power would ratchet out of her control, and then Davis Godwin would end her life.


  She closed her eyes and began to chant a mantra, hoping to stay as calm as she could. She had to hold on.


  A flash of fire raced down her left arm. Jo opened her eyes to find Davis scoring a line with the dagger from her shoulder to her wrist. Her heart pounded in fear at the sickly feel of the dagger. Something was wrong with it, something that had every instinct she owned screaming with fear.


  “Do you know what I call it?”


  She refused to answer, refused to give him the satisfaction.


  “Witchbane.”


  What a fucking stupid name. She whimpered. What a fucking stupid way to die. She held still as Davis moved to her leg. He began drawing the dagger down her left thigh.


  “I’ve always wondered whether or not I could flay someone alive.”


  He was doing his damndest to frighten her, and fuck if it wasn’t beginning to work. Zach is coming. Zach is coming.


  He reached her foot, the dagger tracing underneath her smallest toe. “You don’t really need this, do you?”


  Jo’s breath stuttered. Zach is coming.


  She repeated it even as the pain burned.


  


  


  “Fuck.” Chris let go of the death grip he had on the wheel and opened his car door.


  “That was so cool.” Gen bounced in her seat like a twelve-year-old at an amusement park. “When can we do it again?”


  “Dude. We are not doing that again.” Daniel got out of the SUV with a grimace. Gareth had jumped out the minute they’d hit sand and was doubled over behind the SUV. The sound of retching could be clearly heard as Gareth emptied his stomach.


  Zach’s hand shook as he opened the door to Chris’s black Equinox and stepped out onto the sandy shore. “I thought that rocked.” Of course, he’d need to replenish his energy if he hoped to be of any use in the coming fight.


  And there would be a fight. The island was once more shrouded in darkness, a sign of the Godwin’s attempt at black magic.


  “You skipped my SUV across the Delaware like it was a rock. Dude. That’s just wrong.”


  “You’re going to have to get it looked at for rust, especially the undercarriage.” When Chris groaned Daniel patted his shoulder. “Look on the bright side. His Highness waited until landfall to toss his cookies.”


  Gareth flicked Daniel the bird before spitting into the sand one final time. “Asshole.” He wiped a shaking hand across his mouth. “I hate boats.”


  Gen bounced on her toes, looking remarkably child-like. “I loved it.”


  Gareth stalked over to them, unsteady and pale.


  Gen held out a small container with a shaky smile. “Tic Tac?”


  Zach tensed as the shadow of a wolf slipped into the trees.


  “Did you see that?” Gen pointed right where the wolf had been, once more all business. The little girl who’d squealed with glee disappeared behind Hecate’s Own.


  Zach was almost sorry to see her go. “Your guardian?”


  She nodded. “How they got Jo past it I don’t know, but it’s still trying to protect her.”


  Zach nodded. “They’re close.”


  “And you’re exhausted.”


  Zach shrugged. He’d do what he had to do and worry about the rest later. “Any ideas on where they might be?”


  Gen bit her lip, shading her eyes against the late-afternoon sun. “That way.” She pointed without hesitation toward where the wolf had disappeared.


  “Thanks, brain surgeon.” Gareth sighed. “How difficult is it to follow a shadow wolf through a dark forest?”


  “If idiots land on my island and die, will anyone miss them?”


  Zach turned toward the sound of the voice just in time to catch a shot of sickly green fire to the stomach.


  In the distance, a woman screamed.


  Jo!


  Chapter Seventeen


  Jo screamed as the knife dug into her flesh. It was too much, it hurt too damn bad to keep it inside.


  “That’s better,” Davis crooned. “Let it all out for me.”


  She sobbed in a breath as the knife lifted, blood gleaming on the tip. Zach is coming. Zach is coming.


  The knife began a slow trail up her right leg. Jo clenched her fists, unable to find the calm center she needed. He was going to kill her before Zach got here.


  The tip of the knife hit her knee. “Hmm. Should I?”


  She was shaking her head no before she could stop herself.


  “Wolves hamstring their prey. Wouldn’t that be appropriate?”


  “Coward.”


  Davis blinked. So did Jo. That was the first word she’d heard the other woman, the other captive, speak. Her voice was shaky, but full of defiance.


  Davis turned to face the blonde. “Excuse me?”


  “The only people you can deal with are tied up and helpless. Coward.”


  “Is this the point where you expect me to get upset?” Davis wandered toward the woman, the dagger still in his hand.


  Jo tugged as hard as she could on her bonds.


  The one around her right wrist loosened. Jo slid her hand free, keeping a close watch on Davis Godwin.


  “Because your death means nothing to me. I’m not going to untie you to prove my manhood. I’m not going to rape you, no matter how badly Hugh would enjoy such a thing.”


  Jo shuddered.


  Her left wrist slipped free. She risked a glance toward the rope and nearly gasped at the wisp of dark smoke that drifted down to her ankles.


  In the middle of that smoke were feral golden eyes.


  She turned her attention back to Davis Godwin and the battered girl, and silently slipped off the altar.


  “I’m going to kill you and watch your mate writhe in eternal torment.”


  The girl looked confused. “Mate? What the fuck are you talking about?”


  The girl sounded like someone from Philly. Who was she?


  Could this be Kerry, Daniel’s mate? But…how the fuck would they know Kerry was Daniel’s future mate? And why would they take her before the mating was complete?


  These people were seriously fucked-up.


  Jo followed the golden-eyed shadow toward the woods. Each step was misery, but she bit back her pain and moved. The only way to save not only herself but the other woman was to get to Zach.


  The shadow became a wolf, and Jo smiled. The relief was almost overwhelming.


  Zach is here.


  “You haven’t been claimed yet, more’s the pity, but Zachary and my prissy little daughter are becoming suspicious.” Jo heard a soft chuckle. “Hell. You almost had me monologueing like a villain in a cartoon.”


  She had a split second to slip into the shadows before Davis Godwin shrieked in rage.


  Jo was gone.


  


  


  Genevieve Godwin stood in front of Gareth, a pale wand in her hand. She glowed a brilliant green. Green fire danced around her eyes. “Back off, Arthur.”


  “So it’s true. You’re an Own.”


  “I will not allow you to harm the Becketts.”


  Zach noticed the only Beckett she seemed really intent on protecting was Gareth, but he let it slide. “And she’s not the only Own on the island.” He let his own power slip free, the light of the Goddess filling him, infusing him with energy. Here, now, he understood what Gen had said when she told him that he was acting as a true Hecate’s Own when he beat back the hex.


  He would use the power Hecate gave him and break this nest of evil once and for all. “Back the fuck off, warlock.” Zach flung his hand out and Arthur Godwin went sailing right into the river. He landed with a splash between the shore of the island and the Navy Yard. Zach wondered if he’d done any damage to the warlock, but really? He didn’t give a fuck. Jo wasn’t with him, which meant one of the other Godwins still had his mate.


  “Nice.”


  “I give it a ten.”


  Zach pinched the bridge of his nose. He loved his family, but seriously? “Guys? Shut up.” He turned toward his brothers. “We need to find Jo.”


  “Done.” Jo limped out of the trees, dirty, bleeding and so beautiful his heart ached.


  He raced toward her, scooping her up into his arms. “You scared the fucking life out of me!”


  “Me too.” She whimpered when his arms tightened. “Listen. There’s someone else there.”


  Zach’s eyes narrowed. “Another victim?”


  Jo nodded. “And he said that she was one of your brothers’ mates.”


  Zach’s head whipped around. “Daniel.”


  “What?”


  “I think Davis has your mate.”


  At that, Chris’s head snapped up from where he was studying the struggling form of Arthur Godwin. “Kerry?”


  Daniel’s eyes rolled, but Zach could see the tension in his jaw. “She’s not my mate. Besides, how do you know it isn’t his mate?” He pointed toward Gareth, who got wide-eyed.


  “Because it’s not.” Gen was safe, glaring out over the water at her brother’s body.


  Jo scowled at Daniel. “Then it’s okay with you if Davis sacrifices her soul?”


  Daniel quivered. His jaw clenched. “Fuck. I hate that girl.”


  Jo turned her attention back to Zach, where it belonged. “He’s got this knife that he calls Witchbane. He says that when he plunges it into a witch’s heart it sucks out her power and gives it to him like a demonic sippy straw.”


  “The source of his power?”


  Jo frowned. “He did call it that.”


  Zach exchanged a glance with Gen, who nodded. “We need to get that knife.”


  “And it goes in the concrete with the candle as soon as we get back to Chris’s place.” Daniel stalked forward. “Where is she?”


  Zach hid his grin. Sure she’s not your mate.


  Jo sighed. “Put me down. I’ll show you.” That last came out as a gasp as Zach’s arms tightened around Jo.


  “You can point.”


  They glared at one another until Jo gave up, laying her head against his shoulder. “Fine. That way.” She raised her hand and he saw the long, bloody trail.


  “Davis did that?” His arms began to tremble. He was going to kill the fucker. Rip his throat out. He could feel his wolf howling to be set free, to find the man who’d dared draw his mate’s blood and feast on his flesh.


  “Zach?” He stared into Jo’s warm brown eyes. “Don’t let anger rule you. Rule it.”


  He took a deep breath, but that only brought the scent of her blood to his nostrils. Not helping.


  “Let me hold her.”


  He was snarling before Daniel’s hands ever touched his mate.


  “I won’t hurt her, dickhead. She’s my family.”


  Zach gritted his teeth. “My head knows that. Hell, my wolf knows that. But she’s bleeding.” So his heart snarled at his brother despite knowing Daniel would chew his own paw off rather than hurt her.


  “And that needs to be seen to.” Chris took hold of Jo and set her down on the ground. “Give me your shirt.”


  Zach whipped his shirt over his head and handed it over. He watched Chris begin cleaning Jo up and wondered why his wolf had backed down when Chris touched Jo, but hadn’t allowed Daniel near her.


  “Chris is mated and safe. Daniel isn’t.”


  Zach turned to Gen. “How do you know so much about our curse?”


  Her eyes darted to Gareth, her cheeks flaming. “Research.”


  Of course. She was the type to find out the facts, check her instincts, and then act on them. She’d want to know everything she could about the family she planned on marrying into. “Sorry, Daniel.”


  Daniel smiled. For once it wasn’t full of anything but genuine joy. “You’re mated, bro. You’re entitled.” His gaze was drawn to the woods, the smile slowly fading away. “Do you think…?”


  “I know.” If Kerry wasn’t Daniel’s mate Zach knew he wouldn’t be the only one shocked.


  “I won’t be positive until I do the spell.”


  Of course not. You’re a wizard.


  A muffled scream broke the quiet afternoon, cut off before it could really begin.


  Daniel stripped so fast his sock landed on Zach’s head. He didn’t even have time to complain that his mate was getting an eyeful. “Let’s go save the girl.”


  “Wait.” He turned back to Jo. “She taunted him, kept his attention off me so the shadow wolf could save me. He’s not going to be happy about that, especially since she’s not mated yet.”


  “And now he’ll have her blood and Lord knows what else.” The brothers exchanged grim glances. “Let’s go.”


  Daniel shifted and sprinted off through the woods, hot on the scent of Davis Godwin’s other captive…and his mate.


  


  Jo watched Daniel and Zach head into the woods. “I have to be there.”


  “Looks like Arthur is swimming for shore.”


  She turned to Gareth, who was looking out over the river, hand shading his eyes. She couldn’t see anything but the waves against the shore. “Which one?”


  “The Philly side.”


  Meaning he’d abandoned his father and brother. That didn’t surprise her in the least. He’d seemed way too cold to risk himself in a fight where the odds were so against him. “Smart move.”


  “I’d rather take care of all of them here and now, damn it.” Gareth sighed and dropped his hand. “Chris, finish binding those wounds. We have to go after Tweedles Dumb and Dumber.”


  Jo couldn’t quite choke back her cry when Chris bound her foot. “Sorry.”


  “Not your fault.” Luckily that sick bastard hadn’t cut the toe off, but the wound was deep. She’d need stitches. Zach’s shirt wasn’t going to be enough to staunch the flow of blood. “If he’s got the girl’s blood, then he’s more than got enough of mine.”


  Chris picked her up and began following Gareth into the trees. “Which means you’re still vulnerable to attack.”


  “We’ll do what we can to negate whatever he’s taken.” Gen brushed aside a branch, keeping easy pace with the brothers. “But let’s get this taken care of first.”


  Jo noticed the way Gen’s hands were shaking. “You okay?”


  Gen started, her expression turning grim. “No matter what, they’re still my family.”


  And you’ve declared war on them. Jo hoped that Davis would just give up, spare his daughter the pain of facing him, but she didn’t think they would be so lucky.


  “They’re assholes who are trying to kill our mates. Sorry if I don’t cry over them.”


  Gen flinched.


  Too bad Gareth didn’t see that. He had his back to them, so missed the effect his words had on the Own. If he had he might have reconsidered them.


  “There.” She recognized the twisted tree she’d walked past to get to the shore, and her mate. “We’re pretty close.”


  Chris knelt down and placed her carefully on the ground. He tapped her nose. “Sit. Stay. Good witch.”


  “Woof.” Jo moved until her back was against a tree, careful of her wounds. “Bring me back my mate.”


  Chris nodded. “Will do.” He gestured toward Gareth. “We’ll be back.”


  Gareth glared at Gen. “You’re staying here.”


  Gen was toe-to-toe with Gareth. “I am not. This is as much my fight as it is Zach’s. I will be there to see it through.”


  Gareth’s jaw clenched. “No offense, but that’s your family out there. I have no idea whether or not you’ll be able to fight when push comes to shove.”


  “I know you don’t trust me, but I am an Own. I will go in there and stop what my father is trying to do and you will not stop me.” Gen’s gentle green glow reappeared, a sure sign, to Jo at least, that Gareth had lost this fight.


  “Let it go, Gareth.” Jo ignored the low, almost continual growl rumbling from Gareth’s throat. “She’s right and you know it.”


  “Fine.” He pointed his finger at the Own. “But if your ass goes down I’m not saving it.” He turned his back on her and began slowly stalking through the trees. “Fucking Godwins.”


  Only Jo saw the pain his words caused. She shot Gen a glance, hoping it wasn’t as full of pity as she feared it was. Gareth was going to give Gen one hell of a hard time before he accepted their mating. “Fucking men.”


  Gen’s lips twitched, but she didn’t respond. She followed Gareth, her footfalls silent, wrapped in serenity.


  “Freaky.” Jo watched Chris shake his head. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over the glowing thing.”


  “Chris? There’s more than just Davis out there. Hugh Godwin is with him.”


  “Fuck. Thanks for the heads-up. Keep your eyes open. If you see a Godwin?”


  She nodded. “Howl as loud as I can.”


  “Be back soon.” And Chris disappeared in the footsteps of Gareth and Gen, leaving Jo by herself. She leaned her head back against the tree and bled.


  “Well. This sucks rocks.”


  


  


  Zach crouched behind the bush and glared at the man in the hooded robe. Kerry—and it was definitely Kerry under the bruises, dirt and blood—was barely conscious. How the fuck had they known Kerry was Daniel’s? And why take her before they’d mated? It made no sense, but nothing these assholes had done made much sense to sane people.


  “You’re lucky I need you alive.” Davis Godwin stepped back and glared around the clearing. “Hugh!”


  “What?” A younger, carbon copy of Davis poked his head around a tree to his father’s right.


  “Strap her to the altar. I might not be able to use her soul yet, but I have a few surprises I’d like to set up for when the Becketts arrive.”


  “Don’t you think that will be sooner rather than later now that the bitch disappeared?”


  “What is she going to do? Send up smoke signals?” Davis shook his head. “No, she’s stranded here until they figure out where we are.”


  Too late, asshole.


  “You don’t think they’re already headed this way?”


  “Why would they be? The crystal showed them putting the girl to bed.”


  “And them leaving.” Hugh was already looking around, almost as if he sensed the presence of the Beckett brothers.


  “So you think they already know where we are?”


  You betcha. Zach inched forward, careful to make no sound.


  Davis was so intent on his son he didn’t see Daniel slide up behind Kerry and begin to cut through her bonds. Good. He didn’t want the mundane girl caught in a magical firefight. She’d be completely helpless, possibly brain fried by the magical energy that would swirl around them.


  Daniel would take care of Kerry. It was up to him to take care of Davis and Hugh.


  “Father.”


  Zach closed his eyes. Not now, damn it! Daniel hadn’t finished freeing Kerry. So why had Gen chosen this moment to step into the clearing?


  She glowed so brightly it was almost impossible to see her. Her hair whipped around in a wind that didn’t exist. Her eyes were the only part of her that he could see easily.


  Those eyes were clear, the intent in them firm. Genevieve Godwin was going to destroy her father even if it destroyed her in the process.


  “Genevieve. I’ve been expecting you.” Davis turned and fired at the tree, snarling in rage when Daniel yanked Kerry out of the way just in time. “Bitch.”


  “I know you are, but what am I?” Daniel sang out from the trees.


  Zach rolled his eyes and stood, pulling his wand from the pouch at his hip. He pointed it at Hugh Godwin, who stared at him with wide eyes. He narrowed his own and mouthed “Pow.”


  Hugh Godwin took the coward’s way out. He turned tail and fled into the trees, hopefully into the waiting arms of Gareth and Chris.


  “Get back here, you coward!”


  “It’s done, Father. Your coven is gone, your sons scattered, your altar broken.” There was a strange, echoing quality to Gen’s voice Zach had never heard before. It shivered through him, called to something deep inside him, deeper than even his wolf went. His wolf bowed before that something, allowed it to come to the fore. Allowed like to recognize like.


  Gen was channeling the Goddess herself.


  “My altar isn’t broken.”


  Gen raised her fist and smashed it into the altar. The altar broke in two, neat as you please. Green fire licked along the edges, cleansing away the blood that had pooled on it. “It is now.”


  Davis backed up, horror etched into his features. “What have you done?”


  Black smoke curled up around the edges of the altar. Gen stepped toward it, only to go reeling back, coughing, her glow dimmed at the edges where light met dark.


  Zach stepped out from behind his bush, shocked. “What the hell?”


  “Possibly.” Gen moved to flank Davis, who was gibbering insane nonsense. “Be on your guard.”


  Zach’s attention returned once more to Davis. He realized the man wasn’t spouting gibberish, but some complicated spell that had nothing to do with a human language.


  Zach didn’t want him to finish what he’d started. He lifted his hand and sent Davis sailing into a tree, knocking the wind out of the warlock and ending his devilish chant.


  “Zach, look out!”


  Gareth rushed between him and the altar, taking a hit from a black tendril that reached out and wrapped itself around the wizard with startling, hungry speed.


  “No!” Gen’s howl pierced through the Goddess’s voice, a woman’s cry of loss.


  


  Zach was acting before she’d finished. He pointed his wand at the altar, ready to blast it to pieces.


  Gareth moaned. A look of pure bliss crossed his face. His head tilted back, his mouth fell open. His eyes squeezed shut as he shuddered.


  Fuck. Tell me he’s not enjoying having his soul shredded!


  Then Zach saw the same look on Gen’s face, and knew why she thought Gareth would hate her. The Own was somehow inside Gareth, fighting the darkness that threatened him, her essence twined with his. A faint glow emanated from Gareth’s skin, green as bottle glass. The black tendril reared back, repulsed by…whatever the fuck Gen was doing.


  Zach didn’t have time to figure it all out. He had to keep Davis—and the fucking thing inside the altar—busy long enough for Gen to free Gareth and for Daniel to get Kerry out. He glanced over at where he’d left Davis.


  The man was gone.


  “Shit!” He whirled around, barely stepping out of the way of the descending knife.


  “I wonder how much power an Own would give me?” Davis was crazed, his eyes glittering dangerously. “I was only going to take your mate and let you die horribly. Instead, I think I’ll take you.”


  “Good luck with that, asswipe.” Zach’s glow intensified until it rivaled Gen’s. “You’re going down.” Zach held up the amulet Chris had given him. Hecate’s Wheel faced the warlock. The wolf nestled against his palm. He narrowed his eyes and poured everything he was into his plea.


  “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 Davis Godwin with all his might.


  The sound that poured from Davis was never meant for human throats. Darkness leapt from Davis’s body into the shattered altar, becoming one with the evil miasma that still surrounded it.


  And out of the knife that fell at Davis’s feet, white light poured forth as the freed souls of at least three witches took flight, forever free of the Godwins.


  The last thing Zach saw was Gareth, his expression shocked, leaping toward him.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Jo tapped her fingers against her thigh and kept an eye out for roving Godwins. The pains in her arms, legs and especially foot were growing. She’d need to get that checked out before infection set in. They’d need to go soon. She was starting to feel a little woozy. “I’m Henery the Eighth I am, Henery the Eighth I am, I am. I got married to the widow next door, she’s been married seven times before, and every one was an Henery Hene-ry! She wouldn’t have a Willy or a Sam no Sam! I’m her eighth old man I’m Henery, Henery the Eighth I am!” Jo took a deep breath and another glance around the grove. “Second verse! Same as the first! I’m Henery the Eighth I am—”


  “Gods, what has this man been eating?”


  Jo jumped at the grumpy sound of Gareth’s voice.


  “Anything he can get his hands on?” Gen’s voice was so weary Jo had to wonder how badly the battle had gone.


  Wait. Who is Gareth carrying?


  Jo stood, not caring who heard her moving about. If Gen and Gareth were this close and this grumbly, things must have gone well.


  Gareth and Gen stepped through the trees. Gareth had Zach slung over his shoulder, Gen’s hand keeping him steady. “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.” The sorrow in Gen’s face was matched by the weary slump of her shoulders. “He’s dead.”


  Jo’s heart stopped. “Wh-what?”


  “Oh! No, no, no! My father, not Zach! Zach’s just burned out. He’ll be fine with rest and food.”


  Gareth had the most peculiar look on his face. He refused to look at Gen. “Let’s get him out of here.”


  “Where’s Hugh?” She knew one of the Godwin boys had gotten away. Had the other?


  “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 schlepped forward, her feet dragging. The Own looked beaten, defeated.


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


  Gen stopped, her head dropping. Jo could feel the tension in her. It had to suck knowing that your family, the people you were supposed to love and trust most in the world, were psychopaths. “Thank you.”


  Jo blinked, confused. She had the feeling Gen hadn’t been talking about her father.


  Jo limped after them, more worried about Zach than any infection. She kept her eyes open, just in case Hugh decided to take a parting shot at them.


  They arrived at the sandy beach to find Chris, Daniel and the beaten blonde waiting for them. Daniel was standing over the blonde, arms crossed, a scowl on his face. The blonde glared at him defiantly, but Jo could see the way her hands trembled.


  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.”


  “She was trying to protect both of you.”


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


  “Shit.” Daniel bent down and picked her up. “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.”


  Daniel looked torn, but stayed put, keeping the squirming blonde on his lap with a well-placed, muscular 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. Jo couldn’t place it, but if push came to shove she’d say it was embarrassment.


  “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.”


  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. She looked fragile. “I’m going to need some alone time soon.”


  “What?” For the first time since they met up with her Jo saw Gareth look at Gen. And the expression on his face did not bode well for the Own.


  “There’s always a price to pay.” Gen’s eyes closed, but she didn’t pass out.


  “Fuck.” Gareth ran his fingers through his hair. “And our handy-dandy car skipper is still passed out. How do we get back?”


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


  Gen sighed. “I can open a portal to the other side of the river.”


  Chris stared at her. “You can?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  Jo tried not to giggle when Gareth scowled. “Why didn’t you say so? We could have avoided that!” He jabbed his finger at the river. He looked so put-upon, she had to wonder what they’d…


  Wait.


  She stared at the SUV, just now registering the significance of its presence. “Um. How did the car get here?”


  


  


  They hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Gen since she’d opened a portal wide enough to get the car through. Jo had no idea what the Own’s price was going to be for channeling the Goddess the way she had, but from the way Gen’s body had drooped she bet it was going to be significant. Gareth was still a little wild-eyed around the Own, so it was no shocker that he’d also managed to disappear. Whether they were together or not was anyone’s guess.


  Jo was thinking not. Every instinct she had screamed that Gareth would need to come to terms with whatever Gen had done that had messed so much with his head before he’d be able to accept the Own as, well, his own.


  Kerry and Jo had been to taken to the hospital, where they’d claimed the truth. They’d been kidnapped by some crazy guy who was into devil worship, and they’d been lucky to escape with their lives. Since the kidnapping had occurred in Pennsylvania but the victims had been taken across state lines, the feds were called in.


  Kerry and Jo decided between them that the Beckett name would be kept out of it. Hugh and Arthur Godwin would also be kept out of it. Mundane feds couldn’t handle two warlocks.


  Hecate’s Own would hunt them down. Jo knew Zach would be right in the middle of it.


  “Hey.”


  Jo looked up, shocked to see Prince Roland standing at her bedside. “We have to stop meeting like this.”


  Roland smirked. “Hospital gowns look so good on you though.”


  Jo bopped him on the arm with her book. “Where’s Ari?”


  “Outside, talking to some very growly men. Who the fuck are they, anyway?”


  Jo shrugged. “Probably the Becketts.”


  She could practically hear Roland’s teeth grinding together. “When are you coming home?”


  “I’m not.”


  “You are.”


  “Am not.”


  “Are too.”


  “Am not.”


  “Are… Jo. Please don’t do this to me. It’s undignified.” He hitched up his leg until he was seated on the side of her bed. “Besides, I’ll tell your mother you were mean to me.”


  Jo’s head dropped back. “Why oh why did we have to be kindergarten buddies?”


  “You’re just pissed because she likes me better.” She felt him brush her bangs off her forehead. “You okay?”


  And there was her friend, the one she’d have done anything for just a few short weeks ago. “Believe it or not, I’ve never been better.”


  He snorted. “You sure about that?”


  She lifted a hand and pulled aside the shoulder of her hospital gown, exposing Zach’s mark. His indrawn breath was all the answer she needed.


  Roland groaned. “Damn it. I owe Ari ten bucks.”


  Jo giggled. “You should know better than to bet against your wife.”


  “I know. The woman’s a shark.” His hand gripped hers. “Don’t leave the court, Jo. You’re one of the few people who keep me sane.”


  She opened her eyes and squeezed his hand back. “I have to be where Zach is.”


  He nodded. “So be it.” He stood, and Jo wondered what he was up to. He had that look on his face that had gotten her into way too many scrapes in grade school. “I’ll see you soon.”


  She frowned. Her eyes narrowed dangerously. She broke out her Brünnhilde voice, ready to do battle on Zach’s behalf. “Roland…”


  “Not the voice, not the voice!” He ran out of the room, leaving her laughing in her bed.


  “Nut.”


  “Yes, he is, but he’s a worried nut.” Ari swept in, sniffed the crisp, ten-dollar bill in her fingers, and sighed. “Ah, I love the smell of defeat in the morning.” She grinned and flopped into the chair next to Jo’s bed. “You know, we have to stop meeting like this.” She propped her feet up on the edge of Jo’s hospital bed. “Well?”


  Jo laughed. “Yes, we’ll invite you to the wedding, just so long as Roland doesn’t try to still my fiancé.”


  “Got it. I’ll put a leash on him.” She leaned forward and propped her chin on her hand. “Details.”


  Jo’s brows rose.


  “Length, width, motion in the ocean. C’mon, girl, spill.”


  “Please don’t. It might scar me for life.” Daniel walked in. “Zach is awake.”


  Jo sat straight up, ignoring the way her stitches pulled. “When are you busting me out of this joint?”


  “In about an hour. I’ll take you over to Annabelle’s once the paperwork goes through.” They’d decided to drop Zach off there to sleep off the effects of the spellcasting he’d done on the island. Annabelle had made her way from Chris’s house, Lana in tow, demanding that the Evans women be the ones to take care of him. No one had objected, least of all Jo.


  Annabelle and Jo would have to make their peace, but she knew Annabelle loved Zach and would take good care of him.


  “How’s Kerry?”


  Daniel’s jaw clenched. “Stubborn.”


  Jo bit her lip. The woman had bitched and griped at Daniel the entire time he’d held her, only giving up when she’d been given a sedative. Daniel, pissy at the best of times, had turned downright evil, but only after Kerry had passed out. He’d sat there and absorbed her barbs with an eerie calm that had Jo wondering just what retribution he had planned for the little blonde. Whatever it was, for some reason Jo was betting on the mundane girl.


  Ari patted her knee. “Well, I’ll leave you here. Ro looked like he was up to something, and I want to know what.”


  Me too. “Remember, keep him leashed.”


  “I’ll try, but no guarantees.” Ari kissed Jo’s cheek. “See you soon.”


  “’Bye.” Jo settled back down and tried not to worry about what Roland was up to. Too bad she didn’t succeed.


  


  


  Zach lay on the sofa, ordered by both Lana and Annabelle to stay still or die. Zach, not being stupid, stayed still.


  Besides, he was starving. They’d promised to order pizza if he rested. He’d lain down on the sofa and told them to order in two.


  Lana had laughed, but Annabelle, shaking her head, had picked up the phone and dialed.


  God, he loved the Evans women. Chris was one lucky son of a bitch.


  “When did Daniel say he was bringing Jo?” He longed for the touch of his mate like nothing else. Not even the touch of the Goddess could compare.


  He lifted his hand, the one that had been twisted, and stared at the image burned into his palm. He could move it now with no pain, the redness and swelling that had mocked his failures gone. Hecate’s Wheel now looked like a dark-inked tattoo, supple and flowing.


  He knew it would glow with just a thought.


  “As soon as the doctor signs the paperwork. He said he’d call when they were on their way.”


  Zach nodded. “Good.” He needed Jo to see this, the proof that he was finally everything he’d been meant to be. He couldn’t wait to show it to Chris, Daniel and Gareth. Even Gen, if she’d stuck around. Poor Gen. He felt sorry for the Own. She’d been forced to be instrumental in destroying a member of her family, and Gareth… Well, he was told Gareth could barely look at her. It sounded like her prediction was correct. Gareth hated her.


  Zach would have to see what he could do to fix that.


  The doorbell rang, scattering the thought, for now at least. “Pizza!” After all, a man had to have priorities.


  “I’ll get it,” Annabelle waved.


  Zach settled back down, more tired than he was willing to admit. He heard the door open and his mouth watered. He hoped she’d remembered to get pepperoni.


  “Oh. I wasn’t expecting you.”


  Okay, that doesn’t sound like the pizza man. Zach sat up warily, wondering what would put that tone into Annabelle’s voice.


  “I know. I need to speak with Zach.”


  Zach winced. Fuck. Prince Roland Malinborn was on the front step.


  Wait. He called me Zach? The entire time he’d been at court he’d either been Zachary or Beckett, never Zach. What the hell?


  Prince Roland and Princess Arianna swept into the room. The man might be wearing jeans and a polo shirt, but he still managed to dominate the room. Not even the Princess had the same presence Roland did. Zach’s wolf sat up and took notice, just as it had the first day they’d met.


  Zach might be an Own, but he was not the Prince. Instinct demanded obedience to the ruler he’d pledged himself too, even if the man could be an ass at times. He bowed his head in respect. “Roland. Arianna.”


  Roland’s eyes widened a fraction as he took a seat across from Zach. “Zach.” He crossed his legs, looking casual. Zach wasn’t fooled for a moment.


  Arianna pressed a kiss on top of her husband’s head. “I’m going to go talk to Annabelle. You boys play nice.”


  Roland rolled his eyes as the two women left the room. “We can’t stay long, but I wanted to check in on you.”


  Zach pushed himself to a sitting position, ignoring the way his head swam. The women were right, he wasn’t ready to get in a pissing contest with a mouse, let alone the Prince of Witches. “I’ll be fine.”


  Roland nodded. “Good.” He leaned forward, and Zach got the feeling that for the first time he was seeing the man, not the prince. “Jo is, next to my wife, my best friend.”


  Zach tilted his head, curious where Roland was going with this.


  “She means almost as much to me as Ari does.” Roland’s hands clasped, and Zach could see the tension in them. “And you’ve mated her.”


  Zach’s jaw clenched. Prince or not, exhausted or not, he’d obliterate anyone who tried to take Jo from him.


  “Which is why I’m here to ask for a truce.”


  Zach blinked. “What?”


  Roland’s expression turned suspiciously innocent. “There she was, ass hanging out of one of those stupid floral hospital gowns—”


  “You saw Jo’s ass?” Someone’s eyes needed to be ripped out.


  “No.”


  “Then why did you say it was hanging out?”


  “Because she always wears thongs.”


  Zach growled, the wolf reacting to the Roland’s knowledge of Jo’s underwear. Hell, Zach wasn’t thrilled about it either.


  Roland’s hands went up in the air. “I love my wife, Zach, so I get it. I’d be pissed too if some guy I barely knew mentioned her underwear. But Jo and I are like brother and sister. And you make her happy.”


  Zach felt his wolf slowly settle down. “She’s mine.”


  Roland sighed. “I know. Jackass.” Zach was amused, but something inside him relaxed at his Prince’s show of acceptance, unusual though it was. “Just do me a favor. When you return to court, and you will return to court, buy some damn M&M’s. Okay?”


  Zach snorted a laugh. “You know what I am, right?”


  Roland nodded. “I can barely believe it, but yes, I know.”


  Zach held out his palm and allowed his connection to the Goddess to enter his full awareness. It was always there in the back of his mind, but he wanted Roland to see exactly what he was inviting back to court. “Are you sure about that?”


  Roland stared at the Hecate’s wheel glowing in the center of Zach’s palm. “Yeah, I am.” He actually looked relieved. “You’ll take good care of her.”


  And that settled that, as far as Zach was concerned. The man cared about Jo enough to face off with him. In a way, Zach understood now why Roland had given him such a hard time. He was giving up one of his girls, and that couldn’t be easy for someone with enough protective instincts to be the Prince. He gave the best peace offering he could at the moment and hoped like hell Roland understood. “We ordered pizza.”


  Roland’s eyes lit up. “Pepperoni?”


  “Dude. Wolf, remember? I’m not about to get the veggie special.” He lay back down, almost all of his worries gone. Now he needed his mate and everything would be right with the world. He waved hello to the openmouthed princess now standing next to Roland’s chair. He smiled when she gave her husband a huge, sloppy kiss. “Get a room.”


  When Roland flipped him off and pulled his wife onto his lap, Zach knew they’d be just fine.


  


  


  Jo hobbled up the front steps of Annabelle Evan’s home. Her foot was stitched and bandaged. The long cuts on her arms and legs were sutured together. Her bruises had turned green and yellow. She looked like something Dr. Frankenstein would love to get his hands on. “Are you sure Annabelle said we could stay the night?”


  Daniel snorted. “Please. She said you could stay as long as you liked. She was laughing when she said it, but still. Annabelle Evans doesn’t say anything she doesn’t mean.”


  Jo nodded. “All right then.” She blew out her breath and rang the doorbell, more nervous than she could ever imagine. Annabelle freaked her the fuck out, and the witch knew it.


  The door opened. “Oh good. You’re here.”


  Annabelle had the weirdest look on her face. One she’d seen before. “What did Zach do?”


  Annabelle glared at her for a second before she sighed, wicked humor lighting her face. “Come on in and see.”


  Jo limped in, careful of the crutches they’d given her to use to stay off her damaged foot. Male laughter echoed through the room. “What’s going on?” Some of that laughter sounded suspiciously familiar.


  “Jo!” Arianna swooped out of the chair she’d nested in and grabbed Jo’s hand. She looked a little wild-eyed. “You’re not going to believe this.”


  Ari was right. Jo didn’t believe it. Zach and Roland sat together on the sofa, hooting and hollering at the television in Annabelle’s living room. “What the hell are they watching?”


  “America’s Next Top Model.” Annabelle swirled past them, humor lighting her voice. “Lana and I are hiding in the kitchen. Care to join us?”


  “Yup.” Jo went past the sofa, trying to ignore the way Zach and Roland leaned into each other. They were laughing so hard Roland had tears streaming down his face. “When did my fiancé get replaced by a pod person?”


  “I know!” Ari took the crutches Jo held out to her and propped them against the wall.


  “Do I want to know what they find so funny?” Jo settled into one of the chairs with a sigh. Walking on crutches when both arms and both legs had stitches was a royal pain in the ass.


  Lana, eyes wide, shook her head. “No. You don’t.”


  Hell. Now the curiosity was going to eat her alive. “Hmph.” She leaned over to sneak a peek, only to find Daniel, sides heaving, draped over the back of the sofa. If he laughed any harder he was going to break something.


  Jo turned back around. “You’re right. I do not want to know.”


  Annabelle handed her a glass of milk. “Amen.”


  The two women clinked glasses, for once in perfect accord.


  Chapter Nineteen


  “Is that the last of it?”


  Zach lifted his head and turned. His mate stood behind him, her shorts exposing the long length of her legs. Her tank top was matted with sweat and dust. That long dark hair was pulled up into a ponytail, exposing the graceful line of her neck. The gold, winged-pig pendant he’d had made for her nestled between her breasts. The sight of the faint scars running up and down her body never failed to arouse the possessive side of him. No one would lay a hand on his mate ever again. “Hmm?”


  She cocked her hip. “Zach. You’re getting growly.”


  He smiled. She knew. She knew exactly how he felt, and she was learning to deal with it. She’d moved into his apartment just outside Pittsburgh to recover, because Zach wanted his family close by. His mother loved the dark-haired, strong-willed witch. His father had just sighed and asked if just one of his sons could settle down with a nice wizard, but his eyes had been twinkling when he’d said it. Both had done everything in their power to make Jo feel safe, but it didn’t help. He still had to be near her, especially at night when the dreams hit them both so hard they woke up sweating and crying. Then his brave mate would curl up in his arms and shake until dawn.


  If he could resurrect Davis Godwin just to kill him all over again, he would.


  Zach rarely left her side these days. Soon, he knew, she’d boot him in the ass and take her life back. But not yet. She also knew he, and his wolf, needed to know she was safe. He wouldn’t truly relax until they were back at court and she was fully protected by her family and Roland.


  “Oh. The boxes? Yeah, I think so.” He sighed, staring around the empty apartment. It had been home up until two weeks ago, when Jo and Roland both decided it was time. Time for Zach and Jo to return to Cleveland. Time for Jo to resume her duties, physically if not mentally healed from the attack of the Godwins.


  Time for Zach to face the court. His fingers automatically went to the leather thong around his neck. Jo had taken his twisted amulet, punched a hole in it, and made a necklace for him. It was supposed to act as a reminder of everything he was, and wasn’t. He might be an Own, but he wasn’t invincible.


  Zach didn’t tell her that he’d sort of figured that out all on his own. He used the amulet to remind him that some prices were worth paying. He had the feeling Jo’s nightmares wouldn’t truly stop until Hugh and Arthur Godwin were taken care of. Zach was willing to pay almost any price to see to it that happened in spades.


  “What about that?” She pointed to a dingy leather recliner, an expression of deep distaste on her face.


  “What’s wrong with it?” They’d had this argument more times than he cared to count. He was taking his recliner and that was that. It would be something he treasured in his mate’s home. Besides his mate, that was.


  “I’m going to have it fumigated.” Jo tried to stomp past him, her little nose up in the air.


  Zach grabbed her, twirling her around until her body was flush to his, her delectable ass cradled in his hands. “We talked about this.”


  She blew her bangs out of her eyes.


  “You promised.” She grumbled something uncomplimentary under her breath. He didn’t quite catch it, but he caught enough. “Don’t talk about my mother that way.”


  He could tell she was trying not to laugh. “I’m afraid of what we’ll find in the bottom when we move it. Jimmy Hoffa, maybe?”


  “It’s not that bad.”


  “I’ve seen you eat Cheetos in that thing.” She shuddered.


  “You’re just jealous because you don’t have a real chair.”


  She eyed him from under her bangs. “It’s bad enough I’m going to have dog hair on the upholstery.”


  “Hey!”


  “But that chair?”


  “I promise that chair will be the only one with fur on it.”


  He could practically see the wheels turning. “If I find one animal hair on my brocade sofa I will take your chair and turn it into kindling.”


  He thought about that for a moment. “Then we’d better come down here to visit my family.” Because no way was he giving up his chair.


  He flopped down onto the seat and patted his lap. “Come sit with Daddy.”


  When she turned her back on him and started to walk away he knew she’d remembered the last time they’d played in his chair. “No way, Zach. We still need to finish packing.”


  “Jo?”


  She paused, a quiver running through her body. “No.”


  “C’mere, little girl.” He crooked his finger at her, laughing when she squealed. He’d pulled her toward him using his powers. Her socked feet slid on the hardwood floor with ease. “Daddy wants to play.”


  “That’s just fucking creepy, Zach.” She landed in his lap with a giggle. “No daddies. Yuck.”


  He couldn’t keep the smile off his face, but that was normal now that Jo lived with him. He felt like his whole body smiled whenever she was near. “No daddies.” He waggled his eyebrows at her. “How about little red and the big—” he licked her neck, “—bad,” he muttered against her neck, “wolf?” He thrust his erection up against her ass.


  


  Lord and Lady, she loved it when Zach wanted to play. From the grin on his face her clothes would be on the floor before she could say “woof”.


  Sure enough, he began tugging on her tank top, pulling it over her head and dropping it to the floor. Hell, she wasn’t going to fight him. She wanted this just as much as he did, if not more.


  She’d learned that Zach’s appetite wasn’t confined to the kitchen. He’d devour her whenever, wherever she let him. Honestly, she rarely wanted to deny him. Zach made each new encounter a game between them, made the lovemaking fun. She laughed, she came, she screamed and she sighed.


  He was damn near perfect. Now if only she could convince him to get rid of his ratty chair.


  “I know that look. You’re thinking of chairicide.”


  Jo looked up at the ceiling and wondered how badly the leather would stink when it burned.


  “You know what? I’m going to make you love this chair.” She bit back a startled cry when he picked her up and plunked her down on the seat. He knelt in front of her, a wicked expression on his face. “Do you know what the big, bad wolf really wanted to do with little red?”


  Her insides clenched in anticipation. She had a feeling she knew where he was going, and damn, but the boy had a talented tongue. She was positive when he dragged her ass to the edge of the chair. “What?”


  “Sure you want to know?” Her shorts hit the floor, along with her panties.


  Her legs were spread and draped over the leather arms of the chair. She was completely exposed to his hungry gaze. “Zach.”


  “He wanted to eat her aaaall up.” Zach buried his face between her thighs and proceeded to do just that. He licked her like she was a melting ice-cream cone, eagerly from bottom to top, stroking her clit over and over until she was humping up against him. Her toes curled in her socks. Her hands went to her breasts, frowning when she encountered her bra. She ripped it off and began plucking at her nipples, the sensation joining with the feel of her mate’s mouth on her pussy.


  Nobody had ever eaten her the way Zachary Beckett did. Nobody else ever could.


  It took everything she had to keep her legs where Zach had placed them. She could feel the pleasure building, the urge to wrap herself around his head and keep him right there so strong she trembled with it. But she kept her legs over the arms, kept her hands on her breasts and her eyes on her mate. She watched his pleasure as he devoured her, as he moaned at her taste.


  It was coming, and she wasn’t going to be able to stop it. She didn’t want to. “Right there, Zach. Right fucking there.” She was speaking through clenched teeth, her whole body throbbing with her impending orgasm.


  Somehow he managed to get closer, to lick just that tiny bit harder and she was screaming, her body curled around itself as her orgasm ripped through her.


  When she came down, Zach was still licking, still sucking, gentle now that she’d come. He kept her on the edge, kept her wanting, until she was moving under that mouth again, that incredible mouth of his.


  She laughed as she felt his finger invade her, curl inside her until it hit that one spot that never failed to make her scream. “Goddess, so good.”


  He hummed against her, his eyes glittering, and somehow she knew his wolf approved.


  This time she wanted him inside her, wanted him coming with her. “Gonna fuck me, wolfman?”


  Zach shuddered. “Fuck, Jo.”


  She smiled, the familiar words music to her ears. “Yes. Fuck Jo.”


  It was his turn to rip off his T-shirt and drop it on the floor. Yum. Hot, golden skin there for the touching. Jo reached forward, but before she could run her hands over that smooth chest he caught them, put them back on her breasts. “Keep those occupied for a second, okay?”


  Jo complied, more than willing to watch the show. Zach undressed was a sight to behold, one she was more and more possessive of. She had the feeling going to the beach was going to be an adventure.


  She’d just have to pick up the sexiest bikini she could find. Zach’s eyes would be on her, she knew that, but it never hurt to make sure she was just as hot as her younger lover.


  That thick, hard cock came into view as Zach slipped out of his shorts. Some days it pays to rob the cradle. Zach stroked a hand over his cock. “Like what you see?”


  Jo answered by turning in the seat. She draped herself across the back and spread her knees. “What do you think?”


  “Fuck.” She looked behind her to find him desperately rolling on a condom, cursing under his breath when it tried to roll back up.


  She nearly snickered. Damn, the boy was…


  Oh.


  Oh.


  Zach was inside her, warm, heavy, hard and pounding into her with all the finesse of a man who’d gone without for months.


  Jo loved it. Loved when Zach lost that iron control and just took her, fucking her like that. Like he knew she wasn’t made of glass, but was a flesh-and-blood woman who sometimes liked the softer side, but every now and then just needed a good, hard fuck.


  “Lord, I love this ass.” Zach’s hands squeezed the globes of her ass, kneading into the flesh. His rhythm never faltered, never slowed. “Touch yourself, sweetheart. Let me feel you come on my cock.”


  Jo whimpered. Even without a touch to her clit she knew she would come. Touching herself would send her over harder, faster, and Zach knew it. He wanted to feel her come around him, squeeze him tight before he came.


  She was more than willing to oblige. She reached between her legs and tried to match his movements, but it felt too good. Jo’s head fell back, her hand clenched the leather of the back of the seat. She was so close, so close.


  Zach reached up and snagged her hair, pulling it just right.


  Jo came with a strangled gasp, choking on her cries as the pleasure went on and on.


  “Jo.” Her name was a sigh on Zach’s lips as he poured himself into her, driven over the edge by Jo’s orgasm.


  Jo collapsed against the back of the chair, panting, pleasured and ready to curl up with her mate. She felt a soft kiss press against her neck. “Now do you love my chair?”


  Her lips curled up in a contented smile. “I could get used to it.”


  


  Zach watched his mate finish dressing, the fading glow of their lovemaking still stamped on her features. It was time to move on, time to leave the old and embrace the new, with his mate beside him. Except for my chair, he smiled to himself. He’d caught her giving it a pat when she thought he wasn’t looking, and knew he’d won that battle. “You ready to go?”


  “More than.” He gave her ass one final squeeze before grabbing his keys. “Hey! You hungry?”


  “Zach!”


  “What? I’m a growing boy.” He pulled her against him, the both of them stumbling toward the door and laughing like loons. “Besides, I worked up an appetite.”


  “Oh, Zach.” He followed the sound of her sigh right out the door…and into his future.


  Chapter Twenty


  “You all right?”


  Zach took a deep breath. His hands were shaking. He was about to be officially presented to Roland’s court, and his nerves were completely shot. “Jo’s here?”


  Ari patted his head. “Yup. She’s front and center with Roland. Don’t you worry, she knows how nervous you are.”


  Zach gulped. Almost all of the people he’d messed up in front of were on the other side of that door. They were aware that a new, powerful witch Own had been found. They weren’t aware that Own was Zach. Roland had chosen to keep the news quiet, with Jo’s full approval. Zach wasn’t sure he understood why, but the two had been adamant. When Ari had come down on their side he’d shrugged his shoulders and given in. They’d been in court a lot longer than he had. Maybe they knew something he didn’t.


  “We’re having food after.”


  Zach didn’t think he could eat a bite. His hands were shaking. “They hate me.”


  “No, they don’t.”


  He stared at Ari. “You’re kidding, right? Those people want my penis on a plate.”


  Ari choked. “Zach!”


  “They do! Lady, what was I thinking?” He turned and stalked toward the door. “Have a nice party!”


  “Zachary David Elijah Beckett! Get your ass back by that door this instant!”


  Zach turned, horrified. There she was, tapping her foot, her elegant shoe sparkling against the mosaic tile. “Mom?”


  Ari looked so smug. He wondered if she’d actually spoken to his mother yet. “I invited your family. Jo helped.”


  Oh hell. “All of them?”


  Ari nodded. “Isn’t it great?”


  Oh yeah. Great. “See ya.”


  “Zach?”


  He closed his eyes. Life was just not fair. “Hey, Lana. Is Annabelle standing next to you?”


  “Yup.” He could hear the grin in his sister-in-law’s voice. “And Jo is starting to pace.”


  Shit. Jo was waiting for him to come through these doors. She’d ordered him to “prowl”, whatever the fuck that meant. All he wanted to do was go home, curl up in his chair and pretend he’d never said okay to a formal presentation. “Hell.”


  “Zachary. Language.”


  He turned to find the most formidable women he knew, bar one, standing in front of the closed doors to the ballroom where his party would be held. He was one of only a few witch Own, and Roland was going to see to it that he was greeted in style. Right now, he wished he’d never made friends with the son of a bitch. Maybe this was payback for the M&M incident? “Hi.”


  “It’s not like you’re getting married. Geez Louise.” Lana, wearing a sleek gold dress and a new diamond engagement ring large enough to blind passing aircraft, smoothed down the lapels of his suit. “You’ll do fine.”


  Marriage would be so much simpler. He’d be the one waiting for Jo to walk the gauntlet. “You don’t know how badly I screwed up when I was here.”


  “We’ll let people know about the hex. After that, just intimidate the crap out of them.”


  “Lana!” Annabelle was trying to look stern, but the smirk just kept peeking through. “Then again, she may be on to something.”


  “Oh please,” his mother huffed. “Who could hate my baby?”


  Zach winced. This was going to be oh, so fun.


  The noise level behind the door quieted down. Roland was making his announcement.


  Crap. Too late.


  The women formed up around him, surprising him. Lana winked up at him. “Showtime.”


  Zach squared his shoulders and prayed he didn’t trip over an invisible turtle.


  


  Jo stood beside Roland and listened to him make his announcement. The crowd was pleased, wondering which of the young witches in Jo’s class had been claimed by the Goddess.


  None of them suspected a thing.


  Several witches from out of town were attending the party. The head of her own clan, her mother, beamed with pride. Ananda Yashodhar had taken Zach as hers. As far as she was concerned, Zach belonged to the Yashodhar coven, and as such gave them great honor. Having an Own in the coven, and mated to her daughter no less, was a great source of prestige.


  Unfortunately for Ananda, Zach was a member of the Evans coven and belonged to Annabelle, a fact Jo had pointed out to her mother. But Ananda Yashodar was not about to give up the prestige of having an Own under her leadership and had tried to argue with Jo and Zach about it. Zach had tried to be polite, but no matter what he said her mother stubbornly refused to believe Zach wasn’t hers.


  Jo had decided to let her mother argue with Annabelle Evans about which coven Zach belonged to. She’d established a truce with Annabelle and had no intention of fighting her on this. Besides, Zach had claimed her. She’d pointed out that, by tradition, that made Jo a member of the Evans coven.


  Annabelle had been startled. Then she’d been amused.


  Then she’d tried to put Jo to work teaching the local youngsters.


  Jo smiled at the memory. Luckily she’d had the excuse of distance or she would have found herself in Annabelle’s living room teaching rowdy kids how to cast a circle. In exchange she’d agreed to teach a young witch of Annabelle’s coven how to train young witches. So far the girl had turned out to be more than adequate, and Annabelle was pleased.


  “…and it is with great honor that I accept the first Hecate’s Own of our generation into my court.” Roland, looking smart in his tux, his athame strapped to his side, his wand in his hand, looked regal and powerful. His gaze swept the room, stern and unyielding. He was imposing his will on the court, and they allowed it instinctively. He was their Prince, and they bowed before him.


  It always stunned Jo to see him in his official capacity as Prince. Usually she just saw her friend Ro, goofy, pizza-loving pain in the ass that he was. Tonight, she was reminded of why he was the Prince. She knew the Wizard King chose his successor, but didn’t know how. No one knew how the warlocks chose their leader, but she doubted it was anything good.


  But witches knew who their leader was, and by the time he’d hit puberty everyone had known who the next prince was going to be.


  “He has proven himself in battle against a nest of warlocks that were sacrificing young witches for power.” The gasps and murmurs raced across the ballroom. “He labored with and overcame a curse so vile that the candle used to contain it had to be buried three feet deep in warded concrete.” Something they’d taken care of as soon as Zach had recovered. “And I have been informed by a reliable source that this Own is one of the strongest we’ve ever been blessed with.”


  She could almost hear the grinding of Roland’s teeth when he mentioned the “reliable source”. He, too, would have to get over his hatred of at least one Godwin. Too bad Ari had almost gone out with Hugh, and thank the Lady Roland had managed to convince her he loved her. Who knew what Hugh would have done to her if she’d actually accepted?


  “He is unique in more ways than one. Born into a family that did not recognize what they held, his training suffered through no fault of his own. To know that he’s accomplished so much through so many trials is a testament to his strength.”


  The murmurs grew in strength as those who lived near the court began to put two and two together. Jo could barely contain her grin.


  Roland signaled. Two men began to open the massive double doors, ready to reveal Zach in all his glory.


  “I give to you Zachary Beckett, Hecate’s Own!”


  Jo almost laughed. Zach stalked through the room, his scowl imposing, his stride lethally sexy. Flanking him were Mama Beckett, her sparkling gown outshone by her radiant expression, and Annabelle Evans, dressed for the occasion in a flowing green creation that looked like it would blow away in a stiff breeze. Behind Zach she could just make out Lana Evans and Arianna Malinborn.


  If she didn’t know better, she’d swear Lana had pinched Zach’s ass to get him through those doors. Then again, knowing Lana, she just might have.


  Zach made his way down the length of the ballroom to a startled, wary silence. He stopped before Roland and bowed low. “My Prince.”


  Roland bowed his head in response. “Zachary. Welcome to the court of the Witch Prince.”


  Zach, mischief dancing in his eyes, stood. “Thank you, oh wise Prince.”


  Jo damn near choked on her laugh.


  She could see Roland’s eyes twinkling. The two had become close friends since they’d returned to Cleveland. Now that Roland understood how important Zach was to her, personally, he’d made a serious effort to win Zach over. And Zach, being Zach, had been easily won.


  But then Roland’s eyes darkened. “An Own is a precious gift, rarely given and even more rarely understood.”


  What? This deviated from the speech Roland was supposed to give. He was supposed to spout a lot of formalities about Zach’s place in court. She watched her friend closely, saw the sincerity in his expression, and relaxed. Whatever Roland intended, it was going to be good.


  “That such a gift entered my court without my knowledge, burdened with a hex that none knew about…” Roland shook his head. “I owe you an apology.”


  Zach smiled, his warmth reaching out to everyone around him. “None needed.”


  “Still. We treated you poorly. When we should have looked for answers, instead we looked to blame.” Roland held out his hand. You could have heard a pin drop when he slashed his palm with his athame. “Welcome, brother.”


  Jo almost fell down. What Roland was doing was claiming Zach as a member of his Coven, placing Zach above almost every witch in the room. Roland, as prince, had very few members in his personal coven; no prince did, as the entire court was supposed to be his coven. Each was a valued part of the court. To be a part of the Prince’s coven did not exclude you from your own, but set your status among the witches almost as high as the Prince’s own.


  Jo was one of the few granted that privilege.


  Zach drew his palm, the one with the wheel, across Roland’s athame. He clasped hands with the Prince. Light flashed between their joined palms, sealing the covenant with the Goddess’s blessing. “Thank you, brother.”


  Annabelle looked like she’d swallowed a fish. Jo darted a glance toward her mother, who looked almost as shocked.


  Jo tried not to grin as Roland and Zach exchanged a back-pounding hug, their bleeding palms between them.


  Then Roland, his face wreathed in a smile, turned to the court. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”


  Zach threw back his head and laughed.


  


  


  It was so weird. People who hadn’t given him the time of day before were now walking up to him, wanting to talk to him, spend time with him. Touch him. Oh, the touching. One woman had giggled in his face and felt him up like a melon at the market. Thank the Lady Jo had seen or he’d be bruised all to hell.


  Half the fun was watching her decide who to snarl at and who to let close to him. He knew it was wrong to enjoy it so much, but watching his mate warn off other women was priceless.


  “Hey, Zach.”


  Zach patted the seat next to him, knowing this was one woman Jo would never need to warn away. “Hey, Lana. Take a load off.”


  “Thanks.” Lana settled down next to him with a sigh. “Are they still dancing?”


  Zach nodded. “Yup.” He gestured toward the dance floor, where Jo was currently be-bopping around with Chris, the two of them having a marvelous time.


  “Oh good. I wanted to talk to you privately.”


  He turned to Lana and saw the concern on her face. “What’s wrong?”


  She held up her hand and showed him the shadow wolf on her palm. “I think Gareth’s in trouble.”


  The golden eyes did sort of remind him of his big brother. Zach felt himself go on alert. “Any idea what’s wrong?”


  “Not a clue. All I know is it’s bad.”


  Zach nodded. “You think it has to do with Gen?”


  Lana frowned. “Gen?”


  “Something happened back on the island, something that had Gareth running scared. I’ve never seen him like that before.” He explained what he’d seen Gen do to Gareth in order to save his life.


  “Huh. And now you think he can’t face her?”


  “She thinks he hates her.”


  “Trust me, he doesn’t.” Lana frowned. He refrained from asking her how she was so certain that Gareth didn’t hate the warlock Own. “Any clue where she is right now?”


  “Last I heard she was concentrating on hunting down Hugh.” And Zach had wanted to go with her, but Jo still needed him. She tended to wake up at night, shaken and scared. No way could he leave her yet. Gen had understood, but she’d gone on her own anyway. Now, seeing Gareth’s eyes looking out from Lana’s palm, he was worried.


  From the looks of it, so was Lana. “What if she found him?”


  “Gareth would pitch a fit.” Zach knew without a doubt that if Hugh Godwin harmed one hair on Genevieve’s head his own would roll. Gareth would hunt him to the ends of the earth and back.


  “Has he asked for the ring yet?”


  Zach shrugged. “Daniel wanted it first, but as far as I know he hasn’t cast the spell yet.”


  “Hmph.” Lana crossed her arms. “Boy better shit or get off the pot.”


  Zach agreed. He had no idea why Daniel was so hostile toward Kerry, but maybe it was time to find out. But first they had to deal with whatever Gareth’s new problem might be. “Want to call him and have him send it to Gareth?”


  “Might not be a bad idea.” Lana stood and patted him on the shoulder. “Let me go call your brother. Then I think I’m going to drag my mate out of here and have my wicked way with him.”


  Zach stared at his dancing mate and grinned, knowing full well what it looked like. “Sounds like a plan to me.” He stood, ready to take his mate and go the fuck home.


  


  Jo watched out of the corner of her eye as Lana went toward the double doors and out of the ballroom. Zach was making his way across the dance floor to where she was with Chris. “Here he comes.”


  Chris winked. “I’m going after Lana.”


  “Heading out?”


  “Yup.” Chris’s grin was wicked. “I have plans.”


  “I’m sure you do.”


  She felt strong arms wrap around her. “Mine.”


  Chris nodded and clasped Zach on the shoulder. “Yours.”


  Zach’s lips brushed against her exposed mark. “Go get your own.”


  “Good idea.” The brothers exchanged hugs. “We’re heading home in the morning.”


  “I know.” Zach gave Chris one final hug. “We’ll be back for Labor Day.”


  “Or sooner.” The words popped out before she could censor them. Why she’d said them she didn’t know, but she knew they were right. They would be back in Pennsylvania before Labor Day.


  The men exchanged a glance. “Go get Lana before she gets in trouble.”


  Chris practically ran from the dance floor. Jo frowned. “Geez. How much trouble can Lana get into?”


  Zach laughed. “Don’t ask.” He twirled her around. “Ready to blow this joint?”


  Jo stretched her arms above her head, pleased by the instant heat in Zach’s eyes. “I don’t know. I haven’t danced with Roland yet.”


  The music changed to something warm and sultry. Zach pulled her closer, nuzzling her neck. “I think I can handle one more dance.”


  “Cool. Let me go find Role.”


  His arms tightened. His teeth nipped at the side of her neck. “Nope. You’re dancing with me.”


  “Oh. Well. I suppose.” Jo wrapped her arms around his neck with a weary sigh.


  She could feel him grinning against the side of her neck. “What a hardship, huh?”


  “Totally.”


  He lifted his head from her shoulder and smiled down at her. He kissed the tip of her nose. “I love you, Jo.”


  She sighed, utterly content. Jo settled her head against her mate’s chest and allowed the music to flow through her. Tomorrow Zach might have to go face the bad guys again, but for now, she had her Own in her arms. She sent up a prayer of thanks that she’d been blessed to find someone to love like Zachary Beckett. “I love you too.”


  “Hah! Fork it over, sucker.”


  Jo jumped. Behind her, she could hear Roland grumbling. “Damn sneaky witch. You danced us over here on purpose, didn’t you?”


  “Yup. Now hand it over, Mr. McDoubty.” The greedy glee in Ari’s voice was telling. She only sounded like that when she’d won a bet.


  “Shit.” She could hear the rustle of paper, but damn if she was giving up this floaty feeling. Besides, from the way Zach had gone rigid she had the feeling she didn’t want to know.


  “Best ten bucks I ever won.”


  “Who knew Johra Yashodhar would go soft on me?”


  Jo’s head lifted. She turned in Zach’s arms, scowled at Roland, and broke out her Brünnhilde voice. “Soft?”


  Wide-eyed, Roland backed away slowly, hiding behind Arianna’s skirts. “Nope. Not soft. Not at all.”


  She cocked an eyebrow at her Prince while she watched him scurry away, Arianna laughing like a loon the whole time.


  “I think you’re soft,” Zach whispered in her ear. She shivered at the feel of his breath across her flesh. “I think you’re soft, and sweet, and perfect.”


  She snuggled back in his arms. “Well, at least you got one out of three right.” She rubbed his arm as he chuckled against her. “Ready to go home?”


  “Mmm.” He licked a long line up her neck, and she knew that whatever they did once they got home it would have nothing to do with sleep. “Like I said. Perfect.”
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  The Gray Court, Book 4


  When the Black Queen kidnaps one of the White Queen’s nephews, Robin Goodfellow is sent to ensure that the young prince safely returns to the bosom of his family. True to his role as Oberon’s Hobgoblin, he is ready for anything…except meeting his truebond, the very delicious, very human Michaela Exton.


  Michaela has dreamed about a flame-haired rogue named Robin Goodfellow since she was a little girl, but everyone knows Puck doesn’t really exist. In real life, it’s a dark-eyed man named Ringo who makes her heart beat faster.


  She is closer to her dream man than she thinks, and nobody knows it better than Robin, who wears the guise of Ringo. But there’s competition for her love in the form of Lord Raven, who holds a secret that will rock the foundation of Robin’s world. As a Black Court delegate does the unthinkable, leaving an enraged, grief-stricken Robin hanging onto his humanity by a thread, only Michaela has the power to bring him back from the killing edge—if she survives.


  Warning: This book contains explicit sex, graphic language, Robin Goodfellow and… Really. Do I need to say any more?


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for The Hob:


  “Hell and damnation. The man is becoming a master cock blocker.”


  Robin Goodfellow strode briskly down the marble encased corridor, his boot heels clacking on the dark hardwood beneath his feet. Being summoned by his king mid-seduction was becoming more and more common. If Robin got interrupted one more time his balls were going to fall off from lack of use.


  Not that they hadn’t been emptied recently. They had. Just not into a willing woman.


  Whatever was going on, why he was having the most erotic dreams of a dark-haired lovely, Robin didn’t know, but he was willing to bet it had something to do with the sculpture Shane Joloun Dunne, a hybrid with the power to see the future, had created. It graced Robin’s private chambers, a taunting reminder that his bondmate was out there somewhere, waiting for him.


  Ever since he’d placed it on his mantelpiece, he’d been dreaming of her. Dreaming and spending into his sheets.


  Today, for the first time in months, he’d seduced someone, if only to get some damned relief. And even that was to be denied him as he answered his king’s summons.


  He paused briefly at the door to the library, captivated by the sight of a dark head of hair with a rooster-like ruff peeking over the edge of his black leather wingchair. Why she insisted on wearing her headbands that way he didn’t know. Was it a sea nymph thing?


  The moment she saw him she growled.


  He bowed deeply, amused that such a homely face hid the heart of a lioness. “Lady Cassandra, how do you fare this fine day?”


  Cassie grumbled and glared at him. She’d been with him for two months and had learned his ways. Surprisingly, like the Blackthorns and Dunnes, once she became used to him she was unafraid of him. “I thought he wasn’t going to come here!”


  It was a shame, really, that she did not belong to him. Robin could see past the too-long, almost homely face to the sweet, determined strength she bore like a badge of honor. Her hissed indignation as she sank lower into her seat had him chuckling in earnest.


  “I swear, Robin, if he sees me I’m doomed.” Bright turquoise eyes dominated her face, paler than usual.


  “Hide then, if you must, but if you asked for sanctuary it would be granted.” Robin would give his word, if need be, and tie her to his house. Not a thing he did lightly, but since she’d saved a dear friend of his Robin owed her.


  The Hob always paid his debts.


  She shot him a look so full of sorrow he tensed. “No. It wouldn’t.” She sank down in the chair. “I’ll just stay here, if you don’t mind.”


  One day he would get her to tell him what was wrong, but he’d learned not to push. To hear a siren sing her sorrow was to have even the staunchest heart break in half. “Not at all. Shall I shut the door?”


  He could barely see the negative shake of her head over the top of the chair. “No, but thanks anyway.”


  “As you wish.” Robin left the room, puzzled once more by the mystery of his guest. She intrigued him in a way that few did, and he found himself loathe to leave her side, even at the behest of his king. He hated to admit it, but the woman’s dry wit and glowing smile had grown on him in the two months since she arrived, but Shane, acting as the Child of Dunne, had declared that Cassie was not to be his. Therefore, Robin was free to do as he wished despite her presence in his home, hence the pretty dryad who had just left his bed and home.


  He’d served his lord for more centuries than he cared to count, and would continue to do so for centuries more, despite untimely interruptions and uncomfortably tight leather pants.


  Still, having his fun interrupted had done nothing for his temper, something that showed in the formal bow and razor sharp grin he greeted his liege with at the front door.


  He ignored the brief, indrawn breath behind him as he escorted Oberon past his library to his study. Cassie would disappear soon enough, eager to hide from the High King. Why she feared Oberon so was part of the mystery that surrounded her. Once more, he found himself intrigued, but he had little time to figure out the vagaries of the sea nymph. If Oberon had come to Robin rather than summoning him to the Gray Palace, the situation was not only dire but required the utmost discretion.


  Robin closed the door, certain that Cassie would not dare eavesdrop on Robin and the High King. As to the dryad in his bedchamber, she was long gone, having used the portal therein for just such emergencies. Only Robin could activate that particular portal; not even Oberon could enter his bedchamber without an invitation.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence, my lord?” Robin swept his long auburn hair behind him with an almost effeminate gesture, one that wouldn’t fool Oberon for a second. Anyone daft enough to think that the Hob was weak would get what they deserved, and Oberon had never been a dimwit.


  “I need someone I trust to go to Philadelphia.” Oberon’s waist-length silver hair gleamed in the reflected moonlight coming in through the huge wall of windows that showcased the rugged, snow-covered Rocky Mountains. He’d chosen a truly inhospitable place to put his Gray Palace, and had allowed Robin to build his home beside it. Robin loved it, loved the view of the mountains and the lake, the freedom to run as he wished, when he wished, as did several of his people.


  “You need me to check out those rumors we’ve been hearing?” Robin accepted the glass of cognac Oberon handed him. He swirled the glass in his hand slowly, warming the amber liquid. They’d made themselves at home in each other’s places far too long for him to be offended that Oberon had gotten into his liquor. Robin watched his liege through his lashes, observing the nearly imperceptible movements of frustration and annoyance that anyone not closely associated with his king would have missed.


  “Titannia is up to something.” Oberon faced the windows once more, and Robin hid a wince at his arctic tone. Oberon had adored his ex-wife, been devastated when she’d betrayed him. Her duplicity had cost him, emotionally and politically. He’d lost a piece of himself when the gods severed their bond, and he was darker for the loss. “Gloriana’s nephew has been taken.”


  Well. Titannia had certainly upped the ante this time. “Shall I retrieve him, sire?”


  “No. Not yet. For one, we don’t know where she’s stashed him.”


  Robin prayed she had not taken the boy to the Black Court, but chance would be a fine thing. Titannia would do anything to achieve power, even take a naive, innocent boy and twist him into her own image. Whoever she had been before the betrayal, she was undeniably evil now. Her pact with the demon had whittled away at her until Robin doubted she had anything left of her soul.


  When Titannia betrayed Oberon it caused a rift in the Fae realm that would never be healed. Titannia, now the Dark Queen, ruled what had become known as the Unseelie, or Black Court. Gloriana, the White Queen, ruled over the Seelie, or White Court. By decree of the gods themselves, Oberon ruled over both Courts as the High King of the Gray Court, the final arbiter of justice when Titannia and Gloriana could no longer contain their hatred of one another. Oberon’s task was to see to it that all-out war did not erupt between the kingdoms and ensure the safety of Fae-kind everywhere by maintaining the Seeming. The gods had decreed it; indeed, the gods were the only thing that had stayed Oberon’s (and thus Robin’s) hand at his faithless wife’s throat. Their bond had still been in place, and though it had hurt Robin grievously, he had thought it would be better that Oberon die than Titannia live. Oberon had agreed, but had been spared the loss of his life at the price of Titannia’s.


  Both lived, and only one suffered for it.


  Still, Titannia sought to overcome the decree handed down by the gods, turning this way and that to try and unseat both Oberon and Gloriana. This, the kidnapping of one of Gloriana’s royal house, was but the latest move in a never-ending chess game that Robin was growing weary of. Perhaps Oberon would allow him to change the rules.


  He’d always been fond of backgammon.


  “Find out what Titannia is up to, but do not attempt to extract the boy unless all other hope is lost. Delegates have been sent to negotiate his release, arbitrated by one of our own.” Oberon finally turned around. Robin wasn’t surprised to see his king’s eyes had turned silver-gray, almost white. They only changed that way when he discussed the Black Queen. “The negotiations cannot be interrupted for any reason. Titannia must return Gloriana’s nephew before the next full moon or we’ll have full-out war.”


  “I can retrieve the boy.” Robin laughed. “It would be fun.” He shot his liege a wicked glance.


  Oberon sighed. “If it becomes necessary, yes. For now, I’d prefer to use diplomacy to achieve the same result.”


  “And Gloriana would owe you one?”


  Oberon raised a weary eyebrow, his eyes returning to their normal, stormy gray. “I don’t really care one way or the other, Robin. Just see to it the boy is returned, preferably unharmed.”


  Robin bowed his normal, mocking bow. “Do we know who holds the boy?”


  “No one is sure. That is another reason I need you there. Find out where the boy is being held, and by whom. If necessary we will retrieve him ourselves.”


  Robin shook his head. “What does she think to gain by this?”


  The stormy gray eyes turned silver once more. “I have no idea, but she won’t succeed.”


  Robin took a sip of his cognac, thinking. “I can easily infiltrate the Black Court contingent if it’s large enough. If she’s decided to send only a few delegates, then things become…trickier.”


  “I leave it all in your capable hands.” Oberon turned once more to the windows of Robin’s study.


  Robin interpreted this as a dismissal and began backing out of the room. Oberon would leave when he was ready, and welcome he was to the little warmth Robin had to offer.


  After all, had it not been for Oberon, Robin would not exist.


  “One more thing, Robin.”


  Robin halted at the soft tone of Oberon’s voice. When Oberon spoke that way, all listened with respect, even Puck.


  “You’ll have assistance with this assignment.”


  Robin was certain he’d misheard. “My liege, I work alone. I always have.”


  “Not this time.”


  Oberon’s back remained turned to him, but Robin could hear the faint smile in the king’s voice. “All the times, my king.” Even when he assisted his Blades, Robin worked alone.


  “Do not defy me in this, Hobgoblin.”


  Robin sighed. When the king called him that, he was displeased, a state of affairs Robin actively avoided. “May I ask why, my liege?” He was careful to keep his voice neutral.


  Oberon waved his hand.


  The chair, the white-on-white chair that Robin hadn’t even noticed was there, shifted slightly, shocking him. The chair stood and stretched, its arms elongating, its legs growing, until before him stood one of the shape-shifting pookas. The pooka smiled at Robin, his shimmering, golden eyes with their horizontal, slit–shaped pupils watchful in his narrow, aristocratic face. He wasn’t much taller than Robin’s five foot ten inches, and he was graced with a fall of blond hair that would make a Sidhe lady weep. Ridged gray horns curled up from his forehead and blended into his hair. This one must be a master shifter indeed, to hide itself from me. He saw at once why such a talented shifter would be useful in his upcoming mission. If the delegation were smaller than hoped, who would notice one more chair? And if the pooka could fool the Hob, he could more than likely fool the Black Court idiots Titannia would be sending.


  Then again, Robin had not been expecting a spy in his own study. The Black Court delegation would be on their guard for tricks, especially if they knew Robin would be there. And how could they not? He was Oberon’s Blade.


  “This is Lord Kael Oren. He will be coming with you. He is a cousin of the missing Prince Evan.”


  Oh, this should be fun! Not. Robin smiled at the other man. He remembered the scandal following Prince Edmond Yate’s mating of a pooka commoner. The White Court had been utterly appalled that one of Gloriana’s brothers had lowered himself so, forcing Gloriana to raise the girl’s family to the peerage. Prince Edmond had told them all to go pound sand and declared that he was abdicating any right to the throne of the White Court to be with the woman the gods had declared was his.


  Robin had sent them a lovely mating gift.


  Robin bowed, graceful yet mocking, and saw his bow returned, mimicked nearly perfectly.


  “Lord Robin.” The pooka’s tenor voice was soft and filled with amusement. He met Robin’s gaze dead on, with only a slight twinge of fear, quickly masked.


  Robin grinned, intrigued. Maybe the boy has potential after all. Robin was always on the lookout for potential Blades, men and women of integrity who guarded Oberon and did his will. This one could be a recruit, if he proved himself capable.


  He turned his attention back to Oberon, one eyebrow cocked, the grin still lingering on his face.


  Oberon merely shook his head. They knew each other well. Oberon would know how Robin would react to Kael. “If the prince is no longer with us, I expect you to dispense justice.”


  The green glow in Robin’s eyes was swiftly hidden by his long lashes as he bowed to his king and friend. “Yes, my liege.” He ignored Lord Kael’s swiftly hidden shiver of unease.


  This had the potential to be fun.


  The only way to save her is to bind their souls as one.
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  Araneae Nation, Book 2


  Born with the ability to communicate with the dead, few things take Mana by surprise. But when a canis lopes into her life, announcing himself as the long-dead father of a childhood friend, she’s shocked. To make matters worse, he has a dire message that she alone can deliver.


  Now Mana must face Vaughn, the male who inspired one too many girlish fantasies, and impart the spirit’s message—without acknowledging her source—so the soul can be laid to rest.


  With rumors of a burgeoning clan war setting his nerves on edge, the last thing Vaughn needs is for an innocent to get caught in the crosshairs. But the woman he remembers as an awkward girl refuses to leave his side until he’s heard her out. That’s not the only change in her that calls to him. Her kindness soothes his battle-scarred soul—and he craves her in ways a warrior shouldn’t.


  When they are both captured, they learn of an even greater threat. The plague devastating the southlands has come to his clan home. And his best—and only—chance to keep his people alive is the female who walks among the dead.


  Warning: This book contains one fierce hero with a nose for danger, one stubborn heroine who smells like trouble, and one wolfish spirit who makes most relationships with the in-laws seem downright tame. Fur, fangs and some biting should be expected. But never fear, the hero has a sword, and he knows how to use it.


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for A Feast of Souls:


  “Are you ready?” Vaughn walked so close, heat from his body sizzled against my skin.


  Static crackled across my arms and raised hairs all over my body. The veil. We had arrived. I was so grateful for a respite I hadn’t checked the reason why our procession had come to an end.


  Shadows darkened Vaughn’s eyes. I imagined the wheel of his mind spinning. “Are you?”


  His exhale sounded strained. “I am.” He cast me a calculating glance. “Kiss me for luck?”


  I almost swallowed my tongue. “What?” My mind had wandered but not so far from its path.


  “Kiss me.” His eyes gleamed brighter than they had since our ordeal began. “It’s tradition for a male to seek a female’s kiss before crossing the veil. Gives him a reason to fight its energy.”


  “Really?” I made my voice sound thoughtful. “All these years I’ve broken tradition without realizing. Old Father never mentioned such a noble cause, nor did my other travel companions.”


  His nod was somber. “Wait—what do you mean other travel companions?”


  “Old Father rarely leaves Beltania these days, even for clan business. When I leave the city, my aunt assigns one of her husband’s clansmen to act as my guard. Deinopidae males are rather physical males. You’d think I’d have tempted one…” I sighed. “Consider the kisses I’ve missed.”


  I have gone mad. The strain of capture has taken its toll. Think of who I’m tempting. Think of whose attentions I’m inviting. Think of those soft lips of his. One last chance to taste them…


  Tonight we fought for our freedom. If we lost…I wanted to know this male’s kiss.


  Vaughn cleared his throat. “We could make up for lost time.”


  “You’d do that, for me?” My smile was impossible to stop. I should be afraid—of him, of this night, of the outcome of two bound prisoners against a score of Theridiidae. “How kind you are.”


  But I wasn’t afraid. Vaughn’s presence enveloped me, kept me safe against all odds. My skin tightened and my head ached as I was forced to consider perhaps it had never been him I feared, but his effect on me. Tradition demanded I save myself for my soul mate. My heart, well, it was less inclined to wait. With no visible aura and no possible future, I gave myself to this moment.


  Vaughn closed the distance between us. “This is not the first kiss you deserve.”


  “Who said this was my first?” I was a warm-blooded female and males had interested me.


  His brow furrowed. “You’re Salticidae.”


  “I am.” I wished my hands were free to shape his broad shoulders. “I’m also waiting.”


  “Then we’re even.” His head lowered. Our breaths mingled. “I’ve waited for this.”


  Surprise parted my lips, and he claimed my mouth with hunger that sank into my bones. One brush of his lips and I was lost. His tongue traced the entrance to my mouth, seeking permission I granted by inclining my head. Desire fogged my mind, the low rumble in the back of his throat making tension coil low in my stomach. Our bodies pressed so close, I realized how well we fit.


  The thrust and glide of Vaughn’s tongue mirrored the erotic turn of my thoughts. No. I could not indulge in this male when I had one of my own somewhere. When the gods brought my soul mate to me, I would not go to him sullied or disgraced for being so weak I gave away my virtue.


  Suddenly the bite of rope on my wrists was a welcome reminder of our circumstances. Over the pounding of my heart, I heard his raw breaths and saw wildness glint in his eyes. I withdrew.


  If our display hadn’t earned us the full attention of our guards, I might have considered a roll in the snow to cool the heat making it hard for me to breathe. Gods’ web he had my mind dazed.


  “Don’t stop on our account.” Urien winked in a too-familiar way. “Pretend we aren’t here.”


  “How can she?” Teilo snorted. “You’re staring a hole through her blouse.”


  Urien’s brows slanted. “It’s not my fault if she likes males to watch—”


  A lone howl rose over the noises of our procession. The mournful song was lifted higher by another voice and then another until a chorus of melancholy descended around us. From the edge of the woods, a black wolf sauntered. Behind him, a dozen more eyes gleamed gold and furious.


  Several Theridiidae males huddled around our group for a better look at the canis.


  “You there, Walker, come here.” Torrance waved me closer. “Is this some trick of yours?”


  “Despite rumors to the contrary,” I assured him, “I know no tricks.”


  “Leave her be.” Vaughn stared at the alpha. “I doubt they cross the veil. Animals avoid it the same as we do. Their presence is a good omen. Consider their song a parting gift from the pack.”


  “I’ll consider it what I like.” Torrance glared at Mana. “If I find out this was your doing…”


  “Believe what you want.” I gritted my teeth. “Small minds can’t be changed.”


  Torrance slapped me across the face before I could react, and my lip burst.


  “You struck her.” Vaughn took a slow step toward Torrance. “I will kill you for that.”


  “Back off now or I’ll lop off that ring finger of yours, send it and your signet to your mother. Bet Isolde would love that.” Torrance smirked. “I know my maven would.”


  Muscle worked in Vaughn’s jaw. “Take it. I have nine more where it came from.” He swept his leg out, knocking Torrance’s legs from under him. The male hit the ground with a groan, and Vaughn knelt on his windpipe. Even with his hands cinched behind his back, Vaughn was lethal.


  “You drew first blood,” Vaughn snarled in his face. “Remember that.”


  “Get off.” Urien cuffed Vaughn upside the head and sent him sprawling onto his back.


  Wheezing, Torrance turned onto his side, shoving up onto his hands and knees. “Kill him.”


  The guards exchanged a look as my heart lurched.


  “Are you so eager to go to war with the Mimetidae?” I asked him. “Your maven has begun a battle she can’t hope to win with the Araneidae. After this, the kidnapping of Lourdes’s beloved sister a second time by your clan, she will call in all favors and enlist all her allies to destroy you.”


  A moment passed. Torrance swung his head toward me.


  “You know I’m right.” This time his clan had gone too far. “While the Mimetidae must fight for the Araneidae, those are the terms of their alliance, think how much hotter their tempers will flare after learning you not only kidnapped their ally’s second heir, but murdered their heir too?”


  “She, ah, has a point there.” Urien scratched the stubble on his cheeks.


  “Leave the decision to our maven,” Teilo chimed in. “After the grief these two have caused, I doubt Colleen would deny you the right to carve justice for your wife’s cousin from his flesh.”


  “Heed the counsel of your peers,” I said. “Your maven won’t thank you for making her an enemy in Isolde. Few are more ruthless than the Mimetidae maven, and none are bloodthirstier.”


  “Fine.” Torrance pushed to his feet and glared at Vaughn. “Pray your mother comes quickly for you. If she is a day late or one gold coin short, I will have your head for what you did today.”


  “I see no reason for us to hide behind our mavens. If you have a score to settle with me, free my hands.” Eagerness made Vaughn’s dark eyes glitter. “Let us settle our grievances here, now.”


  Blood draining from his face, Torrance said, “No. The female is right. You’re worth more to my maven alive.” He cleared his throat. “For the time being, your neck is safe. Don’t tempt fate.”


  Once Torrance had gone, and Teilo with him, I could breathe again.


  “You kept my head and neck attached for another day.” Vaughn eyed the veil. “Thank you.”


  “Repay me by not provoking Torrance again.” My nerves were already frayed as it was.


  “I will keep you safe.” Danger sharpened his voice. “No matter the price.”


  I shut my eyes, fearful of what surviving might cost us all.


  Sometimes a secret goes to the grave. Sometimes Secret puts you there.


  


  Grave Secret


  © 2013 Sierra Dean


  


  Secret McQueen, Book 5


  It’s been a hell of a year for Secret McQueen, and the last thing in the world she wants is to get caught up in werewolf drama. But when her former fiancé Lucas Rain shows up asking for her help, she knows there’s no easy way out.


  After making it known she wants nothing to do with him, Secret agrees to help find Lucas’s wayward sister Kellen. After all, how much trouble could one socialite get into in the city that never sleeps?


  Unless that socialite has been spirited away by fairies.


  Trying to track down a missing girl in an alternate reality is just the start of Secret’s problems, though. Someone appears to be killing teenagers, and the MO looks eerily similar to something for which the half-fairy oracle, Calliope, might be responsible. Throw in a rogue wolf pack claiming allegiance to Secret’s mother, Mercy, and she’ll have miles to go before she rests.


  Warning: This book contains a promise fulfilled, sex that’s out of this world, and more heartache than one hybrid assassin can handle.


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for Grave Secret:


  Our forgotten beers flew off the table and onto the floor.


  I gave up fumbling with his shirt buttons and had gone instead to the belt buckle digging into my pelvis. He shucked off my jacket and sent it flying over the couch, then pulled me abruptly into a sitting position, my ass on the edge of the low wood table.


  “Take that off,” he said, his voice husky and commanding.


  At first I thought he meant my shirt, but then I realized I was still wearing my holster and gun. Carefully I removed the leather straps and did a quick check to make sure the weapon was safetied before placing it on the couch rather than having it thrown somewhere. The second I had the gun out of my hands, he was untucking my shirt and pulling it over my head. I undid the last of his shirt buttons and pushed it off his shoulders before I tugged his belt free of the loops on his pants with a flourish.


  With his shirt off, I could see the scar on his chest. A small, near-perfect circle slightly puckered on the edges where the silvery skin was still pink. I touched it, reaching out slowly to give him plenty of time to pull away or move my hand. He didn’t. Instead he stopped what he was doing and watched as the pad of my thumb brushed the smooth circle of flesh.


  In response he touched a matching silver scar on my shoulder, making me shiver. He leaned me back onto the coffee table again, his mouth finding the scar on my stomach where I’d been run through by the katana which now hung over my fireplace. My collection of permanent scars was more impressive than his, but for some reason the little circle on his chest hurt me worse than any of my wounds had.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, placing a kiss on the scar.


  “I’m not.”


  “You could have died.” He was busy undoing my pants, but he went still when I said it.


  “I didn’t. And neither did you.” He said it in such a way that I knew we were done with this topic. I hated how he’d been hurt because of me, but he considered it worthwhile because I was alive.


  I pulled him against me so his bare skin touched mine and neither of our scars was showing. For a moment I just wanted to hold him close and feel him breathe with me the way we used to when we slept in the same bed night after night. I’d missed the sex, absolutely. But I’d missed him more. His warm skin, his scent, the cadence of his breathing. Every tiny fiber that made him Desmond was something I had craved like oxygen since he’d left.


  Finally, when I thought I might break down and cry from the overwhelming emotion of what being near him was doing to me, I bit his earlobe and whispered, “Take off your pants.”


  He was up in a heartbeat, kicking off his work pants and socks, which made me chuckle warmly. He pinned me with a warning expression. “You won’t be laughing long.”


  Biting my lip, I fought the urge to tease him more, but with him looming over me it was almost impossible to find anything to laugh at. His skin was olive over the perfectly toned planes of his body. His legs and arms were corded with muscle, and his abs might as well come with a Lick Me sign attached to them. The dark hair over his chest formed a thin trail down his stomach, begging my eyes to follow from his bellybutton to the low waist of his black boxer briefs. The cotton on his underwear was straining dramatically, and I got wetter just looking at him.


  My mouth was dry and my tongue thick. I couldn’t have made fun of him if I wanted to. I didn’t want to. The only desire left in me was to have him inside me in every way imaginable, as fast as possible.


  “Get up,” he said.


  I did without hesitation. I thought he might take me on the coffee table, it felt sturdy enough, but he had a different idea in mind. Once I was standing, he lifted me right off the floor and slung me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Instead of being surprised—after all, he’d done this to me before—I took advantage of my position by slipping my hands into his underwear and giving his ass a squeeze while running my tongue along the beautiful toned V on his lower back above the waistband of his boxers. Before my tongue was allowed to explore anything farther south I was in the air and tumbling backwards. I landed on a soft down duvet and he was on top of me, giving me no time to have a look around his dark bedroom.


  His natural scent was mingled with something headier now, a musk I recognized as desire. Instead of giving any more instructions or speaking at all, he removed my panties without hesitation and undid my bra with one looped finger, tossing both aside in turn. When he knelt over me, I slid his own underwear off, leaving him bare and hard in front of me.


  My mouth wasn’t dry anymore.


  Closing my lips over the head of his cock, I lowered my head with aching slowness, savoring every moment. I’d never thought I’d be able to taste him again, and I wanted to remember every second of it. My tongue caressed each curve and hollow, circling his head as I withdrew, holding suction until the end.


  “Jesus,” he whispered. “I thought you didn’t want to kill me.”


  I cast my eyes upwards, watching him as I lowered my head again. This time he seized my hair roughly and pulled my mouth out of reach. He couldn’t stop my hands though, and one palm cupped his balls while the other wrapped around his rigid shaft, which was still damp from my saliva. His mouth formed a thin line.


  “You’re asking for trouble,” he warned.


  “Then stop me,” I replied, squeezing his balls with gentle pressure.


  “Turn over.” He growled the words and flipped me onto my hands and knees before I had time to comply with his instructions on my own. He placed a palm between my shoulders and gave a commanding push. I put my arms under the pillows and dropped so my upper body was pressed flush against the comforter.


  My hair clung to my face from the sweat beading on my skin, so I couldn’t see him, just felt his hands grasp my hips and tug them higher until my ass was snug against his pelvis, the hard length of him nestled between my cheeks. I let out a shaky breath as he traced a path down my back and then up to my neck again. He grabbed a fistful of my hair and twisted it around his wrist, jerking my head up so I was looking over my shoulder at him.


  With his other hand he guided himself to my opening, and the head of his cock slipped in easily. It had been long enough without him inside me that the size of him felt surprising. Even as wet as I was I gasped when he thrust inside me all the way on the first stroke. One hand held my head in place, and he watched me carefully as he drove into me again, waiting for me to tell him to stop or give him any instruction whatsoever.


  A shudder of pleasure vibrated through me, making me tighten around him, and his eyes closed reflexively. I was usually the one taking charge in bed, but tonight he was claiming me, and I wanted to let him. He released my hair, but I kept watching him. Grabbing my hips with both hands now, he pounded into me like he was taking my challenge seriously. Whatever part of me had been marked by Lucas, Desmond was trying to fuck it out of me.
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  When a wolf is hot for a witch, the sparks can be downright dangerous.


  


  Heart’s Desire, Book 2


  Zachary Beckett has finally done something right. He saved his brother’s life, and his reward is a ticket to Cleveland to train as a witch. Except every spell he casts wreaks havoc—until he’s banished to the children’s classroom.


  At least his teacher is easy on the eyes. It isn’t long before the heat is rising, and it has nothing to do with a bubbling cauldron.


  Jo has never met a walking Karma bomb like Zachary. His blue eyes haunt her, his body is made for sin, and his magic? The less said about that the better. But Jo is determined to help him, even if she has to fight their mutual attraction, tooth and nail.


  When Zach discovers he’s been operating under a hex, he and Jo come together in a blazing-hot ritual to break its hold and reveal Zach’s destiny to fight evil. But the old enemy who cast the spell won’t give up until every Beckett male is stripped of his mate. Which could leave Zach to howl in agony forever—and doom Jo to a fate worse than death.


  


  Warning: This novel contains explicit sex, graphic language, a sexy, awkward, blue-eyed wolf-witch and a woman who can make his dreams come true.


  



  


  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.
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