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  Shifters live in the shadows of Seattle, just under the skin of the alpha male, dot-com entrepreneurs who are building a new Silicon Valley in the Emerald City. 


  



  Jak's plan is a dangerous one... but will he even get the chance to carry it out? 



  



  Is love stronger than magic? Or will breaking an unbreakable bond destroy them both?
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  Jak hesitated at the door of the witch’s office, now closed behind him.


  He was trading sex for her cooperation—with Arianna’s family, with the spell to break Mace’s hold on her, and with everything that was going down in the next hour. He had to leave Circe more than satisfied to get the things he needed. His chest was still heaving from the run over to Morgan Media, but that wasn’t what cinched it tight: it was the idea of fucking a witch to save the woman he loved. A woman who had just strengthened him to the core with her submission, giving herself completely to him. It wasn’t the fact that the witch could kill him with a touch of her dark-magic fingers—it was breaking his heart that Arianna might find out. If not now, if not right away… eventually.


  He prayed she would forgive him for all of it.


  He swallowed down the sourness in the back of his throat and tried to picture Circe as just another hookup at the club. Sex with her didn’t mean anything. He’d get it up, get it done, and get out. And wash away any trace afterward, hoping to God Arianna wouldn’t scent the witch on him before he could carry out the rest of his plan.


  Jak strode across Circe’s office to where she stood, leaning against her desk and licking her lips. Her blue eyes were lit up, and she was checking out his package like she had x-ray vision that could see right through his jeans. Her eyes grew wider as he approached. He didn’t waste any time, simply grabbed hold of her hips and lifted her up on the desk. Her legs spread, and her filmy red dress rode up her bare thighs. He shoved his crotch against hers, hoping to jump start things there. Getting it up might not be as easy as it normally was.


  Circe let out a little squeak of surprise, but he figured that’s what she wanted: she had a hunger for sex with a wolf for a reason, and it wasn’t because she wanted gentle. He held her tight against him, crushing her ample chest to his, and started feasting on her neck. A strangled moan and pricks of daggered nails clawing at his back told him he was headed in the right direction. He slid a hand up her thigh, shoving aside the silky fabric and going right for the heat between her legs. She was bare—either witches went commando all the time, or she had already discarded her panties, knowing he was on the way. She arched her back and gasped as his fingers found her nub.


  He lifted his head from nipping at her neck. Her eyes were already hooded with lust, lips parted, and a flush was creeping across her cheeks. She was actually insanely beautiful—all witches were. If they weren’t so deadly, and generally would prefer castrating wolves to fucking them, he probably would have slept with one already. As it was, he had to work to convince his cock to pay attention to the scent of her arousal, which was quickly filling the room. He palmed her breast, hoping the heavy weight of it in his hand might help. Her head dropped back as he worked her stiffened nipple through the thin sheath of her dress. She was definitely curvy in all the places that would normally gain his cock’s attention: full, perky breasts, begging for his lips; ample hips for a good grip while he slammed into her. Her face was beautiful and harsh, like a terrible angel—all angled lines, high cheeks, and perfect skin that was now flushed a delicate pink. Gasps came through her parted lips. He was a little relieved to find his cock straining against his jeans, finally responding to her obvious lust.


  He gave her a moment more of pleasure, teasing her entrance with his fingers until she was bucking against them, then pulled back: he needed to make sure they were clear on their agreement before they got too far. He took one of her hands from where it was digging into his shoulder and pressed it against his cock, through his jeans. The contact was enough to make it twitch in response. He rubbed her hand up and down the length to make sure he could deliver… and to make a not-so-subtle promise. She moaned, and her eyes drifted closed.


  “Is this what you want, little witch?” he whispered, his voice even huskier than he had intended. Maybe he could do this, even if the idea sickened him. He shoved that thought away.


  “Oh God, yes,” Circe breathed. She grasped hold of his cock through the jeans fabric, stroking him and making him harder. “I want all of you. Now.”


  He grabbed her hand by the wrist and pulled it away. “I’m going to give you everything you want and more.” He growled out the words, which just made her squirm against him. “But first, I want to be absolutely clear about what you’re giving me when we’re done.”


  “I already called the family. They’ll be here soon.” She clawed at his pants, trying to slip her hand inside. He pulled her hand away again then pushed her body flat against the desk, hauling her bare sex against the rough fabric of his pants while holding her hands over her head with one hand. It was the perfect position to torment and tease her, and his cock stiffened even more in response. Circe gasped with it as well, arching her back and shoving her breasts up.


  “Take me now,” she breathed, straining against him.


  “First, I want your promise,” he said, even as he ground against her and made her whimper. “You’ll help me with the family, you’ll do the spell, and you’ll speak nothing of this to Arianna. Ever.”


  Circe’s panting slowed a bit, and she lifted her head to look at him. “Spell?”


  Jak dipped his head to peer into her eyes. “The spell we discussed before? I do you, then you do the spell? And not a word to Arianna.”


  Circe frowned and stopped grinding against him. “Please tell me you don’t mean that dreadful spell where you end up dead on my floor. Because you’re far too delicious to waste with something like that.” She seemed to be scanning his face and the air all around him. Her frown grew deeper.


  “I’m sure you can find another wolf to threaten into your bed.” Jak gritted his teeth, but all this talk of him dying was having a serious negative effect on the state of his cock. He started moving it against her sex again.


  Circe dropped her head back to the desk and moaned. She was silent a moment, clearly enjoying the contact between her legs. But then she groaned in a way that sounded more like frustration than pleasure. Jak startled when she seemed to slip her hands free of his hold without any difficulty whatsoever. Then he jumped when she slammed both fists against the desk, one on either side of her body.


  He stepped back and frowned, not sure what was happening.


  Circe sat up, looking grumpy. She glared at Jak as she straightened her dress. “Why did you have to…” She waved at him. “…tell me all that?”


  “Tell you what?” He thought it was clear he was here for the spell. But apparently not, judging by the look on her face. Was it more complicated than he thought? Maybe there was something to the spell that made her hesitate to go through with it.


  Instead of answering him, she made a harrumphing sound and eased down from the desk. She tugged her dress into place then crossed her arms. “You’re willing to die for this girl.”


  It wasn’t exactly a question, but he said, “Yes,” without hesitation. He was still confused. “What’s the problem? You get what you want first. All I’m asking is that you don’t tell her that we…” He gestured to the desk. “That there was a certain exchange involved. Is that so much to ask?” There had to be more to this.


  Circe let out an elaborate sigh then leaned back against her desk. “I’m sure you think all witches are heartless and evil.”


  He knew better than to say anything, opting for a small shrug.


  She waved at him again, gesturing at something around his head. “Your aura is screaming your love for this girl. You’re willing to die for her, for magic’s sake. I may want your hot shifter body, little wolf, but even I know better than to risk the karma of messing with a love bond that strong.”


  “I… don’t understand.” Jak clenched his fists. “Will you do the spell or not?”


  She sighed again. The lust in her eyes had cooled ten degrees. “Why not just give her to the family? They’ve wanted nothing more than to have her back all along. Or, hell, run away with her! Are you so territorial that you’d rather die than have another wolf’s magic in her blood?” She wrinkled up her nose at this, like he had suddenly turned into a distasteful beast that might soil the carpet.


  Jak just shook his head, mystified. Did he really need to explain his reasoning to this witch? “Why do you care?”


  “Performing dark arts is a tricky business,” she sniffed. “And a deadly one. Why are you so eager to die, little wolf?”


  “I don’t want to die.” He ran a hand through his hair and stepped back farther. This witch was confounding him. “I’d like nothing more than to run away with her. But as long as she’s tied to her mate, she’ll never have the things she deserves.”


  Circe shrugged. “She could still have pups. What does it matter if they’re not yours? So to speak.”


  Jak growled and took two menacing steps toward her. He stopped before reaching her when her look changed from annoyed to glacier cold. She could kill him if she wished. And now that she wasn’t, for some reason, clawing at him for sex, she just might do it out of frustration.


  He dialed back his own frustration and said softly, “I would happily run away and spend all my days loving her. I would like nothing more than to make a family with her. But in the end, it would all be for selfishness. Because Mace wouldn’t stop hunting her. And one day, he would find her—then he would claim not only her, but her pups too. Our babies…” Jak swallowed down the thickness in his throat then looked away to hide the water glassing his eyes. “He would have every right in pack law to claim them all. I would die before I let that happen, but I might not be able to stop it. Arianna would always live in fear of that.” He took a breath and looked back to Circe, whose face had opened in surprise. “This way I can ensure that it never comes down to that. No matter how much I want her for myself, the most important thing is to simply get her free from him.”


  Circe pressed her lips together, but Jak could tell something had changed. There was a look on her face, a concerned look, that made the sharpness of her features soften.


  She nodded slowly. “You may not think much of witches, little wolf, but even we are not so heartless as to stand in the way of something so… noble.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “That sounds suspiciously like a compliment.”


  She scowled at him. “Something you will not speak of again and will take to your grave.”


  He smirked. “Of course.” But the smile was fleeting. “Will you do the spell, Circe?”


  Her scowl darkened. “Yes. But it’s not something we can do in my office. And you’ll need to be in wolf form at the end. I prefer not to dispose of human bodies.”


  Jak swallowed, the reality of that sinking in. “Understood.” Then he blew out a sigh of relief and gestured to the desk. “I’m still not sure why we’re not…”


  “Having amazing sex on my desk?” She smirked and eyed his body. “Make no mistake, little wolf, it would have been one of the best experiences of your life.”


  He cocked his head to the side. “It seems I’ll never know.”


  She let out a wistful sigh. “It would have been delicious. But you were much more fun to bed when you weren’t quite so nobly rescuing the woman you love.”


  He frowned. He had no idea such things mattered to witches.


  She folded her arms. “Hecca would say I’m foolishly romantic. I think she’s just had one too many dark-art spells worm their way into her heart. But regardless… I’ll help you for the same reason I agreed to help Arianna’s family from the beginning. Because I don’t like to see a woman held captive and turned into a slave of the worst sort.”


  His eyebrows hiked up. He did remember her saying that before, but now that he had a moment to think about it, he could see that Circe had been trying, in her own way, to free Arianna all along.


  Just like him.


  He tipped his head to her. “You and I might have more in common than I ever suspected, little witch.” He gave her a small smile and stepped forward, close enough to touch her, but he didn’t. “Thank you.” Her eyes widened as he gently pressed a chaste kiss to her cheek. When he pulled back, that pinkish tone was coloring her face again. He surprised even himself with how genuine his smile was.


  She shook her head, as if the whole thing was hopelessly foolish, then reached for her phone lying on the desk. “It’s a damn shame to have to do this spell, little wolf. A damn shame.” Then she tapped something up on the phone and spoke into it. “Have they arrived yet?” She paused to listen. “No. I’ll meet them in the reception area when they get here. I’ll be out in just a moment.” She hung up the phone.


  Jak’s pulse quickened. “The family?”


  She nodded. “They’ll be here soon. But we can’t do this at Morgan Media.”


  He nodded, ready to get down to business. “Understood. But first I need to talk to them. I need to make sure they can take care of Arianna after I’m gone.”


  Circe nodded, biting her lip. “Arianna’s a lucky girl to have so many people love her so thoroughly.” She gestured to the door. “It seems fitting that you should all meet before she loses one of you.”


  Jak didn’t think he would ever feel actual gratitude toward a witch, but there was no denying the warmth in his gut with those words. He nodded, then strode toward the door of her office. The warm feeling lasted exactly three seconds—until he opened the door to a different and decidedly more furious witch. Hecca’s green-eyed glare was like a physical force. Jak stumbled back across the threshold, nearly bumping into Circe.


  Hecca quickly turned her fury on her sister. “Circe, why is our receptionist on the lookout for a pack of wolves coming to meet you?” She gave Jak a disgusted look. “And what is he doing here again? I thought we were done with this business.”


  Circe breezed past Jak, hooking her arm through his along the way. She fluttered her fingers at Hecca. “Nothing for you to be concerned about, sister dear.”


  Hecca was hot on their heels.


  Circe sauntered toward the front, towing Jak with her.


  “The fact that you don’t find this concerning,” Hecca hissed, “is exactly why I’m concerned.”


  Circe whirled on her sister, and the humor was gone from her face. “I’m having a little fun, Hecca. Be a dear and don’t ruin it.”


  Hecca wrinkled her nose up in disgust. “With all of them? For the love of magic, Circe, you’re taking this obsession of yours with these… dogs… a little too far.”


  Jak let out a low growl, playing along and bolstering Circe’s cover. Slipping out for a wolfy orgy wasn’t exactly an unbelievable lunchtime activity for Circe, if he had to take a guess.


  Hecca narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t growl at me, wolf. Not in my own coven. Not unless you want to end up as ash.”


  Circe tugged him closer, protectively. “Get your own playthings, Hecca.” She said it loud enough for the entire office to hear. They certainly had everyone’s attention.


  Jak tried not to flinch as Circe ran her hand up his arm, squeezing his muscles lasciviously as she went. Hecca’s disgust turned to loathing, but before she could start spitting spells at them, Circe turned them away and sauntered toward the front of the office again. Jak peeked back, but Hecca wasn’t following after them anymore. Circe cuddled up to his side as close as she could get, her hand still roaming and getting a good feel.


  Jak dipped his head to hers and said softly, “You enjoyed that, didn’t you?”


  Circe smirked just before they reached the frosted-glass doors of the office. “Whipping Hecca into a froth is one of life’s small, sublime pleasures.”


  Jak chuckled they stepped across the threshold into the reception area. Soon he would meet Arianna’s family… and, if all went according to plan, his fate as well.
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  Arianna paced the small confines of Sarra’s living room, from the weathered leather couch spilling out stuffing to the shelves filled with art books at the end near the studio. She’d had three cups of tea already, and she and Sarra had lapsed into a heavy silence. They were waiting for Jak to return from whatever “errand” he had to run, but Arianna couldn’t help feeling something had gone wrong. Every moment he wasn’t calling inched up her back like a glacier of dread.


  While Arianna paced, Sarra calmly read the newspaper.


  Arianna glanced at Sarra’s phone. It had been an hour since Jak called. “Something has happened,” she said without slowing in her pacing.


  Sarra didn’t look up from her paper. “Nothing has happened.”


  Arianna didn’t have a phone—Jak had given her one, but Mace had taken it—or she would have called Jak already. What errand could he possibly have to do that was more important than getting out of Seattle? Or reuniting with her family, now that she knew they were looking for her? At least, she thought they were looking for her—Jak hadn’t been sure. Maybe that was the errand? Was he finding out if it was true? And even if it was, he said it wasn’t safe to go there… that it was the first place Mace would look for her. Which was no doubt true. Something about the phone call Jak had to make sent him off on this mysterious errand… was he going after her family to keep them safe?


  Her nerves were stretched so tight, she was about ready to snatch up Sarra’s phone and call Jak herself. It called to her from the spot where it sat on the rickety kitchenette table next to Sarra’s tea mug.


  “What did Jak say about this errand he’s running?” Arianna asked for the third time.


  Sarra sighed but still didn’t look up from her paper. “Just that it would take an hour and he would call when he was done.”


  “It’s been an hour.”


  “It’s been thirty-four minutes.” Her voice was tight. Arianna couldn’t tell if she knew more than she was saying or if she was just getting annoyed with Arianna. Which she could understand: Jak was Sarra’s ex, and here she was, having to babysit his new lover. Arianna bit her lip as she paced. She hated to make it worse for Sarra, but worry about Jak and what he was up to was making her wolf stomp and snort. She was about to crawl out of her skin with it.


  Arianna clenched her fists as she paced. “He’s gone and done something stupid, Sarra.”


  Sarra turned the page of her paper. “Most of the things Jak does are stupid.”


  Arianna grabbed a chair at the table, turned it around, and sat backwards in it. “He’s gone after Mace. I just know it.”


  “Who’s Mace?”


  “My alpha.” Arianna gripped the back of her chair to keep from popping back up and pacing again.


  Sarra finally looked up from her paper with an inscrutable expression. “That would be stupid, even for Jak.” But then the corners of Sarra’s mouth turned down. She had to be thinking it was possible, too.


  “Maybe he’s going to slip back into the estate and attack Mace while he’s still recovering.” Arianna choked up. “Oh God, Sarra, what if he gets himself killed? I almost lost him once already…” Then she had to stop because tears were about to spill, and she had no time for that.


  Sarra put the paper down and reached out to lay a hand on Arianna’s white-knuckled ones. “Whatever he’s doing, Jak’s planning on coming back to you. He said he would call: he’ll call.”


  Arianna glanced at the phone on the table. “Let me call him. Please.”


  Sarra sighed and pulled her hand back. She seemed to wrestle with the idea for a moment, then slid the phone toward Arianna. “Go ahead. Tell him I’ve got better things to do than wait around for him.”


  Arianna gave her a grateful smile then snatched up the phone. Sarra was quickly becoming one of her favorite people. Jak’s number was the most recent incoming call, so she didn’t have to troll through Sarra’s phone book. Arianna was glad at least for that—she felt bad for all the imposition they had already made on Sarra’s life.


  Arianna pressed the phone to her ear, drumming her fingertips rapidly on the table top as it rang.


  And rang.


  And rang.


  Finally it went to message. She hung up without leaving one.


  “No answer,” she said, her voice tight.


  “He’s probably busy doing whatever he’s doing.” Sarra went back to reading the paper.


  Arianna jumped out of the chair and paced again, the phone clutched in her hand. “He’s in trouble. I know it.”


  “If he was in trouble, he would have picked up the phone.” Sarra gave an elaborate sigh, setting the paper down again. “Jak’s a smart man. He knows you’re here, waiting. He’s not going to leave you stranded. He just has something to do that he doesn’t want you mixed up in.”


  Arianna stopped her pacing. “That only means it’s dangerous.”


  “Or that he can take care of it better on his own. He said he would tell you all about it when it was done.” Sarra’s eyes narrowed. “Do you trust him?”


  Arianna took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I do. I swear, I trust him with my life, Sarra. I’m just not sure I trust him with his.”


  Sarra frowned. “Yeah. I know what you mean.” She shook her head and studied the pitted tabletop for a moment. “We’ll just have to wait until he calls. Then we can stitch him back up or pick up the pieces or whatever he needs.”


  But that sparked an idea in Arianna’s head. She shook the phone at Sarra. “My family is looking for me.” At least, she hoped that was true. Even if it wasn’t, she should alert them that she had broken free… and that Mace might be coming there next.


  Sarra cocked an eyebrow. “You have a pack?”


  “It’s just my brothers and my mom. We’re hardly a pack. That’s why Mace was able to capture me so easily. We were outnumbered.”


  Sarra scowled, but Arianna was already pulling up the phone’s numberpad to dial. It had been a long time, but she had Marco’s number memorized.


  “If they’re looking for me,” Arianna said, “they might be nearby. If not, they need to know I’m out. And that Mace might be looking for me at home. At the very least, I can tell them where I am. They can clear out, maybe stash my mom somewhere safe, and come get me. By the time Jak calls, they’ll be on their way. Whatever his plan is, they can help.”


  Sarra was back to frowning again. “Are you sure that’s what Jak wants? Maybe involving your family in this isn’t the way to go.”


  Arianna looked up as the phone started to ring. “They’re involved whether they want to be or not. And I’m not leaving Jak alone in this.”


  Sarra nodded in approval. “It would be better to have a few more fangs around, in case this gets ugly. Besides, I don’t like where this is heading.” She held up a hand. “But I do not want them coming here! The last thing I need is a parade of wolves through my door. I don’t want people to think I’m back in the business again. Got it?”


  “I promise,” Arianna said quickly as the phone rang again. “We’ll take it somewhere else. I’ll arrange a meet.” Her heart started to pound at the mere thought of seeing her family again.


  The phone picked up. “Hello?” It was tentative—of course, her brother wouldn’t recognize Sarra’s caller ID—but it was definitely Marco’s voice. It felt so good to hear it again.


  “Marco! It’s me, Arianna.” Her voice was breathy with excitement.


  “Arianna?” He was still tentative. “Why are you calling on this phone?”


  “It’s a long story.” Arianna glanced at Sarra. “I’m in Seattle. But I’m not at the Red wolf estate. I ran away and—”


  “Holy shit, it’s really you!” Marco’s voice took a swing up, enthusiasm kicking in. “Are you okay? How did you get out? What the… Arianna, oh my god… Mom is going to be so happy.”


  “I know!” She could hardly get the words out, she was grinning so hard. “I can hardly believe it myself.”


  “What happened?” he asked, the hope in his voice warring with concern. “Are you free of him, sis? I mean… is he…”


  “No, he’s not dead.” Arianna blew out a breath. “And that’s why I’m calling, actually. You and Kalis and Mom need to go somewhere safe. Mace is going to come looking for me, sooner or later. And I need your help, Marco.”


  “Of course. Whatever you need. We’re practically in Seattle anyway...” She could hear Marco whisper something, covering the phone with his hand. After a moment, he was back. “Kalis is calling Mom. I’ll have her go to Robertson’s ranch for a while. He’ll keep her somewhere safe until this is handled.”


  “Oh good.” The tension in her body stepped down a notch. She always knew Marco would make a fine alpha someday… and in the six months since she’d been gone, he seemed to have grown into it even more. She could hear it in his voice. “Wait… did you say you’re almost to Seattle?”


  “Yeah.” He seemed to hesitate a moment. “We’re on our way to visit some witches.”


  “What?” Wolves and witches didn’t mix. Not that she’d ever met one, but it was like a sixth sense… not to mention all the horror stories she’d heard growing up.


  “We were desperate, Ari.” That was what her father had always called her.


  It made her choke up even more. “You were trying to get me back, weren’t you?”


  “Every day since the moment that bastard took you.” He growled out each word.


  Now she really was going to cry. She turned away from Sarra’s curious gaze and said softly, “Oh, Marco. I’ve missed you guys so much.”


  “I know, sis. But it’s going to be over soon. We’re coming for you. Just tell me where you are.” His voice was full alpha-mode now, and it made her heart sing.


  Arianna wiped her face, pushing away tears she didn’t have time for. “I’m in a safe place, but you can’t come here. Let me meet you somewhere. These witches… they were helping you, right?”


  “Yeah,” Marco said, hesitation back in his voice. “There’s one that’s… well, she’s different. Decent. For a witch, I mean.”


  “Maybe I can meet you there,” Arianna said.


  “I don’t know, Ari—”


  “She’s on our side, right? And besides… the last thing Mace would do is look for me in a coven of witches.”


  “That’s probably true.” He still sounded undecided.


  “And it’ll give me a chance to thank her for her help.” Her heart was leaping with the fact that she would get to see her family again. Walking into a coven of witches wasn’t exactly how she had dreamed of it happening, but that didn’t matter.


  “Right.” There was still something off in his voice.


  “What is it, Marco?”


  “Mace isn’t dead.” The growl was back in his voice.


  “Yeah.” She already told him that.


  “So you’re still mated.” Growl and anger, too.


  “Right. But that can’t be helped. And that’s why we need to make a plan to get away. And there’s something else you need to know. There’s someone who’s been helping me.” She glanced at Sarra again. “A couple of people, actually. But the one who helped me escape… well, you need to meet him.”


  “Okay.” But Marco seemed preoccupied. “Now that I think about it, meeting at the witch’s place is the way to go. We’re almost there. We can figure out our plan once we meet up. These people who are helping you: do they have transportation? Can you get here on your own?”


  Arianna glanced at Sarra. “Yeah. I should be able to. I’ll bring one of them with me. Hopefully the other one can meet us later. He’s tied up at the moment.”


  “That’s fine. I’ll have Kalis text you the address when I hang up. And Arianna?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I love you, sis.” His voice was choked. “There’s not a day I haven’t been trying to find a way to get you free.”


  She was tearing up again. “We’ll have time to talk later.”


  Marco cleared his throat. “Later. Right. See you soon, Ari.”


  He hung up the phone.


  “What is this business about a coven of witches?” Sarra was standing now, looking tense and staring Arianna down from her spot by the table.


  Arianna winced. “I guess they’re helping us.”


  Sarra looked askance at her. “Look, country girl, I don’t know about where you’re from, but here in the city, witches don’t generally help wolves. Unless they’re helping themselves to our body parts. Especially female wolves. Especially, especially mated female wolves.”


  “I know.” Arianna handed back her phone. “But I trust my brother. If you just want to drop me off, I’d totally understand.”


  Sarra let out a dry laugh. “Jak would skin me alive, and rightly so, if I dropped you off at a coven of witches. Um, no. I’ll be going with you.”


  Arianna wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m sorry about dragging you into all this.” It seemed like everyone she loved, and even strangers she had just met, were risking themselves, all to help her get free of Mace. She felt bad about that, but she couldn’t help it either. It was either that or stay with him. And she’d already made that choice. Now she had to see it through.


  “Looks like we’re going on a road trip,” Sarra said. “You might need a few things, just in case we’re not coming back any time soon.”


  Arianna unfolded her arms and held her hands out. “Oh, no. No, no, no. I can’t take anything from you. You’ve already given me too much help.”


  Sarra motioned her toward the bedroom. “Shut up and help me pack.”


  Arianna had no choice but to follow her and help in any way she could. And she couldn’t help wondering what she did to deserve all this—Jak working to free her, Marco taking the risk to team up with witches to get her back, and now Sarra, giving her safe shelter, tea, and packing her up with things to go on the road. Which was probably where she was going to be—on the road, on the run—for a good long time. Possibly forever.


  Arianna didn’t know what she could ever do to repay any of them. But she would do everything in her power to live a life worthy of all the risks these people were taking to give her a chance to live one.
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  Jak and Circe spent five tense minutes waiting in the reception area of Morgan Media, subjected to the ogling and whispers of the two receptionists. Circe eventually banished them to the main office area of Morgan Media. A few minutes later, the elevator dinged and two men stepped out. They were both tall, well-built males, clearly in possession of the shifter gene—the younger one was no more than sixteen, while the older one seemed closer to twenty. But what froze the breath in Jak’s chest was the brilliant blue eyes, the dark brown hair, and the fresh-faced innocence of both.


  There was no question in his mind: they were Arianna’s brothers.


  Circe quickly addressed the older one. “Marco, nice to see you again.” There was a purr in her voice that Jak recognized instantly as Circe-lusting-after-wolves. He wondered just what Marco had traded to earn Circe’s help in finding his sister. Then again, maybe he had just paid her in money—the kid looked as innocent as Arianna, although he had that same world-weariness that didn’t seem to belong on her face either.


  Marco frowned, coolly taking in Jak’s presence. “When you said you wanted to meet, Circe, I didn’t realize you meant with other shifters. Who is this character?”


  The younger one stood at attention, like he was ready to brawl at a moment’s notice, but he was just a pup. Jak could take him with one hand tied behind his back. The older one would take a bite out of him before going down, but Jak was fairly certain it wouldn’t be much of a fight, either. He was seriously hoping it wouldn’t come to that.


  Circe arched her perfect eyebrows. “Marco and Kalis Stefan meet Jak Roberts. Jak is the wolf responsible for freeing your sister, at least in a physical sense, from Mace’s hold.”


  Jak extended his hand, but Marco just scowled and ignored it. “You freed my sister?”


  He clearly wasn’t buying this, and Jak couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t like he had brought Arianna along as proof.


  “Yes,” Jak said evenly. He needed to win these boys over and, at the same time, take their measure. They were Arianna’s family, but as Jak well knew, that didn’t always mean much. He had to be sure they were capable of looking out for her. And even if they wanted to, he was starting to wonder if they would be savvy enough.


  “Look,” Jak said, “I know you don’t know me—”


  “No. I don’t know you.” Marco’s voice was clipped, and the younger one was still on high alert. “How about you clear out? I have a few things to discuss with Circe—”


  He was cut off by the younger one batting his arm. Marco leaned over, and Kalis whispered in his ear. They both shot daggered looks at Jak. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up.


  Marco straightened and growled out his words. But they weren’t directed at Jak. “Circe, what kind of witch trickery is this?”


  She narrowed her eyes, and her voice went cold. “What are you talking about, wolf?”


  Marco flung his hand out at Jak. “He’s Red pack. Did you expect us not to notice?” He snarled and tipped up his chin. “He was there when Arianna was captured, and now you’ve brought us here to meet with him? What is this, some kind of double cross? Are there more of them in the lobby? I thought you wanted Arianna free. Or was that just talk?”


  Kalis had hauled out his phone and was yanking on Marco’s sleeve. Marco stilled his brother with a harsh look.


  The tension evaporated from Circe’s slender frame. “No, you idiot.” She sighed. “I swear, if you wolves weren’t so sexy, I’d find the lack of a brain seriously unattractive.”


  Marco growled in response. “We’re leaving.” He turned toward the elevators.


  Jak rushed out, “Marco, wait.”


  But he kept going, and Kalis was on his heels. The older one punched the elevator button then whirled on Jak as he approached. Both Marco and Kalis had their claws out and were snarling.


  Jak put up his hands. He had maybe ten seconds before the elevator arrived. “Look, I would be suspicious, too. If I had a sister like Arianna, I’d tear apart anyone who looked sideways at her. But you have to believe me, I’m on your side with this.”


  The snarling eased up, but only slightly. And their claws were still out.


  Jak rushed the rest out. “I watched for six months as Mace kept her caged like an animal in that house of his. It tore me apart every single day. And then, one day, I actually got to spend time with her, and I realized… someone like Arianna was worth risking everything for. I couldn’t live with myself if I stood by while she slowly died—while everything good and beautiful about her withered away—all from being a dark alpha’s mate.”


  Kalis was still giving him glares, but Marco’s claws had retracted into his hands.


  His blue eyes, so like Arianna’s, were still squinted with suspicion. “What’s in it for you?”


  Jak blinked, nonplussed for the moment. What was in it for him? Redemption for not saving his mother? A chance to be an alpha, a true protector? It was simpler even than that. “I’m in love with her.”


  Marco’s gaze still drilled into him.  “Is that so?”


  He could understand the skepticism. In the same position, with a sister like Arianna, he’d more likely go fang to fang than trust any wolf claiming to love her. Jak stood straighter. “I left my pack, betrayed my alpha, and risked my life all to get Arianna free.”


  Marco lifted one eyebrow. “So that was you? She said someone helped her.”


  Jak choked as he realized: Arianna had already spoken to Marco. She must have called them after he took off. “Yes, that would be me. I fought four wolves and betrayed my alpha to break her free of the estate. And now I’m prepared to do whatever I have to in order to break her free of the mating bond.”


  Marco’s face opened with surprise before he shut it down again with suspicion. He threw a glare at Circe. “Did you tell him?”


  The witch, for her part, looked amused. “No.”


  Marco leaned back, appraising Jak. He looked to his brother, the fresh-faced Kalis, and they exchanged a wordless conversation of pointed looks and head shakes. Jak didn’t understand what it was all about, but the tension was ramping down. And when the elevator dinged and opened, neither of them made a move to board it.


  After the door closed again, Jak asked, “Tell me what?”


  Marco’s lips were pressed tight, and Jak could tell he was debating whether to come clean about something. It was then that he saw how young these wolves really were. Arianna was twenty, but Marco was nearly the same age—maybe a year older or younger. Would he really be able to care for her after Jak was gone? But Marco’s and Kalis’s fierce loyalty to their sister, the risks they had already taken, contracting with Circe and the bounty hunters to get her back… Jak had to trust that once they were reunited, they wouldn’t ever risk losing her again.


  Finally, Marco looked to Circe, who nodded her encouragement. To Jak, he said, “We contracted with the witches to get Arianna back, but I’m not an idiot. I knew that wouldn’t be enough. We’re just two wolves, hardly even a pack. Against the Reds, we’d have no chance of keeping her free. The bond had to be broken or her mate would keep hunting for her… until eventually, he would find her. And then things would be worse than before. Much worse.”


  Jak nodded, relief washing through him. Marco may be young, but he understood what was at stake. “Arianna would never truly be free. Even if you went on the run, you’d always be looking over your shoulder. All of you. Because Mace isn’t just any mate—he’s a bastard dark alpha. He’ll tear through anything and anyone who stands between him and what he wants, and he really doesn’t care who he has to kill to do it. And Arianna deserves better than to have the specter of him haunting her. She shouldn’t have to go on the run for the rest of her life. And knowing Arianna, she’d never be able to live with that. She wouldn’t want to bring that risk to you.”


  Marco looked surprised. “That sounds like something Ari would say.”


  Jak smiled. Ari. It was a beautiful name, just like her. At the same time, it made his heart ache. He wasn’t going to get the chance to dream up his own nickname for her. “The things she’s been through with Mace… honestly, Marco, I’m not just in love with her. I’m kind of in awe of her. People like her—surviving the worst that life has to dole out, yet coming out as sweet and kind as she is, untouched by the darkness all around her—well, let’s just say, those are the kind of people worth fighting for. Worth dying for.”


  Marco exchanged a glance with Kalis. “She needs someone like that looking after her.”


  “She does.” Jak held Marco’s steady gaze, and he could see that internal debate raging again as they both studied each other.


  After a moment, Marco gave a short nod. “The witch has a spell. It will draw out the essence of her mate from her blood.”


  Jak glanced at the witch, who was keeping quiet. “I’m familiar with it.”


  Marco tipped his head to Circe. “I contracted with the witch to break Arianna free, not just because she could find the bounty hunters to do the job… but because she could help me break the bond.”


  Jak’s eyebrows hiked up on his forehead. “Wait… you were planning on doing the spell yourself?”


  Marco held him with a steely gaze. “Yes.”


  Jak hiked up one eyebrow and gave Circe a pointed look. “You know that spell will kill you, right?” This kid was either brave or stupid. Possibly both.


  “Yes.” Marco swallowed. “The question is, who’s going to take care of her afterward? She would only have Kalis and our mother. But if you’re in love with her the way you say you are…” Marco tipped his head up to give Jak another skeptical look. “The question is, can I trust you to take care of my sister after I’m gone?”


  Jak smiled, and the last of the tension drained out of him. This kid was definitely brave. And not at all stupid. Just like his sister. And clearly, he would do everything in his power to keep Arianna safe. He would protect her with his life. It was all Jak could ask for.


  “You don’t have to worry about that,” Jak said to him. “Because you’re not going to do the spell… I am.”


  A sea of emotions warred across Marco’s face. Finally, he settled on a frown. “You said that before, that she was worth dying for. You really mean that, don’t you?”


  “I do. I’m just really glad she has a brother who understands what it will take to protect her afterward.” Jak glanced to Circe. “That’s why I asked the witch to bring you here.”


  Marco nodded, and Jak could see the uncertainty sweep away. “You had to be sure. About us.”


  “I had to be sure.” Jak took a breath. “If you weren’t up to the task, I’d have taken her on the run rather than do the spell. I couldn’t risk stranding her, all alone, with no one to protect her. She could have fallen into even worse hands than Mace. But now that I know… well, that you’re here… I can do what needs to be done.”


  Marco’s frown carved deeper. “You really do love her.”


  “I do.” Jak gave him a tight smile. “You can’t tell her about any of this, Marco. Not until afterward. She’ll never go through with it.”


  Marco’s eyes widened slightly, and he nodded. “No, she wouldn’t. I wasn’t going to tell her myself until… well, until it was too late to back out.”


  Jak breathed a sigh of relief. “So you understand.”


  Marco shook his head. “No, I don’t understand. Why are you doing this? I mean, she’s my sister. I’d do anything for her. But you… you’ve just met her. You can’t have known her for very long. Even if you’re in love with her… it’s not that I don’t believe you. I’m just saying—I’m surprised.”


  Jak dipped his head, then looked up. “My mother was a captive mate. Let’s just say I’ve been wanting a long time to right this particular kind of wrong.” He hesitated—it was clear that Marco was an alpha if there ever was one. The good kind. He could rise to this… already was, in fact. Jak shuffled forward and put a hand on Marco’s shoulder. He was talking to him brother-wolf to brother-wolf now. “I need your help in this, Marco. I need to know you’ll be smart about this. Even with the mating bond broken, you’ll need to move your whole family far away. So Mace won’t be tempted. You don’t know him like I do—he’s one vindictive asshole. You need to find Arianna a good, strong alpha for a mate. Someone worthy of her. Who can protect her. It shouldn’t be hard. She’s everything any alpha would want.” He paused, his heart breaking a little that he wouldn’t be that alpha. “All I need is to know that she’ll finally be safe. Can you promise me that?”


  Marco’s eyes were wide, but he didn’t move away from Jak’s brotherly hold on his shoulder. “I promise.”


  The kid was young, but Jak could tell this was a promise he would do everything in his power to keep. “And I need you to lie to her, just this once. Help me keep the secret of what the spell does until it’s too late to do anything about it. And then… afterward… she’s going to have a rough go of it for a while. But she’ll get over it.” He gave Marco a tight smile. “Like you said, she’s only known me for a little while.”


  Marco nodded, still wide-eyed. “I won’t say a thing. You have my word.” Then, slowly, Marco lifted his hand and offered it to him. Jak took it, clasping him strongly, like a brother would.


  “Good man,” Jak said, with a nod. “Now, I need to call Arianna. She’s not far away, and she’s probably going out of her mind, wondering what the hell happened to me and why I haven’t called.”


  Marco gave a tiny smile. “Well, one thing you might not know about Ari is she’s not exactly the patient type. In fact, she’s on her way over.”


  Jak arched up an eyebrow and laughed a little. “That’s right, she called you, didn’t she? I told her not to. Obviously that didn’t stop her.”


  “Yeah, she doesn’t listen to me, either.” Marco smiled and released him from the handshake. “She did say she wanted me to meet the person who broke her free.” Marco dropped his gaze for a moment then met Jak’s stare. “I’m not sure I have the right words to thank you for this thing you’re doing for my sister.”


  Jak smiled. “Hold up your end of the bargain, kid. That’s all I need.”


  Marco gave a sharp nod. “You have my word.”


  Jak glanced at the younger one, Kalis—he was all wide eyes, keeping quiet while listening in. It stabbed Jak a little that he wasn’t going to have the chance to get to know Arianna’s kid brother. But he looked like the kind who would be a comfort to her.


  Circe, meanwhile, was downright misty-eyed. “Well, if this female wolf you all are so eager to die for is on her way, we might as well head out. No sense in bringing a mated female into the coven unnecessarily.” She tapped the elevator button to call it again.


  Jak had no idea where she was planning on taking them. But wherever it was, he hoped it was a decent place to die.
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  Arianna’s nerves were stretched tight the entire short ride to the witches’ coven.


  Sarra’s battered Jeep looked like it had been stolen from an army surplus depot—after a tour overseas—but it was rugged and roomy. She said she was out of the healer business now, but Arianna could easily picture the Jeep transporting more than one pack of broad-shouldered shifters. The shocks were shot, making the ride pretty bumpy, but it served to take them from Sarra’s down-and-out neighborhood to the sparkling towers of downtown Seattle. The address was for a place called Morgan Media, which sounded vaguely familiar. Mace didn’t talk much about work, but she knew that Red Wolf worked with lots of businesses in the area, both as clients and as partners. That was probably where she had heard it.


  But if it was really a coven of witches… it suddenly clicked in Arianna’s head that Mace might have worked with the Morgan Media witches. He had a witch brought in when he was trying to mate with the Sparks pack female. And the Red pack had been involved with witches before—she seldom knew the details, but Mace often bragged about how the witches feared Red pack and not the other way around. Which she doubted was actually true.


  But she suddenly worried about meeting her brothers there. If they were involved with the same witches as Mace and the Red pack… it just seemed a lot more risky for all of them to be there at the same time.


  Arianna bit her lip as Sarra pulled into the parking garage. The Jeep lumbered into a spot barely large enough for it, and Sarra turned it off.


  Arianna hesitated to leave the car.


  Sarra frowned at her. “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m thinking that meeting at a witches’ coven might not be the most brilliant idea I’ve ever had.”


  “Definitely not the safest move.” Sarra smirked. “It is kind of genius though.”


  “I don’t know about that.” Arianna grimaced. “My mate might not be as hesitant to come here as I thought.”


  Sarra heaved a sigh. “Okay. Then we get in, get your brothers, and get out. Yes?”


  Arianna nodded her agreement.


  They climbed out of the Jeep and crossed the parking garage’s concrete floor quickly. Before, her excitement about seeing her family again had overwhelmed everything. Now, an awful anxiety itched up her back. She wanted to get them as far away as possible from anything that might be related to Mace.


  As she and Sarra took the elevator up to the lobby, Arianna tried to settle her breathing, which was starting to hitch into panic mode. This was how her life was going to be from now on: running away from Mace, trying to keep her family safe. Always.


  She might as well get used to it.


  When they reached the glass-and-chrome lobby, it was beautifully appointed with plants, a mahogany receptionist desk, and sparkling granite floors. But the thing that stole her breath was the sight of three shifters waiting in the middle of the open-floored space: Jak, Marco, and Kalis.


  Arianna broke away from Sarra, practically sprinting across the floor to the three men she loved most in this world… then she stalled out when she arrived in front of them, breathless. Words had forsaken her, tears were threatening, and she had no idea who to embrace first. She wanted to hug them all simultaneously, but instead, she stood frozen in front of them.


  Kalis crashed through the awkwardness first, lunging forward to scoop her into a giant hug. He swept her off the floor and spun her around. She hugged him back, even as he was squeezing all the breath out of her. A smile nearly broke her face.


  When he set her down, smiles had jumped to everyone’s faces.


  “Oh man, it’s good to see you, Ari,” Kalis said, his voice low and growly, so much deeper than when she saw him last. She had to reach up to ruffle his hair—he must have grown six inches, his shifter genes finally kicking in to turn her baby brother into a man.


  It speared right through her heart.


  She scowled at him and took both his cheeks in her hands, pinching them like their aunt Josie did before she passed. “Oh my god, it’s my little Kalis!” she said in her best Aunt Josie impression.


  He laughed and twisted his face out of her grip.


  Then she dropped the fake voice and said, “Jesus, Kal, seriously—when did you turn into the Incredible Hulk?”


  He blushed and ducked his head, but she could tell he took it as a compliment. And that made her heart pound with happiness. Marco stepped up next, nudging their now-big baby brother aside to hug her. He held her for a long moment, and her tears nearly escaped her valiant attempts to hold them back.


  When Marco finally loosened his grip, he still held her close and peered into her eyes. “Ari.” His voice was thick. She knew him well enough—from running as a pack a hundred times, sharing thoughts—to know what was going through his mind. And she finally would be able to say all the things she’d imagined saying ever since Mace captured her… but never had the chance.


  “It’s not your fault, Marco.” Her throat was closing up. “None of it was. Mace took what he wanted because he could. It’s how he is. There’s nothing you could have done except die trying to stop him. And I’d have never forgiven you for that.”


  She could tell he was tearing up, and she didn’t want him to be embarrassed, so she grabbed him in another fierce hug. He held her tightly for another long moment before finally releasing her.


  Only then did she turn to Jak—with a heart-twinge, because he was the only reason she was able to hug her brothers at all. If he was feeling neglected, he didn’t show it: he was grinning ear-to-ear. She gave Marco’s hand a squeeze before leaving his side.


  “So this is your errand?” she said to Jak, teasing him and smiling just as hard. “Saving my life again?”


  His smile faltered for just a split second, and she was afraid he somehow took her words the wrong way. So she flowed into his arms and hugged him tight.


  As he buried his face in her hair, she said, quietly, just for him, “Oh my god, Jak, you brought my family back to me. Thank you.”


  His hands were on her back, holding her so tight, she didn’t think he would ever let her go. For a long stretch of seconds, she just basked in the safety of his arms. Then thoughts of Mace wormed their way back into her mind: her family couldn’t stay here, out in the open, exposed and vulnerable.


  She eased back from Jak. He seemed reluctant to release her. There was such a mix of joy and pain on his face that it confused her. She was momentarily at a loss for words.


  But then a voice spoke up, saying what she was thinking anyway. “We need to leave.”


  She turned to find the source—it was a strikingly beautiful woman in a red dress, tall and imposing, that she had somehow not noticed before in all the excitement. She had never met a witch before, but this woman was the perfect picture of one: an air of haughtiness, a magical beauty, and a powerful, glittering look in her eyes.


  “This is all very sweet,” she said, coolly, “but this isn’t the place for a pack reunion.” She threw an arched-eyebrow look to Jak.


  “Arianna, meet Circe,” Jak said softly, still holding her loosely in his arms. “And she’s right. We need to move.”


  Sarra had already gone on full alert, holding back from the group, especially the witch. “In and out, Jak,” she said, but she was really addressing the group. And keeping a hawk-eye on Circe. “That was our plan. Jeep’s in the garage.”


  They didn’t waste any more words, just hustled back to the elevator. Sarra was in the lead, with Jak and Arianna close behind. Marco and Kalis and Circe brought up the rear, which made Arianna frown: when did her brothers get so comfortable around witches? They kept quiet on the ride down. It wasn’t until they reached the Jeep that Arianna realized they should have some kind of plan before all piling in.


  She pulled Jak to a stop with their clasped hands. “Sarra was super smart and brought some things for us to use on the road. But where do you want to head first?” She glanced back to Marco and Kalis. “Should we get my mom, too? I’m thinking, if we’re heading out of state—”


  A gentle squeeze of her hand stopped her.


  “We’re not going out of state, my love,” Jak said softly. He looked to Marco. “At least, not yet. Maybe after we’re done.”


  Arianna frowned. “Done? What do you mean? We can’t stay here. Mace will—”


  “Arianna,” Marco cut her off. “Let the man talk.” He tipped his head to Jak.


  That simple motion stirred all kinds of feelings around inside her chest: happiness that her brothers seemed to have already accepted Jak; irritation that Marco wasn’t explaining what he was talking about; and a horrible dread, like black oozing tar dripping through her body. Something wasn’t right here.  


  She turned to Jak. The pain in his eyes just clenched her stomach tighter.


  “Circe is coming with us,” Jak said, glancing at the witch, who was holding back, watching them. “She’s going to perform a spell that’s going to break your mating bond with Mace.”


  “What?” Arianna wriggled out of his arms and took a step back. Then she glanced at Sarra, whose general wariness had gone up five levels of alarm. Arianna swung back to search Jak’s eyes. He was serious about this. “I thought you said they couldn’t do the spell.”


  “Well, I have to admit, I’d rather not do it,” Jak said tightly. “Turns out I’ll have to be involved and… it’s on the painful side. At least, my part will be. When Circe first told me about what was involved…” He took a deep breath. “Well, it just seemed easier to get rid of Mace the old fashioned way.”


  Arianna swallowed—if Jak would rather kill Mace to break the bond than do this spell, it had to be bad. Really bad.


  “But that didn’t exactly work out for you, did it?” Sarra’s alarm level had settled into a fierce scowl. “And now you’ve got some hair-brained idea about using magic to break the spell. I swear to God, Jak—”


  “Sarra.” Jak’s voice was full of alpha command, and it almost made Arianna cringe, hearing it. For Sarra’s sake.


  Sarra pressed her lips tight, but the anger was clear on her face.


  Which only made Arianna’s anxiety shoot through the roof. “How bad is it, Jak?” she whispered. The black ooze was filling up her lungs, making it hard for her to breathe. She couldn’t watch him get hurt… not over her. Not for anything. He’d already nearly bleed out in her car, all just to set her free.


  The guilt was written all over his face. “It’s really not that bad.” He was lying to her. Completely.


  “Tell me the truth.” Her fear was rising up and making her angry. A terrified kind of angry. “Tell me the truth, or I swear, I’m marching right back to Mace’s house.”


  He threw up his hands. “All right, all right.” He glowered at her. “It will hurt. A lot. I’ll probably pass out from the pain. I may scream like a little girl. I’m not exactly proud of this, Arianna. I should have just done this from the start instead of being… squeamish. I’m a shifter, for god’s sake. It’s not like a little pain is something I can’t handle. It’s just that…” He lowered his voice and dropped his gaze to the floor. Then he spoke softly, like he was confessing to something even more embarrassing. “It reminds me a little of when I was young. When my brothers used to slice me up for fun. I really didn’t want to… well… revisit that.” He took a deep breath and peered at her. “But it’s going to be worth it. To get you free.”


  And that part had the ring of truth. She could feel it in her heart.


  “Oh, Jak.” She was back in his arms in a heartbeat, a fierce hold on him with her arms around his neck. But it was nothing like the hold he had on her, like he couldn’t get her close enough to him. She forced herself to let him go and gently pulled away, far enough to look in his eyes. “You don’t have to do this. We can just run away—”


  He put a finger across her lips, softly. To keep her from speaking, but also to trace them with his fingertip. “He’ll find us, my love. And then I’ll lose you and everything we have together. I can’t let that happen.”


  His fingers wandered to her cheek, and a small, terribly sad smile lifted the corners of his mouth.


  She kept her voice soft, just for him. “What did I ever do to deserve someone like you?”


  His smile grew as he caressed her face. “You were just… you.”


  Arianna had the vague sense that the others were still there—her brothers, Sarra, the witch Circe—but it was as though they had faded away into the dark corners of the parking garage. So she gave into the urgent need to kiss Jak, pressing her lips to his. She meant for it just to be a soft kiss, a gentle touch so he would feel her love, but Jak’s hands were instantly in her hair, his lips devouring hers. He was breathing her in, consuming her in a way she couldn’t help but give herself over to—he was her alpha in every real sense of the word. She had submitted to him, and the magic of that bond flared between them, turning the kiss hotter and more full of love than anything she had ever experienced, even when they were deep in the throes of their lovemaking. It was like he possessed her in that moment, claiming her in a way that went beyond magic. She was his. She belonged to him. It left her gasping for breath when he finally broke the kiss, still holding her tight but only lightly brushing her lips with his.


  He was breathing hard as well, but then he slowly eased his hold on her. The rest of the world came swimming back. Her lips were still tender with his kiss, but a rush of heat flooded her cheeks as she realized everyone was staring at them. Kalis was gawking in amazement. Marco’s eyes were blazing, but he didn’t make a move. Circe’s smile was broad, which surprised her, but Sarra’s gaze was averted… which made the heat in Arianna’s cheeks flame higher.


  She turned back to Jak. “We should probably leave,” she said quietly, still absorbed by the kiss. “Where exactly are we going to do this… spell?” The black ooze started to creep back in with the thought of what Jak was doing for her. But it was his fervent wish to do this: that much she could tell. He wanted to break her free of Mace’s hold forever—and then she and Jake would be free to mate. She would truly be his in every way, including magic. And there was nothing in the world that could make her say no to that.


  Jak loosened his hold on her further, just taking her hand in his. He looked to Circe. “Did you have a place in mind?”


  She was still smiling over them, like her good humor was a benediction. “We have a few clients with unfinished construction projects downtown. One’s on a temporary suspension of work due to a dispute with the city. Seems like a good place to conduct our business in private.”


  Jak gave her a solemn nod. Then he threw an apologetic look to Sarra. “Sarrabear, you don’t need to be a part of this. Thanks for taking care of Arianna for me. We can find our way from here.”


  “Oh hell no.” Sarra was still pissed. “I don’t know what you’re getting yourself into, Jak Roberts, but I have a feeling you’re going to need a healer in your near future.”


  Jak opened his mouth to object, but he seemed to think better of it. He shut it again and tipped his head to the Jeep. “Still have the beast, I see. Maybe you could give us a lift?”


  “Exactly what I was thinking.” Sarra stormed off to the driver’s side.


  Jak frowned, watching her go.


  “She’ll get over it,” Arianna said quietly to him. “I’ll talk to her.”


  He turned back to her with a soft look on his face that confused her again: it was like joy and pain were warring across it, like angels and demons were taking turns prodding his soul. She clasped his hand harder, trying to reassure him, even though her own heart was quaking. Would she be strong enough to let him do this? Could she watch him writhe in pain under the witch’s spell without dying a little inside herself?


  She pulled in a breath—if Jak could be brave about this, so could she.


  Circe and her brothers were already piling into the van. They had left the front seat open, so Arianna and Jak took that for themselves. Even with the roominess of the Jeep, it was still cramped with so many people. Arianna had to sit on Jak’s lap in order to not have her legs tangle with the massive stick-shift of the ancient car. In the back seat, Circe seemed entirely too happy to be sandwiched between Marco on one side and Kalis on the other. Marco glowered at her, but Kalis’s mouth seemed to hang permanently open at Circe’s beauty.


  As they pulled out of the parking garage, the Jeep’s lousy suspension made Arianna bounce on Jak’s lap. With Sarra’s eyes on the road, and the others stuck in the back seat, no one appeared to notice Jak’s hands roaming her body. He didn’t seem to be trying to arouse her, necessarily, although it was definitely having that effect. He was just skimming his fingers lightly along her thighs, the backs of her knees, up across her stomach and along the undersides of her breasts. Like he was making a map of her body with just his fingertips.


  She ducked her head close to his ear to whisper, “What are you doing?”


  He adjusted her on his lap to pull her in for a kiss. Just a soft one this time. “Touching you.” His smile was only half devilish smirk. The other half still carried some kind of pain.


  She traced her fingertips along his cheek, mimicking his traveling touch. “Why?”


  “Because I can.” Then he pulled her into a more serious kiss.


  She lost track of where they were going, the city towers whizzing past outside the window, and just kissed this man who was giving her the most precious gift of all: freedom.
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  Jak was so lost in kissing Arianna, he didn’t realize they had stopped.


  The bright morning sun glinted off the bare girders all around them in the construction site. Sarra had pulled the Jeep right up onto the bare dirt, next to the construction company’s trailer and several ten-foot-high stacks of sheetrock and lumber. An enormous crane stood silent and unmoving in the center, with a half dozen lifts and diggers filling out the wide-open construction area and waiting for the contractor to settle their dispute and return to work. Half-constructed skeletons of buildings surrounded them on three sides, but at least one had the ground level built out. There were concrete floors and some sheet rock walls up: enough to give them privacy for the spell.


  And there was plenty of equipment to bury him once it was done.


  Jak was loathe to move Arianna even a centimeter off his lap, but the rest of the crew had already climbed out of the Jeep. He gently eased her down from the high seat of the car, keeping a hold on her hand as he followed her out.


  Circe was giving disgusted looks to the dirt-packed ground, but she gamely was making her way in teetering heels toward the enclosed building. Arianna’s brothers were following close behind, but Sarra was holding back, waiting for him and Arianna. And openly glaring at Jak.


  She had to know something was up. She knew him better than anyone else here, and that was just the problem: she might guess what was happening before he could complete the spell. He just hoped she wouldn’t say anything… until it was too late to stop it.


  Then she could curse him as much as she wanted.


  He laced his fingers with Arianna’s and pulled her closer as they trudged toward the building. Not only did he want to touch her as much as possible in these last moments, but he had a feeling his love for Arianna was a kind of shield—one that would make Sarra hold her tongue.


  He was right: Sarra’s hot glare finally left his face and dropped to their clasped hands. Then she turned away and marched with stomping boots toward the witch and his fate awaiting in the construction building.


  Arianna snuggled closer to his side. “Sarra’s just angry because she doesn’t want to see you get hurt.” He could feel the tremors racing through her body, one small hand holding his, the other gripping his arm. “She’s afraid.”


  He frowned down at her, his heart skipping a beat. He knew she was talking about herself as much as Sarra. “There’s no need to be afraid. When I’m…” He swallowed down the lump growing in his throat. “When I’m going through the spell, your brothers will be here to take care of you.”


  She peered up at him with an earnest look full of love. Which just made his heart swell… and calmed the writhing tentacles of fear working through his body.


  “I’m not afraid.” She was lying; he could feel the fear in every quiver of her body. “I trust you, Jak.”


  He blinked, a tsunami of doubt threatening to pull him under. He was lying to her. His last and final act with her would be a lie. He hated that—hated every part of it—but it was necessary. He prayed she would forgive him in the end. For now…  he pulled her to a stop and kissed her once more, soft and sweet. Then he laced his fingers with hers again and picked up the pace toward the building. He needed to do this before he lost his nerve altogether. Or Sarra put the pieces together. Or anything else could go sideways to stop it.


  Everyone was waiting, a tense circle of silence, when they arrived at the shadowy half-built building. The sun only penetrated in strips that painted the floor with prison-bar shadows that were really reflections of the girders. It gave an eerie half-light, half-dark feel to the concrete-and-bare-steel skeleton.


  Sarra was still fuming.


  Jak ignored her and turned to Circe. “So, how is this going to work?”


  Circe’s earlier smiles had faded. In fact, every face had a grim look to it now, which Jak supposed was fitting for the funeral most of them knew this was about to be.


  “I’ll need DNA from both of you,” Circe said, beckoning Jak and Arianna with her long dagger-nailed fingers.


  “How’s that?” Jak asked. He really hoped they didn’t have to draw blood or do anything painful to Arianna. That might undo him.


  “Just a sample of your hair, you big baby,” Circe said, but her voice was gentle and teasing. She stepped up to them, her heels clacking on the concrete. Using two fingers, she plucked one of Arianna’s long black strands of hair, floating gently in the breeze. Then she reached for Jak’s head, but he stopped her, opting to yank out his own DNA sample for her. She twirled the two bits of hair and follicle-root into a small ball in the middle of her palm.


  Jak had seen Hecca, Circe’s sister, do something similar with the Sparks pack female, trying to force her to shift. He also remembered that being far from a painless encounter for the girl. He clasped Arianna’s hand tighter in his.


  “Is this going to hurt Arianna in any way?” Jak asked.


  Circe’s voice was cool. “It won’t be painful, so much as… uncomfortable. Her mate’s essence will not willingly leave.” She turned to Arianna, towering over her and boring a steady gaze into her eyes. “This is a dark art we are performing, Arianna. You have essentially two wolves inside your blood—yours and your mate’s. To extract one while leaving the other is a delicate thing… not unlike slicing out half of your soul while leaving the other half behind.”


  Arianna swallowed visibly. “Whatever it takes… is fine.”


  Jak could see her quivering. The witch was scaring her. “Circe.” He put warning in his voice.


  Circe threw him a sharp look. “Do you want this to succeed, little wolf?”


  He pressed his lips tight. She knew the answer to that.


  “It’s important for Arianna to understand what she will be facing,” Circe said carefully, but he got the message: Arianna had to be fully prepared for her side. Especially if she was going to be kept in the dark about Jak’s part.


  “Fine,” he said tightly.


  Circe turned her attention back to Arianna, whose eyes had gone wide. Circe’s voice softened. “The wolf essence of your mate will not want to leave. And your wolf will fight the separation as well. You must bring everything human that you have to this, Arianna. The part of you that wants to be free of your mate, that’s the part that needs to be strongest today. The spell will work… but there will be less, shall we say, damage, if you can lower your resistance to it and help force your mate’s essence away from you.”


  Arianna sucked in a breath. “What do you mean damage?”


  “It won’t be a physical thing… more of a psychological trauma. And your wolf… she will suffer the most from this. You need to let her know you’re doing it for her own best interest.”


  Jak had no idea how Arianna would do that, but she was nodding like she understood what Circe was talking about.


  “It may not be as hard as you think,” Arianna said with a soft smile and a peek at Jak. “My wolf has already submitted to Jak. She already believes he is our true mate. We both know it in our hearts.”


  The love on Arianna’s face nearly broke Jak’s heart.


  Circe smiled, tightly, and placed her hand sweetly on Arianna’s shoulder. “I’m sure that you do, dear.”


  Jak had to look away. They needed to do a whole lot less talking and get on with this, or he wasn’t going to make it through. As he was avoiding the love and hope on Arianna’s face—and her conviction that she and Jak were destined to be mates—his wandering gaze found Sarra’s face. And she was red in the face with fury.


  He whipped his gaze back to Circe. “We need to move this along.”


  She took a deep breath. “Very well.”


  But Sarra was already crossing the dozen feet of concrete floor between them, fists clenched at her side. Circe waved her hand over the tangle of his and Arianna’s hair in her palm. It slowly began to smoke, and Jak could feel it tugging on him, deep inside, bonding him to Arianna. He edged closer to her, taking her hand once more.


  Sarra had stopped just behind the witch, hovering there with a murderous look on her face, like she was ready to shift and stop Jak that way. But Sarra couldn’t shift—that had been the problem all along between them, but really, only on her side. Plus her stubborn conviction that he deserved someone better than her, someone just like Arianna, for a mate. And maybe she was right in the end: he was right here, right now, doing the thing he was always meant to do. He could feel that in his bones.


  And at this point, nothing could stop him, not even Sarra. She could try, but she wasn’t capable of stopping him physically. And he would just have to ignore her words.


  “Jak,” Sarra hissed. “Can I have a word with you?”


  “Little busy at the moment.” He avoided looking at her.


  The smoking ball of hair in Circe’s palm had transformed into a tiny grayish cloud that hung just above it. She lifted her hand up to Arianna’s face, holding her other hand above it, as if cupping the cloud with both hands, while in reality touching neither. It was a ball of spell, and Circe was whispering incantations into it. Small lightning strikes appeared within the ball, sparking and crackling the air with magic.


  Sarra shoved past the witch to stand right in front of Jak. She stared angrily up into his face. “I need to talk to you about this… now.”


  “Sarra, please,” Jak begged her. “If you’ve ever loved me…” If he ordered her away, would she go? He just needed another minute to make this happen. With each snap of lightning in Circe’s spell, he could feel that twinge inside growing stronger, binding him closer to Arianna. He could already sense the two wolves within her: her own and Mace’s. He needed to focus, to draw Mace out when the time was right.


  And Sarra needed to leave him alone. But she was still in his face.


  “If I ever loved you?” She was spitting angry now. “I love you now, Jak Roberts.” She threw a pinched look to Arianna. “Not in the way she loves you. Or the way you love her. I don’t mean like that. I love you like a friend… one who wants to know what the hell you think you’re doing here!”


  Jak didn’t say anything, just ignored Sarra and turned to look at Arianna. The bond between them was intensifying. He met her gaze, and there were fine lines forming at the corners of her eyes as she squinted with it, too. It wasn’t so much pain as… discomfort. Like Circe said. He hoped that was all it would be for Arianna in the end.


  “Jak!” Sarra grabbed hold of his arm, forcing his attention back to her. She searched his face. He wasn’t sure what she wanted to see there.


  Marco had come up behind her. He gave a nod to Jak then laid a hand on Sarra’s shoulder. It was a gentle touch, but she jumped from the contact, then threw suspicious looks back and forth between Jak and Marco.


  “Oh my god,” she said, almost a whisper. “You’re in on this together.”


  She knew.


  Jak closed his eyes briefly, then opened them to stare Sarra in the face.


  “You stop this right now,” she said, lips trembling.


  “Jak?” Arianna’s worried voice punched him in the gut.


  He squeezed her hand and threw her a soft look. “It’s going to be all right, Arianna. I promise.” Then he turned back to Sarra. “You always knew this was how it would go, in the end, Sarrabear. You even said it yourself. I was meant for someone else.”


  Her eyes were wide, and her head shook back and forth in tiny movements.


  He put his free hand, the one not holding Arianna’s hand, on Sarra’s shoulder. “This is the single best thing I’m ever going to do.”


  She shook her head more fervently.


  He grimaced. The bond was squeezing on him. “Don’t ruin it for me, okay, Sarrabear?”


  She gaped at him, but he couldn’t wait any longer. He swung to face Circe, who was watching him with a razor-sharp eye, the ball of magic twitching and sparking in her hand.


  “Do it,” he told her.


  As fast as the lightning in her palm, Circe smashed her hands together then rent them apart, a piece of magic cloud in each. She quickly blew on each hand in turn, one long sweeping breath. The two clouds puffed over them, one into Arianna’s face and one into Jak’s.


  Arianna gasped.


  Sarra screamed, “No!”


  Jak couldn’t pay attention to either one because it felt like his soul was ripping in two.


  The bond he had with Arianna shattered. He fell to his knees, not so much with pain, but the sudden disconnection giving him massive vertigo. He reeled with the sensation of it. And yet… he wasn’t entirely disconnected. He still held her hand, but more… he could feel tenuous threads, like straws piping something, some essence, from her into him. It was like a thick oil sludge dripping straight into his veins, and each drip brought with it a welling up from deep inside him. At first it was an ache, like a toothache or a headache that nags at you all day, but never really makes its presence known. But it kept growing… and growing… each drip making it stronger, until it was the pounding, skull-splitting kind, the headache that lays you out for an entire day.


  He tried to keep the groans inside, but it was getting harder.


  Still the drips came, only now they were more of a pumping gush, filling him with a sludge that was drowning him, dripping into every tiny crevice of his body. Then the gushing stopped, and he could feel the entirety of it—almost like he had been wholly possessed by a dark spirit.


  Mace’s wolf.


  Jak’s wolf snarled and howled, but there was nowhere to turn, nothing to do. The enemy was inside him. He dropped Arianna’s hand and clutched at his stomach. He fell forward, but kept himself from falling on his face by bracing his hand on the cool concrete floor. He really didn’t want to throw up. He wanted the end to come with some kind of dignity… but the pain was really starting to escalate now. His wolf was howling in his ears.


  Jak felt hands on him, urging him to turn, to lie down. His body was starting to cramp up, so he couldn’t resist them. His vision was blurred, white stars shooting across it from the rippling pain that was tearing him apart from the inside out. He blinked so he could see the faces hovering over him.


  It was Arianna. Beautiful Arianna, her face all squished up and worried for him. Tears raced down her cheeks, but he couldn’t uncramp his hands to brush them away. Her lips were moving. She was saying something. But sounds seemed to come and go, like he was moving through a tunnel and cars were speeding past him, taking their blaring horns and near-misses with them. He tried to focus past the blinding pain. Tried to hear the things she was saying.


  Somewhere in the background, Sarra was cursing like a sailor. It would have made him smile, except his face was frozen in a grimace. He strained to shut out the background and just focus on Arianna’s shining face above him. Her beautiful, brilliant blue eyes. If that was the last thing he saw in this world, it would be okay. It would be enough.


  Her words leaked through the shrieking pain inside his head. “Jak… Jak… stay with me… please…”


  He licked his lips. So dry, they cracked. It was such a small pain on top of the large one singing through his body—two wolves locked in a death dance at the DNA level. He tried to speak, but it was only whooshes of air, no sound. Just grunts… and he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to get those last words out… the ones he wanted to say, but couldn’t. Not until the very end.


  He concentrated everything he had on forming words. He thought of Arianna’s sweet hands, now on his face, holding his cheeks. Her tears dripping on him. And somehow he managed to get his lips to cooperate and make sound.


  “You,” he gasped, speaking it just for her. The one word felt like a triumph. He pushed for more. “You… are meant… for someone better than me.” The words laced through the gasps, but he heard them. He hoped she could hear them too.


  Her eyes went wide with alarm. And he knew that she knew in that moment. Knew that this wasn’t something he was coming back from.


  “No, no, no,” she said, over and over.


  But he wasn’t finished.


  “I’m just…” he gasped out, and she stopped her tirade, bending low, placing her cheek against his, wetting him with her tears and bringing her ear close enough for his whispers to reach her. “I’m just… the one who… set you free.”


  He heard her gasp. He saw her pull back, but the sounds were gone again. Everything was dimming… the bright morning sunshine of Seattle was darkening, like an eclipse had turned everything into the blood red of sunset. Then darker still. A creeping blackness.


  The sludge inside him was waning too. All of it was fading.


  The last thing he saw was a single tear clinging to the edge of Arianna’s sweet cheek. It clung, holding on to the bitter end.


  Then it fell.


  He wished he had the strength for one more kiss.


  Then the world faded completely to black.
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