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  Is love stronger than magic? Or will breaking an unbreakable bond destroy them both?
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  Killing Mace would be the easy part—it was the idea of leaving Gage’s pack that twisted Jak’s stomach in a knot.


  He had just left Circe and her coven a few hours ago. Normally on a Saturday night, Gage’s pack would be out club-hopping, but tonight, he had brought them straight here, to the Olympic mountains, for some pack bonding time.


  Jak kicked at the fall leaves with his boots while he leaned against the pack’s van. Gage was instructing Mason and the others—Joe, Frank, Billy, and Sampson, the youngest and wildest of the bunch, and all the rest—about the rules. All fifteen were in attendance tonight—the hunt was mandatory for everyone, including Jak. It was a standard hunt, and he had developed the game, so he already knew what Gage had planned. The half-moon lit up the meadow well enough for Jak to see the rest of Gage’s pack punching each other good-naturedly and laughing too loud in each other’s faces, .


  It wasn’t actually these jokers he would miss, although they were the closest thing he’d ever had to real brothers—his own were more sadists than siblings. As the youngest, Jak was always omega to their abundance of alphas. It was a regular sport for them to see how many pieces they could take out of him without requiring a healer to stitch him back together. Jak’s father only encouraged them: he was the leader of their small, country pack, a real alpha’s alpha, and he had a barely disguised disdain for his youngest son, the tech geek. Jak’s mother had protected him from the savagery of his older brothers, but as Jak grew big enough to fight back, it got uglier.


  And then his mom died.


  Jak’s wolf still howled a long mournful cry every time he thought about her. But Jak’s human side had nothing but rage… and a single photo that he’d had on him when he left his pack and family for good.


  His mom was as gentle as they came and beautiful besides. She always kept him close—he had already been the target of his brothers’ twisted humor more than once when she wasn’t watching. Her kitchen was the safest place for him in his family’s sprawling ranch in the mountains northeast of Seattle. She was a captive mate, like Arianna, and dutifully bore pups for his father, but their mating was never a love match—Jak remembered with nauseating clarity the day he figured that out.


  He was just a kid, maybe ten. His father came home drunk in the middle of the day, somehow missing that Jak was curled up under the kitchen table, putting together computer parts. He had scored a motherboard from one of his teachers—along with parts scavenged off the internet and his friends at school—and he was buried in building a computer of his own.


  Jak hardly made a sound, and he had always wondered if things would have been different if he had. His father had always been rough and demanding—Jak loathed him more each day of his childhood. But that spring day, he watched, silently, as his father forced himself on his mother, right above Jak, on the kitchen table. His father never realized he was there.


  His stomach still heaved every time he thought of it: the shaking of the table, his father’s grunts, his mother’s quiet sobs afterward. It would forever be seared into his mind.


  From then on, Jak tried to protect his mom, to keep her away from his father, even going so far as to take the beatings his father liked to mete out, as long as he didn’t vent his frustrations, whatever they were, on her. But it was no use: Jak was still just a kid. Then one day he came home from school to find her dead.


  It takes a lot to kill a wolf.


  Jak’s inner beast howled again, and Jak ground his boot into the rocky forest floor. He had no doubt his father had done it. You could hardly see the bruises on his mother’s neck under her fur, but they blared out his father’s guilt. Jak could only imagine how much she had to fight at the end, even shifting to do it… Jak never figured out why his father did it, but brutes like him didn’t seem to need a reason. Maybe his mother had finally stood up to him. Maybe she had done something innocent that set him off. Maybe his father had just come home stupid drunk one day and didn’t know what he was doing until it was too late.


  But Jak knew his father would get away with it because she was wolf when she died. If Jak hadn’t been a scrawny 14-year-old at the time, he would have killed his father right then. But he was weak. And outnumbered by his brothers.


  The best he could do was to stay alive himself.


  His mom would have wanted that.


  Even so, he almost didn’t make it out of adolescence alive. Wouldn’t have, if Gage hadn’t saved him from Jak’s own kin. Right in this very meadow in the Olympic mountains, in fact, where he now stood waiting for his alpha to give the signal for their pack games to begin. Back then, the games Jak’s brothers played nearly killed him. Gage was only a few years older than Jak, but he was a decent alpha, even then. Gage stood up to them, rescued Jak from being turned into hamburger, and from then on, Jak had been steadfast by his side.


  He literally owed his life to Gage Crittenden.


  And now he was going to not only leave his alpha’s pack… but kill Gage’s brother in the process.


  This situation is so fucked up. Jak’s logical side insisted there had to be another way around this, some way he could save Arianna from the same fate Jak’s mom had endured without having to kill Mace... but he just couldn’t see it. Mace would never let her go—he’d rather see her dead.


  And Jak could all too easily picture her that way.


  “Hey, you all right?” Gage’s boots tramped through the leaves nearby.


  His voice startled Jak out of his morbid thoughts. “Yeah, just… have a lot on my mind.”


  Gage gripped his shoulder for an instant in a manly sort of way then let his hand drop. “Don’t let this thing with the bounty hunters rattle you. They’re nothing but cowards and assholes.”


  “Cowards with guns,” Jak grumped. He had ended up telling Gage most of the truth: that Jak had found the bounty hunters, beat the shit out of them, and that they’d fled the area… but that he hadn’t gotten much out of them in the process. Jak had verified that they’d left by checking on their dive of a hideout on his way back from the witch’s coven.


  He folded his arms and gazed out at the pack. They’d shifted to wolf form and were wrestling through the leaves, nipping at each other’s tails. It was like watching overgrown children play—the innocent kind, not the kind who tried to kill the weak among them.


  “Just wish I knew what the hunters were after.” Jak’s wolf growled his unhappiness.


  “Probably just freelancers,” Gage said, leaning against the van next to him. “Got wind of who you were, or maybe Arianna, through someone… then kept that tidbit to themselves until they could profit from it. If they were affiliated with someone we know—someone with a grudge—they wouldn’t have given up so easily. And they would have offered up a name under your gentle persuasion.”


  Jak snorted a laugh and nodded.


  “Honestly?” Gage said, drawing Jak’s gaze back to him. “I was mostly concerned it was your family looking for you. I know it’s been a long time, but blood runs thick.”


  Jak shook his head fiercely. “This is my family now.” And he meant those words, but it only clamped the knot in his stomach tighter.


  Gage gave him a half smile. “You know you’re more family to me than my own blood, right?”


  Jak’s throat grew tight. “That’s only because you got screwed in having Mace for a brother.” If only he could confide in Gage, gain his help in this… but as much as his alpha hated Mace, Gage would never approve of actually ripping out his throat.


  “At least I only have one asshole brother,” Gage said with a smile.


  Jak coughed through the thickness in his throat.


  Gage looked over the wrestling wolves of his pack. “It was here, wasn’t it?”


  “Eight years, three months ago,” Jak said with a small smile. “Not that I’m keeping track.”


  “It was a lucky day for both of us.” Gage gave him a nod, and Jak thought he might choke on it. How was he going to betray the only wolf who had ever had his back in all things?


  Jak swallowed and lifted his chin to the meadow. “Are we doing the ceremony here next week?” The full moon was next Saturday—time for Jak and the rest of Gage’s pack to officially renew their submission to their alpha. It was what made them a pack, strengthened them, and bolstered the magic in all their blood, Gage most of all. The submission ceremony made their alpha strong. And it would be the day Jak betrayed the man who was even more than an alpha to him.


  “No,” Gage said. “I think we’ll stay close to home this time. I’m fairly certain those bounty hunters are history, but no need to tempt them. Besides, I doubt Mace will let Arianna go off property.”


  “Yeah.” Another problem he had to face: how to tell Arianna that his plan with the witches won’t work, and he has to kill Mace instead... not to mention the details of their grand deception scheduled for next Saturday.


  “That’s why I wanted to come here today. We won’t get to run as a pack after the ceremony, like we normally do. And we need that time together. I don’t know who’s out there targeting us, but if those hunters can find out who we are, anyone can. We need to stay on our toes, work together to keep things tight. I don’t want this rattling them…” He lifted his chin to the rest of the pack. “…any more than I want it to rattle you. We’re in this together. Got it?”


  “Got it, boss.” But his stomach just churned more. What would it do to Gage’s position in the Red pack if his own beta betrayed him? How would it shake the confidence of the others? Not to mention that the wolves who were his brothers today would, by this time next week, want a piece of him for betraying their alpha—a very bloody piece.


  He and Arianna would need to get far, far away from Seattle.


  “All right, time to get these guys started.” Gage shifted, leaving his clothes next to the van, and loped over to where his pack were still wrestling in wolf form.


  Jak took a moment to banish all thoughts of Arianna, Mace, and the coming deception from his mind: once his was in wolf form, Gage and the others would be able to hear his thoughts. He could control them a little, but you never know when a stray thought will slip through: there are no true secrets in the pack, not for long anyway.


  With that thought, a chill settled deep in his stomach: he would never be able to keep his feelings for Arianna secret forever. Eventually, it would come out. Jak needed to be gone before his entire pack realized he had already broken pack law. As much as he hated the idea of leaving, staying wasn’t really optional anymore.


  Jak took a deep breath and shifted. His clothes fell to the ground, and the cool fall air was even more crisp with his shifter senses. It was filled with earthy scents that spoke to his wolf form. He yipped and trotted over to join his pack. Already he could hear their jumble of thoughts, excited for the hunt.


  Gage had to use some of his alpha command voice to settle them down. Listen up, assholes!


  They quieted immediately, whimpering a little. Even Jak bent his head a little with that tone in Gage’s thoughts.


  Mason has the prize. Jak dropped him north of us, near the top of the ridge. We’ve got ten minutes to scent and recover the prize or Mason keeps it for himself. Gage looked up at the half moon. It was a decent amount of light in the meadow, but the forest would be slow traveling. Wolf form only until we’re done.


  They all yipped agreement, including Jak.


  What’s the prize, Jak?


  Come on, tell us!


  You idiots will just have to find out when you get there, Jak responded.


  Their complaints were half-growl, half-groan, but Jak was glad to have an excuse to keep his thoughts quiet and focused on the hunt.


  Time to go, Gage thought. He led the pack away from the van, quickly working up to a fast lope. The run felt good—cool air in Jak’s ears, soft grass on his paws. The moon bathed them in silver light.


  Once they dived into the murk of the forest, Jak took the lead. Drop off point is about a quarter mile ahead. He could get them there, but all bets were off after that—Mason could have gone anywhere with the prize. The pace was slower, with fallen logs, unsteady footing, and undergrowth in the way, but soon they padded into the clearing for the turnoff from the main road. The pack quickly fanned out, scenting for Mason.


  Johnson yipped from back in the forest. I’ve got him! The rustle of his pounding paws, charging off on the scent-trail, followed. The rest of them scrambled after, making sure to stay in thought-range and not lose him. Jak and the others quickly caught the scent as well, and soon they were a force of fur, black and brown and silver-frosted by pockets of moonlight, trampling the undergrowth in the heat of the chase. Their thoughts were tight and focused. Mason, Mason, Mason. Jak was flush with the feeling of belonging that was part of being pack. He reveled in it, let it permeate his mind… and tried not to think about losing it.


  A splash ahead and ripple of moans showed Mason had crossed a stream.


  Lost him! Billy complained, but Sampson had already leapt ahead, splashing down the stream. The rest followed after, fanning out at the edges, scenting for Mason as they went.


  He could have gone upstream, idiots, Jak thought. Billy circled back and joined Jak and Gage in scenting upstream. Even though Jak had set up the game, he had no idea where Mason would go… and half the goal was not so much claiming the prize as keeping Mason from getting it. Just as Jak was about to lose telepathic contact with the wolves downstream, a rapid-fire thought-argument resolved into a series of This way! thoughts that had half the pack charging off in a single direction again.


  Jak and his cohort quickly circled back and loped after them. They only caught up as the pack broke from the forest into another clearing. On the far side was a tree that stood alone… and in the upper branches sat Mason, fully clothed next to the keg of beer that was today’s prize. The moon glinted off the silver metal, but even from this distance, Jak could see Mason’s grin.


  Bastard broke the rules! was the resonant thought cycling through the pack, but Jak just wore a toothy wolf smile as he, Gage, and Billy trotted toward the front of the pack. Rules were all wolf for the game… but for the chasers, not for the chased. Jak had no idea how Mason had hauled the keg up into the branches, but staying human was the only way he could move the prize, so the all wolf rule didn’t apply to him. However, the trees were off-limits precisely because wolves couldn’t climb.


  Make a pyramid! Gage ordered. It was a decent way to make up for the fact that they had paws not hands, but Jak could see there was no way they would get far with that. Still, they piled one on top of another, claws digging in to furred backs to form a wolf pyramid that would at least reach the lowest branches. While they could hold on with their razor-sharp claws, they’d just rip the bark right off the tree if they tried to scale it.


  Coming through! Jak threw a thought out into the pack. As a beta, his order carried a lot less weight than one from Gage, but the pyramid of fur tolerated his climb up their backs well enough to get him to the top.


  He paused. Boys, when your enemy breaks the rules, you've gotta to do the same. He shifted right there, taking a leap as he did to catch the next branch up.


  “Oh, shit,” Mason said as he saw Jak coming, buck naked in the moonlight, climbing hand-over-hand up the tree. Yips and howls from down below cheered him on, and so far, Gage hadn’t called foul on his move.


  When he reached the branch Mason was perched on, Jak saw he had carved a notch into the thick wood with his claws and lashed the keg to it with a rope he must have secreted away in the forest prior to the hunt. Jak braced himself to fight Mason for the prize, but he just looked defeated as he watched Jak climb up next to him.


  “Hidden rope,” Jak commented casually. “Nice touch.”


  “You’re the game master,” Mason said, grumbling. “I didn’t count on you breaking the rules.”


  Somehow that stabbed Jak in the heart. He was going to miss Mason. All of them, really. Now that he was human again, his stomach was back in knots.


  “We could just keep it for ourselves,” Jak said, patting the tap on the keg.


  Mason’s face lit up—his reddened cheeks looked like he had already taken a few slugs to drink. “Yeah?”


  Jak just laughed. The pack was howling their impatience below, now that Jak was just cozying up to the keg like Mason. “No. But it was a respectable try.” His smile faded. “Maybe next time, I’ll tell Gage to make you game master.”


  Mason’s grin was ear to ear then.


  “Let’s lower this thing down,” Jak said. “I don’t want Billy breaking his damn neck trying to get up here.”


  As they worked the rope, the clench in Jak’s stomach just grew. Breaking the rules was all fun and games within the pack, but the truth of his words plowed into him like an avalanche: his enemy had already broken the rules. The rules of being alpha. Of protecting your own. Of caring for your mate. Jak hadn’t been born alpha—he was the last in brutal line of brothers competing for dominance in their tiny pack—but even he knew that a dark alpha like Mace was a betrayal of everything their kind stood for. Being alpha meant doing everything for the ones you loved. Everything for your pack.


  Mace had broken the rules.


  And Jak would do the same to take him down and give Arianna the alpha she deserved.
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  Saturday nights… Arianna dreaded them even more now.


  The weekends were when Mace came home with another girl’s scent on him, usually ready for a drunken round two. If she were asleep when he arrived, he would just awaken her—and half-asleep was no state to deal with her alpha. She needed all her wits about her to get through it with the least amount of pain, physical and emotional.


  But now… now that Jak had promised an escape… it was almost unbearable to contemplate another Saturday night with Mace. Whatever dark art deal Jak was making with the witches to free her, no matter how painful that might be to endure, it would eventually be over—unlike the purgatory she lived in now. Like she told Jak in the forest, he had given her hope. But back in Mace’s house, the mating bond still hung over her, wringing her with guilt and fear about even the possibility of leaving Mace. She felt feverish, running hot with anger and cold with fear, one moment contemplating taking a butcher knife and plunging it into Mace’s heart, the next curling up on the floor in a ball of self-loathing for even thinking of raising a hand against her alpha.


  Hope was a dangerous, volatile thing. If Jak didn’t free her soon, she might go mad with it.


  Arianna paced the house, tidying things that didn’t need tidying, straightening her dress, reapplying her lipstick. It helped when she looked like she had been waiting for Mace: that seemed to appease him or perhaps flatter him. But she could hardly look in the mirror anymore. Just as she was heading up the stairs to the bedroom, to make sure everything was in order there as well, an insistent tapping sound drifted in from the kitchen.


  Jak. Her heart seized, and she prayed she was wrong.


  It took her three heart-stopping seconds to race to the kitchen, but it was him: hands pressed against the glass of the door’s window, looking handsome and sexy with his wind-tousled hair and half-open shirt.


  She threw open the door. “Are you insane?” she gushed out. “Mace could be home at any time.”


  Jak held up his hands. “He’s not. I just got back myself, and I know Mace’s pack is still out at the clubs.”


  Her hammering heart slowed even as her heaving breath was finally catching up. “How can you… Jak, someone will see you.”


  “It’s all right,” he said. “They’re all heading to bed. I just… I had to see you. Please, just… come outside with me for a little while.”


  She shook her head vigorously. She couldn’t even chance having his scent drifting into the house. “I can’t.”


  “Just for a few minutes. Just so I know you’re free of… him.”


  “I can’t.” She tried to close the door, but he shoved his hand against it. “He’ll be here any minute.” The terror was making her voice squeak. If Mace even suspected anything… on a Saturday night… a full-body shudder made her hand on the door quiver.


  “Okay, okay!” He eased back but still held the door open. “I just needed to tell you that… well, plans have changed.”


  Her heart dropped to her stomach. He’s changed his mind. She blinked, feeling lightheaded and suddenly unable to speak.


  “The witches can’t do the spell the way I thought they could,” he said.


  She almost couldn’t hear his words over the rushing of blood in her ears. He’s changed his mind. He’s not going to rescue me. I’m stuck, trapped here. She braced herself against the door, holding on so she didn’t tip over with the sudden nausea tearing a hole through her.


  “Arianna, honey? Arianna!” The panic in his voice finally brought her back. His face was etched with concern. “Are you okay?” He was on the edge of coming in the house.


  She couldn’t let that happen. “I’m fine, I just… need a moment.” She held up her hand to stop him from coming in. “I understand.” She couldn’t keep the sob out of her voice. “I should have known it wouldn’t really work…” Then her throat closed up completely.


  “What? No!” He reached for her, but she backed away. “Arianna, listen to me: I am going to get you free of Mace. I promised I would, and I will keep that promise.”


  Her gaze wandered up from the floor to meet his dark eyes. “I don’t understand. You said—”


  “I said the witch’s magic isn’t going to work.” He paused then stood straighter in the doorframe. “I’m going to kill Mace myself.”


  She shrunk back from the doorway, fear hammering her heart. “What?”


  “Arianna, it’s the only way—”


  “You can’t do that!” Her voice was screeching now… too loud, someone would hear her… she brought it down to a hiss. “I will not let you die for me, Jak.” There was no way he could kill Mace without his pack taking Jak down. Even his own alpha wouldn’t be able to tolerate it—he might have to kill Jak himself, a mercy killing, just to make it fast. Unlike Mace’s betas who would… she couldn’t even think about it. A sob reached up and choked her anyway.


  “I have no intention of dying.” Jak gave her a small smile.


  For a brief moment, Arianna thought maybe he was losing his mind. This was crazy talk, pure and simple.


  “Besides,” he said, and the smile was stronger now. “I want to make sure you’re taken care of—the right way—once Mace gets what he deserves. I’ll need to be around and breathing to make that happen.”


  He was serious. She could tell by the look in his dark, smiling eyes that he had a plan to make this actually happen. And Jak was so smart… maybe, just maybe, he could pull this off without dying in the process. He certainly seemed determined to try.


  He was really going to kill her alpha.


  Her wolf recoiled so strongly from that thought, Arianna had to retreat another step from the door, wrapping her arms around herself.


  “Arianna.” There was pain in Jak’s voice and worry in his eyes. And she didn’t want that either, but she couldn’t help herself, not while she was in Mace’s house. Not when he was minutes away from being home.


  “You need to leave,” she said softly.


  “Arianna, please… I just need to talk to you for a little bit. Explain what I’ve got in mind.”


  “You need to go.” She dashed toward him but only to grab the edge of the door and try to close it. He held it open, but she pushed hard enough that he finally relented and let her close it in his face. She had to wrench herself away from his sad look on the other side of the glass.


  She stalked out of the kitchen and nearly ran up the stairs to the bedroom.


  Could she do this? Could she let Jak take that risk? What if it didn’t work? Jak would be dead, she would be to blame, and Mace… Mace would make her pay in ways she couldn’t even imagine.


  Arianna ran to the bathroom, getting there just in time as the contents of her stomach emptied out. Which only made her panic more: Mace would not be happy to come home to a house that smelled of vomit. She briefly considered feigning illness: maybe he would leave her alone for a night. Only wolves didn’t get sick, not that way.


  Before she could figure out what to do, the front door opened.


  Her heart quivered so badly, she couldn’t do anything but curl up on the floor and pray that Jak had gotten away before Mace arrived at the house. Mace stomped around downstairs for a while, probably getting another drink. He took long enough that her racing heart started to calm. Taking deep breaths to quell the shaking in her hands, she grabbed the sink and hauled herself off the floor. She had to clutch the sides not to go tumbling back to the tiles. She flushed the toilet and was just splashing cold water on her face when Mace tromped into the bedroom.


  “Arianna?” His voice had a bit of a slur, just enough that she knew he had been drinking. “What the hell’s that smell?”


  She grabbed a hand towel to wipe her face. Her lipstick smeared all over it. She had to look like hell as she stumbled out of the bathroom.


  Mace gave her a look of disgust. “What happened to you?”


  “I… I don’t know,” she said, floundering. “Maybe it was something I ate, I just… felt sick.”


  His fists curled up, and Arianna felt the blood wash out of her face with the murderous look on his. “Do not tell me you’re pregnant.”


  “What?” she said, genuinely shocked. “No! I know you don’t want that, Mace. I know it. I take my pill every morning.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her, as if he thought she would actually do that—have pups against his wishes. His scrutiny made her stomach churn, and she pressed the towel to her mouth, but she managed to keep more from coming up.


  “I think it was just that fish I had for dinner, that’s all,” she managed to mumble through the towel.


  He must have had a fair amount to drink because the suspicion didn’t last long. He grunted and gave her a short nod. She finally had a chance to look at him: his shirt was rumpled and half-untucked, and it wasn’t hard to figure he had already had his pants down once tonight. She prayed it would be enough. He turned away from her, toward the closet, and she sighed in relief. He wouldn’t bother changing if he wanted sex tonight.


  “Well, whatever it is, get rid of that smell,” he called from the closet. “And if you’re going to be throwing up all night, use the bathroom downstairs.”


  She stumbled on spaghetti legs down to the kitchen to get some disinfectant and deodorizer. Her sense of smell was inundated, but she had to get the mess cleaned up quickly, before Mace decided it annoyed him even more. She hurried back upstairs and scrubbed the bathroom floor, toilet, sink, everything that might have even the tiniest residual… then sprayed the air with deodorizer. It was the scentless kind, the one that captured the airborne molecules and deactivated them. It should act quickly.


  Mace had changed into sleep pants with no shirt. She wasn’t sure what that meant in terms of sex, but she had to get rid of her soiled clothes, so she quickly changed out of her sexy dress and into a nightshirt she hoped wasn’t too appealing. By the time she emerged from the closet, he had flopped down on the bed, lying on his back and rubbing his temples with his eyes closed. She hoped all the cleaning chemicals weren’t giving him a headache and crept toward the bed. When he looked at her, she froze.


  “Are you going to throw up some more?” he asked.


  She shook her head.


  “Then come to bed.” He patted the white comforter next to him.


  She shuffled over, but she had no read on him: she couldn’t tell his mood at all. And her body was still shaking from being sick… and the stress of Jak’s visit.


  Jak. He was going to try to kill Mace. The tremulous hope that she could actually be free was crushed as soon as Mace’s hands found her body next to him. He was her alpha. She belonged to him. Yes, he was horrible in many ways, but as long as she did what he asked, he wouldn’t kill her. Or Jak.


  It was only wanting to be free that put everyone at risk.


  Arianna shuddered as Mace palmed her breast and seemed to be warming up for more.


  Surprisingly, he stopped caressing her. “Are you sure you’re not going to be sick again? Because I do not want you throwing up on me, Arianna.” There was less menace in his voice than normal. Maybe the liquor had softened him. That happened sometimes. He usually wanted sex when he was drunk, even more than normal, but sometimes… sometimes the alcohol seemed to deaden some of the anger he flung around like scattershot.


  “I’m okay now,” she said quietly.


  “Should I call a healer?” he asked. There was almost a hint of concern in his voice.


  “No. I’ll be fine.” She swallowed down the last of the bitterness in the back of her throat and took a deep breath.


  Mace was quiet a moment. “Apparently those bounty hunters who were after you have gone on the run. Fucking Jak let them get away, and now they’ve cleared out.”


  Arianna perked up a bit. Mace rarely shared information with her… unless there was a need for her to know. And even Jak hadn’t told her about finding the bounty hunters.


  She edged up on her elbows to look at Mace. “Are they gone for good?”


  He frowned, like it was a puzzle his alcohol-fogged brain couldn’t quite put together. “I guess. They’re probably not stupid enough to try hitting the same wolves twice.”


  “So… what does that mean? For school, I mean?” She knew better than to straight-out beg to go. She needed desperately to talk to Jak, to convince him this was crazy, his idea of killing Mace to free her… but there was no way she would be able to leave the house again, if Mace thought she was still in danger. He didn’t love her, not the way an alpha should love his mate, but she knew the last thing he wanted was to lose her. She was too important to his position in the pack. But she had to let him think going back to school was his idea.


  His frown grew deeper. “The old man thinks you should go back.”


  “What do you think?”


  “I think it’s a fucking stupid idea.” He turned to her, taking her cheek in his hand. It wasn’t entirely rough, but it was firm. “And if anyone tries to take you from me again, I won’t let them slip away into the dark like cockroaches. I will crush them.”


  She nodded her head. The movement wasn’t much, since he had such a grip on her, but her heart was thudding in her chest. Her wolf was responding to his alphaness, whining and tucking her tail, but Arianna knew Mace wasn’t protecting her… he was protecting his position in the pack. She had no doubt he would hunt down and kill Jak if he took her away.


  Mace was staring into her eyes, licking his lips.


  “Those hunters wouldn’t stand a chance against you,” Arianna whispered, and it had the effect she hoped, flattering Mace’s ego.


  “Damn straight.” He was eyeing her lips. She could smell the scotch on his breath.


  She wasn’t sure what he intended, but she wanted to take advantage of this moment, this brief period when he seemed softer than normal. Maybe it was her sickness or the scotch… or the close-call, almost losing her to the bounty hunters. She didn’t know.


  “Maybe I should go back,” she said softly. “I don’t want to get behind in my classes. I want to make you look good, Mace.”


  He nodded, absently, his eyelids drooping. He was tired. Maybe that was it. “I’m going with you this time. And I’m bringing Beck, not Alric. I want no fuckups with this.”


  Arianna nodded quickly, but her heart sunk. How would she meet with Jak if Mace was watching her every move? “Whatever you think is best. Like you said… those hunters wouldn’t dare mess with an alpha like you.”


  Mace grunted, but she could see he was flattered again. He released her face and eased back on the bed, letting out a long sigh. She lay still next to him, waiting to see if he would turn his attention back to her. But before long, he started snoring. She wrapped the edge of the comforter around her, trying to calm the shivering in her body while not moving too much and waking him.


  Mace might want to guard her for a while, but she knew he would bore quickly with that. Eventually he would let others guard her again… maybe even Jak, once Mace was sure the bounty hunters had fled. The only question was if she would get a chance to see Jak before he took matters into his own hands.
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  Jak checked the time on his phone for the third time in as many minutes.


  Professor Nalik didn’t notice, still going on about his test results and the laser apparatus. Jak nodded at all the right times, but his attention was on the clock, counting the minutes until Arianna’s class started. Visiting Silver Quick’s lab was a decent excuse for being on campus, in case his plan went sideways, but if the timing wasn’t as precise as Nalik’s laser setup, the whole thing could unwind.


  And Jak wasn’t ready to go fang to fang with Mace. Not yet.


  “The calibrations are certified,” Nalik said. “We are quite certain there are no errors in our measurements. Besides, the optical memories would be less if there were any such decoherent effects in the crystal.”


  “No system is error free, professor,” Jak said. But he really needed to make an exit if he was going to get where he needed to be on time.


  The diminutive Indian man’s spine stiffened. “We’ve accounted for all the stochastic interactions that could be reasonably interfering.”


  Jak nodded, but he wasn’t reassured by the man’s defensiveness. If he wanted funding from Red Wolf, he was going to have to be more forthcoming about the holes still left in the technology. Gage was all about taking risks in the market, but not with tech guys who were too afraid to show their faults to allow them a realistic assessment of the risks involved.


  “All right, look.” Jak made an obvious glance at his phone this time. “I have another appointment. How about I come back with one of our managing partners, and you can go over this all again with him? But we need to know everything, Pradeep. Keeping secrets is not going to win you any investors.”


  The professor’s eyes narrowed at Jak’s use of his first name… but he had to understand who was in the driver’s seat with this.


  “Perhaps,” he said archly, “we will find other investors with more confidence in our ability to run our own lab.”


  “Yeah, good luck with that.” Jak grabbed his jacket off a lab bench. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, Pradeep. It’s that we’re talking lots of investor money, and I’m your tech guy. If I don’t have full confidence in your setup, I can’t sell it to my boss or our other investors when we try to leverage a buy-in on this. And if you managed to find an investor who doesn’t care about due diligence, I’d be worried, if I were you. As in violation-of-patent worried.”


  Pradeep’s prickly demeanor deflated as Jak slipped on his jacket and headed for the door. Just as he was about to step out, the professor held up his hand.


  “Wait.” He seemed to be physically swallowing his pride. “Bring your managing partner back next time. We’ll have all the information you want.”


  Jak held his smile in check and just gave him a sharp nod. “Glad to hear it. I think you really have some industry-busting stuff here, Nalik. You just need to give me the information to prove it.” With that, Jak turned on his heel and hurried out of the lab, down the stairs, and across the quad.


  The day was relatively clear, but the wind was starting to pick up, lifting the fall leaves in tiny whirls off the pavement and sending them dancing into the air. He had just two minutes to get to Arianna’s classroom, so he picked up his pace.


  It had been an agonizing four days since she had slammed the door in his face late Saturday night. He’d been over it in his mind again and again, but he just couldn’t tell if it was the mating bond that had sent him packing or if she truly didn’t want him to free her anymore. He couldn’t believe that was true, but he hadn’t had a chance to meet with her since. She’d returned to school on Monday, but Mace and his beta, Beck, were doing guard detail now. And Jak was clearly not in the rotation. On top of that, Mace hadn’t gone out drinking all week, which was not the norm, and Gage had been keeping Jak busy at work: there had been literally no time when he could go over and yank Arianna out of Mace’s house to have a real talk with her.


  He would just have to sneak into her life.


  Dashing across the red pavers of the plaza, he arrived at Kane Hall just as the other students were starting to trickle in. Jak stepped down his pace and played it cool, hoisting his backpack up on his shoulder and strolling like he was just another eager student arriving early to class. He was afraid Arianna might have been early too, but he’d left plenty of room: fifteen minutes before class ought to be more than Mace would be willing to do. And Jak knew Arianna’s schedule: she only had the one class today, just like the first day, when Jak had been her bodyguard. Which was also the day he first realized how much trouble he was in with her.


  Amazing that it had only taken a week for her to change his life.


  Jak put up his hood and kept his head down while surreptitiously scanning the few students in the hall and then in the classroom. None were her… and more importantly, he’d managed to slip into class before Mace arrived. Jak was counting on Mace staying outside in the hall—if he walked Arianna into the classroom, Jak would have to pull his hood down over his face and pray he could slip past Beck and get the hell out before he was recognized. With any luck, Arianna would come in alone.


  Jak hung out at the top row of seats: the classroom was one of those theatre-style ones that could hold hundreds of undergraduates. He would have been ridiculously suspicious in a normal-sized classroom, but lurking with his hoodie and bent over his phone… he was one of a dozen students milling around the classroom, coming and going before they settled down for class.


  He pretended to be engrossed in his phone while actually keeping his eye on the door. His heart lurched when he saw her: gorgeous, long brown tresses spread over her fall jacket; tentative smile, brightening more the farther she walked into the classroom; and a backpack banging lightly as she pattered down the steps, scanning for a seat.


  She walked right past him.


  He didn’t breathe again until he was sure Mace wasn’t following or watching. Then he trotted down the steps, dropping into the seat next to her just as she sat down. She startled a little, smile going a little uncertain but still bright, until her eyes worked their way up to his: then they flew open wide.


  “Shhh,” he said very quietly. He still had his hood up, peering at her from underneath it as he dug around in his backpack for a paper pad. “I’m just another student who happened to sit next to you. Nothing special.”


  She had already turned into a mannequin, stiffly staring at her swing-arm desktop then turning to dig into her own backpack. “What are you doing here?” she asked harshly.


  A small pain tore through his chest. Maybe this was a mistake.


  Arianna had failed utterly in keeping her voice down. The guy in front of them turned slightly but didn’t say anything before apparently deciding it was none of his business. He moved over three seats.


  “I had to see you,” Jak said quietly. “But if you don’t want to see me… anymore…” He was having a hard time getting the words out. His whisper faded at the end, and that feeling in his chest was stabbing him again. He stared at her hands, turning white as she clutched her notebook.


  “Jak.” It was just one word, but it was his name in a whisper full of emotion.


  He lifted his gaze: her eyes were glassy with tears. If she told him to stay away, he could still blame it on Mace and the mating bond—her alpha had to be just outside—but that wouldn’t stop it from ripping a hole in his heart.


  “All I want is you.” Her words were barely audible. A tear slipped from the corner of her eye, and she ducked her face away.


  Jak’s heart was soaring.


  He glanced to the top of the classroom: the door was closed. He turned back to Arianna and reached for her face, lifting her chin with one finger so she would bring those beautiful blue eyes back to him. She blinked more tears, and he gently brushed them away.


  Her lips quivered. “But I’ll die if you’re hurt because of me.”


  He leaned as close as he dared. “You’re not going to die. And neither am I.” He pulled back and held up his notepad. “Notes only. Okay?”


  She sniffed back the rest of the tears and nodded. If he had to pick one moment as the exact instant when he fell in love with Arianna Stefan, he would have to say that was it: when she had nothing to go on but his word, but she trusted him anyway. All while being amazingly brave in the face of what they both knew was a ridiculously dangerous idea: breaking her free.


  All the more dangerous to be plotting it here under Mace’s nose. Although Jak’s heart was still flying from her words and her trust… now that he had that, nothing would stop him from being the one to set her free.


  The instructor had arrived on the stage at the bottom of the room, and all eyes were on him. Jak bent over his notepad and scribbled out his first flush of thoughts. He would have the whole length of the class to write out all the details of his plans for Saturday. But he had other things he had to tell her first.


  You’re all I think about. Everything I want. I made a promise to you. I’m going to keep it. And soon… Saturday, my love.


  He slid the pad to where she could see it, still on the swing-arm desk of his stadium seat, but close enough for his scribblings to be legible.


  She read it then bent over her own pad, and a moment later, held out a note for him. The submission ceremony? The whole pack will be there. Too dangerous.


  He suppressed a grin. I’ll be the last thing they expect, he wrote.


  This time, it took her several scratched out tries before she wrote back. Too dangerous.


  I’ll need your help, he scribbled on the pad. You’ll have to signal me at just the right time. He dug into his backpack again. The instructor was telling them to get out their textbooks which led to a flurry of iPads being withdrawn from backpacks and covered his shuffling pretty well. He drew out a small phone, the tiniest he could find on the market. It was a burn phone, but it had text capability. That was all she would need.


  He passed it to her under the tabletop. When her fingers brushed his, the warmth of them surged his senses. But her hand was gone an instant later, whisking away the phone before he could do more than wish to hold her hand.


  My number is programmed in, he wrote on his pad. I’ll spell it all out for you, step by step. It will work. I promise.


  Maybe we can just run away? she wrote back. The phone had already disappeared into a pocket deep inside her backpack.


  He paused to look at her. She kept her eyes glued to the instructor rambling below them, avoiding Jak’s corner-of-the-eye stare.


  It was tempting. He could just wait until Mace was out screwing someone else in a club in Seattle. Then Jak could simply drag Arianna out of his house until she would come with him willingly. Of course, the magic would still hold. It was strongest when she was near Mace, or in his territory, but no matter where on Earth Arianna went, she would always carry Mace in her blood. And he would never stop searching for her, never stop wanting to reclaim his mate. She and Jak would have to constantly look over their shoulders. One day Mace might catch up to them… and then Arianna’s fate would be worse than it was now.


  Much worse.


  Not to mention that simply running away would mean she could never mate again.


  She would never fully belong to him. That thought struck at a nagging fear: what if, once she was free of Mace, she didn’t choose to be with him? Once Mace was dead, his magic in her blood would die along with him… and the mating bond would be cleared from her mind. What if, in that clarity of mind, she realized Jak wasn’t really worthy of her? He was only a beta. And she was young and beautiful, smart and unmated: she could have her pick of any alpha on the planet. The likes of Mace only got hold of her by force. If she was free, she could choose to be with anyone… and, if she was at all logical, she wouldn’t pick a beta like Jak to mate with. To raise a family with. It wasn’t just tradition or pack ritual—it was primal. He knew her wolf would be drawn to the strongest alpha around. It was the instinct of their species, the way to ensure the strongest bloodlines. Survival of the fittest.


  She could fight the instinct, of course, make a different choice. But would she?


  Jak wasn’t even sure that she should. In any event, she would need the protection of being mated to someone. An escaped captive female who was still mated… she would never find another pack who would take her in. Jak would protect her with his life, but she would always be at risk of being hauled back to Mace by some wolf who thought he was doing the right thing.


  Or a bounty hunter in it for the cash. Or the parts.


  Arianna snuck a look at him: he was taking too long to respond. But that innocent, trusting look in her eyes decided it for him: whether she wanted him or not, he was going to wrench her free of Mace. This wasn’t about having Arianna for himself—this was about freeing her to make her own choice. No matter what that choice might be.


  He finally wrote on his pad. I would run away with you in an instant. But as long as Mace lives, you will never have another mate. Or a pack. You deserve better than that. You deserve a wolf who will claim you with his heart as well as his bite.


  He watched her face as she read his words. The tears slowly leaked down again, working a strange magic on him. They loosened a need to touch her that couldn’t be denied. He reached under her table, his fingers searching out hers. When he found them, her hands were soft and warm, and there was a tremble in them that he tried to soothe by lacing his fingers with hers and slowly running circles across the back of her hand with his thumb. He didn’t think his heart could soar any more, but when she squeezed his hand tight, it practically lifted him out of his chair.


  She trusted him. She said she wanted him, at least for now. That was all he needed.


  He spent the rest of the hour detailing their plans, step by step, so she would know exactly what to expect on Saturday. They promised each other they would try to find a way to meet before then, but even if they couldn’t, everything was set. An entirely new life was crafted with paper and pen on the pads before them. Jak would be sure to destroy all of it before they left, but it was all inscribed on their hearts anyway. All they needed was a little luck, and within two days, Arianna would be free. Then they would leave Seattle for their new lives. Together.


  Neither of them spoke for the rest of the hour.


  Jak held her hand until the very last moment of class… then reluctantly let her go.
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  “You have got to be kidding me!” Mace shouted into the phone.


  Arianna flinched in the passenger seat next to him. He veered out of one lane and into a faster one. Their speed crept up, and Mace’s face turned red as the phone call progressed. She wasn’t sure who was on the other line, but it had to be someone from work.


  Mace had been taking all kinds of work calls while acting as her guard this week. She knew he hated watching over her at school, but he was too stubborn to let anyone else do it without him. Or maybe too afraid someone else would make him look bad, on the off chance the bounty hunters came back and managed to capture his mate. It was already Friday, and Arianna was starting to give up hope that he would ever let her go to school without personally guarding her himself… although this morning, he sent Beck back to Red Wolf. Apparently, work was piling up on some project, and senior Mr. Crittenden was starting to complain about them falling behind.


  “Well, call them back!” Mace shouted again, making a rude hand gesture to a nearby car as he swerved toward the exit to UDub.


  Arianna gripped her passenger side door.


  “Why the hell would you set up a meeting for this morning?” His voice was turning dangerous, and Arianna’s heart was pounding, both from his tone and the high speed they were taking the exit off the freeway. “You know I’m busy guarding Arianna. It’s on the damn calendar.”


  They lurched to a stop at the end of the exit ramp. “Shit,” Mace said under his breath. He ran a hand over his face then glared at Arianna, which sent her pulse racing even faster. She shrank against the car door. “Okay, fine,” he said into the phone, his gaze holding her in a lock she couldn’t escape. When her alpha captured her like that with his eyes, she couldn’t look away. “No, I’ll be there.” He clicked off the phone and tossed it into the compartment under the armrest.


  Arianna knew better than to say anything.


  Mace growled, pounded on his steering wheel once, then rolled the car forward with the change in the light. Silence hung heavy as they wound their way toward the university.


  Arianna waited, letting him sort it out.


  “I have a meeting I have to go to,” he said eventually. It was half growl. “You’ll have to miss class today.”


  Her heart sunk. “We’re already almost here. Maybe you could just drop me and Beck could pick me up later?”


  “Beck… I swear to God, I am surrounded by incompetent assholes!”


  She wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but she zipped her lips shut. Mace took the turn-off to head into the university. She struggled to bat down the hope that he might let her attend by herself, maybe catch a taxi back home… she didn’t dare suggest that.


  “Beck is in the same meeting,” Mace grumbled, the anger still simmering hot under his breath. “He was supposed to handle it himself, but that idiot promised the client I would be there.”


  “I’m sure it would go better with you there,” she said carefully.


  He grunted but still seemed pissed. “You’ll have just run in and get notes or something from the professor.”


  “It’s a really big class.” She swallowed. Did she dare even suggest this? “The professor’s already said he won’t hand out notes. Or let us share. He expects us to attend.” Mace growled audibly, so she rushed to add, “Maybe there’s someone else who can pick me up? Maybe one of Gage’s wolves isn’t too busy?” She didn’t trust herself to say Jak’s name… and besides, that would only be suspicious. She held her breath, clenching her hands in her lap, hoping Mace would be willing to at least try.


  He let out a long sigh but pulled into the Red Square parking garage rather than circling back toward the freeway. Once they were parked, he dug out his cell phone again and dialed.


  “Yeah, it’s me,” he said into the phone. “Look, I’m at UDub, but I have a meeting. Do you have someone you can send to watch Arianna?” There was a pause. “Do you think I haven’t thought of that already? Beck’s tied up, and Alric’s off on a site visit. Do you have someone or not?” Another pause, then his voice dipped into sarcasm. “Fuck. That’s just perfect.” He sighed. “No, I’ll take him. But if he fucks up, I’m taking it out of his hide. Personally.” Another pause. “Right. We’re there now.” Then he hung up.


  Arianna’s chest hurt from holding her breath so long. She tried to let it out calmly and without drawing attention to herself.


  “Apparently, Gage and his idiot beta are on campus on some kind of site visit. He’s sending Jak over. I’ll drop you off at class, and he’ll bring you home.”


  Arianna’s heart spasmed, and she could hardly believe she had heard him correctly. “Jak?” Her voice was whispery, and her eyes had gone wide.


  Mace snorted. “I know, right? I’d be better off leaving you with Alric, for Christ’s sake.” He turned to her, and his face softened a little at her expression. “Look, I’m sure the bounty hunters are long gone. Jak’s an asshole, but even he can handle this.” Mace held open his jacket and showed her a gun he had holstered under his arm—one he’d apparently been carrying all week without her knowledge. Her heart raced at the sight of it, retroactively ramping up her fear for when Jak had snuck into her classroom. And the fact that they were about to go see him again.


  “With this,” Mace said, “even an idiot like Jak can keep you safe, all right?”


  She nodded rapidly and with what she hoped was enthusiasm. As they climbed out of the car, her fears and tremors settled a little. She was going to see Jak. Although, once Mace saw her and Jak together in the same room, she was afraid their sins would be written clear as day on their faces. How could Mace miss it? Her heart lurched again.


  Due to Mace’s speeding, they were actually early for class. By the time they crossed the plaza and entered Kane Hall, there were only a few students trickling into the classroom. Mace lingered, keeping them out in the hallway, apparently waiting for Jak to show up.


  When he appeared around the corner, Arianna did everything in her power to keep her eyes down and her face frozen. She was afraid to even look at him: she was just sure she would give them both away. But she couldn’t help peeking up as Jak’s hard-soled shoes rapped against the tiled floors.


  He hurriedly stalked up to them, his face furious. “I have better things to do than take care of your business, Mace,” Jak said, his voice low but harsh.


  “Apparently not.” Mace’s smile was gloating. “But I’ll tell you what, beta—you screw this up, and Gage won’t be able to keep me from tearing you into pieces.”


  They were attracting some notice from the other students in the hall. Arianna was convinced she would have a heart attack at any moment.


  Mace lowered his voice, his smile vanishing. “All you have to do is get her back in one piece.” He clapped a hand on Jak’s shoulder and dragged him closer. He lifted the gun from his hidden holster and jabbed it into Jak’s side, just under his coat jacket.


  Jak’s face went hard.


  Arianna couldn’t breathe.


  “You fuck this up,” Mace said in a menacing whisper, “and I’ll be using this on you.” Then he turned the gun sideways and pressed it into Jak’s chest.


  His face inscrutable, Jak took the gun and quickly shoved it into the back of his pants, hidden under the jacket. Arianna sucked in air and flitted glances around them. She didn’t think anyone had seen the gun.


  “I’m not the fuck-up around here,” Jak said coolly.


  “Keep telling yourself that, beta.” Mace’s sneer was back, but he turned his hard gaze on Arianna. “Call me from the house when you get back. I want to know whether Jak needs an ass-kicking or not.”


  Arianna nodded, not trusting her voice to speak. Jak glared at Mace’s back all the way down the hall until he disappeared around the corner. Arianna didn’t dare move for several more seconds. Finally, Jak turned to her, a grin wide on his face.


  “You. Are. Amazing,” he said, drawing out the words as he stepped close. Then he dropped his voice to a whisper. “How did you manage to arrange this?”


  With Mace gone and Jak smiling, Arianna could finally breathe again. “I had almost nothing to do with it. What are you doing on campus?”


  “Doesn’t matter.” Jak’s grin just grew. “The question is, what are we going to do with an hour on campus alone?”


  “Jak.” She felt the heat rush to her face. “I have class.”


  He scoffed. “As much fun as it was to sit next to you in class, I have something a little different in mind.” Then he grinned wickedly, and with one last look down the hall where Mace had just left, Jak grabbed her hand and towed her in the opposite direction.


  They quickly left Kane Hall and dashed a short ways to a majestic building with Gothic architecture. Its tall stone columns loomed over them, and the arched entranceways were topped with terra cotta figures that looked very scholarly.


  “The Suzallo Library was one of my favorite places to hang out,” Jak said breathlessly as he towed her up the stone steps and inside the building. Stone staircases swept off to the side, and a reading room that looked like the inside of a medieval church filled most of the building, but Jak hurried past those to a help desk in the center.


  Jak rained a sexy smile down on the short, rail-thin girl manning the desk. “Hi! My name’s Jak. I was hoping you might help me with something.” She had to be one of the students, and Arianna could tell she was dazzled by Jak’s trim suit, tailored to fit perfectly over his well-muscled shifter body, not to mention that gorgeous smile he was favoring her with. Arianna felt a small pang of jealousy, but more than that, she felt sorry for the girl. Whatever Jak wanted, she was sure the girl would happily give it up… but she’d never get what she hoped for in return.


  “I, um, sure… what can I help you with?” The girl’s eyes grew wider as Jak placed a hand on her desk and leaned forward. Shifter pheromones worked best up close—and Arianna knew human females were even more susceptible to them than wolves. The girl had no chance.


  “You see, I used to love going down in the stacks,” Jak said in a sexy half-growl. “All those old books, you know, the smell they have? It was like being absorbed into all the stories, all the great characters…”


  The girl was nodding. Arianna rolled her eyes.


  “But I hear they closed them down,” he said. “Restricted access only now.”


  “Yeah, it’s really sad,” the girl said, leaning forward, entranced. “Only the staff are allowed down there these days.”


  “That’s a terrible shame.” Jak bit his lip.


  Arianna swore the girl was about to drool on her papers.


  The librarian dropped her voice. “Sometimes I go down there and just pull a book at random and read.”


  “I know, right?” Jak said. “I mean, everything’s a treasure. You never know what you can find.” He sighed. “I mean, I get it, you want to keep out the people who don’t understand. The ones who don’t get it. But the people like us, who really appreciate what’s down there…”


  The girl was eating this up. Then she glanced at Arianna. She tried to put on her brightest smile but kept quiet, letting Jak work his magic.


  “Look, I know this is asking a lot, but…” Jak glanced at Arianna and gave her a soft smile. Arianna knew it was all an act, and she still melted inside. Then he leaned forward to whisper in the librarian’s ear. Arianna couldn’t hear what he said, but the girl’s eyes went wide, and a small smile crept onto her lips. She flicked a look or two at Arianna, but mostly she bit her lip and grinned.


  When Jak finally pulled back, the librarian smiled wide. “I don’t think it would hurt anything.”


  “You’re the best,” he gushed.


  Arianna had no idea what he had just told her, but two seconds later, the girl was fishing out her keys from her desk and beckoning them toward a special-purpose elevator. She keyed them in, and it was quickly apparent that they were heading down to the Restricted Access Only stacks.


  It was all Arianna could do to keep her grin in check.


  The girl stayed in the elevator when they stepped off. “Take your time. You don’t need a key to come back up, just punch the call button.”


  Jak grinned and squeezed the girl’s hand lightly. “Thanks again. I really appreciate this.”


  She smiled, and the elevator door closed, leaving Jak and Arianna in a giant room with dozens and dozens of shelves lined with books. Everything was a hundred years old by the musty smell, and the stacks stretched what looked like the length of the building. There wasn’t another soul in sight or signs of anyone down here with them.


  “What did you say to her?” Arianna asked, her grin finally let loose.


  Instead of answering, Jak swept her into his arms and kissed her thoroughly. She felt as dazed and light-headed as the librarian must have been by the time he stopped.


  “I told her I wanted to propose to you, and I needed a very special place in which to do it.” His grin was wide. “Wouldn’t have worked at all, but she’s new.”


  Arianna laughed as Jak towed her away from the elevator. “So you’re saying you’ve proposed to other girls before, down here in the stacks?”


  “Oh… only a few,” he said, still grinning. “Less than ten, for sure.”


  “You are awful!” She swatted him on the shoulder. He was still dragging her past shelf after shelf, searching for something. Then he seemed to find it and veered down one row. At the end was a heavy wood-carved table with two chairs, clearly set up for the scholars and their work in a previous era. He clasped her hand and brought her to the table, twirling her around and backing her up against it. He kissed her again, and she could feel his cock growing hard as he held her against him.


  Then he pulled back from the kiss and just held her in his arms. “However… I’ve never been here with someone I actually intended to spend the rest of my life with.”


  Her breath caught, and she stared up into his dark, shining eyes. “You do?”


  He brushed her hair back and lightly kissed her face, starting with her cheeks, then her nose, then finally, her eyelids. At last, he swept a feather kiss against her lips. “I know it’s fast,” he whispered. “I know it’s crazy. But I want to spend the rest of my days giving you everything you deserve, Arianna. If you’ll let me.”


  Her heart felt like it might burst with his words. “I already told you,” she whispered. “You’re everything I want.”


  Suddenly, all the gentleness was gone from his touch. Jak’s hands roamed her body, his fingers tugging at her clothes, his commanding touch igniting a fire between her legs. Her backpack and jacket were gone first, discarded to the floor, but her shirt went next. She grabbed at his, trying to get to his bare skin, but she wasn’t fast enough. He shucked them off quickly and set Mace’s gun down on the table. Then he came back to her, his mouth nipping at her neck as his hands worked her bra free. He groaned as her breasts met the bare skin of his chest. Then his hands attacked the buttons on her pants, working them down. He hoisted her up on the table, pressing his cock, still straining against the fabric of his pants, against the ache between her legs. Her wolf whimpered for him to go faster, to take her now.


  “God, I need you, Arianna,” he said hoarsely. “Now and again and again. Forever.”


  “Take me,” was all she could manage to get out before his mouth found her breasts and his hand slipped between her legs. Her words became moans and then gasps as he pulsed pleasure through her body like only he knew how to do. She grasped at his pants, trying to clear the last of his clothing, and when his cock finally sprung free, she wanted nothing more than to take it into her mouth and pleasure him the way he was pleasuring her. But he wouldn’t allow it.


  He held her tight to the edge of the table and thrust into her, gasping as he did so. The table cried out in protest just as she cried out in pleasure. The fullness of him, the hot shocks of heat that raced through her with every pound against the table… it quickly crashed an orgasm through her. She clawed at his back, arching hers in pleasure and gasping her way through it. As it peaked, she kept calling his name, and he kept murmuring my love, my love, you’re mine, over and over. It was such sweet music to her ears, filling her with such lightness, she scarcely could breathe. He kept going, building to his own climax, and his touch on her, stroking her with his fingers while filling her with his cock, was quickly building another orgasm inside her, tight and low and hot.


  She cried his name again as she came, and his groans matched hers. Then he slowed, but didn’t stop, the steady beat, working her body with his. When she could breathe again, she held onto him tight and whispered, “What you do to me, Jak…”


  He pulled back to look in her eyes but still slowly stroked into her body. “And what do I do to you, Ms. Stefan?”


  She was still breathless—with pleasure, with the look of love in his eyes. “Everything.”


  “Not everything.” He grinned. “Not yet. I still have an hour.”


  She laughed, lightly, but that was soon lost in the joining of their bodies, hot and hard and secret among the dusty tomes of forgotten books.


  Jak was everything to her: freedom, pleasure, hope.


  Soon, all of it would be hers forever.
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  Saturday night. The ceremony. Time to kill Mace.


  Only… not quite yet.


  Normally, Gage and Mace would have their submission ceremonies in different parts of the Olympic mountains. There was no love lost between the brothers, no reason to have a family ceremony. But this time, they were staying at the estate, which meant carving out different sections of the sprawling landscape in order to still have a sense of separation. Gage’s pack would meet at the south end of the main house, Mace on the north, in the clearing near his house. Jak had gotten all the details of how Mace normally ran the ceremony from Arianna, and he wasn’t surprised to find it different from the way Gage ran things.


  Jak’s alpha always used the submission ceremony as a time to draw the pack together. Even Gage’s two mates were brought into it, with everyone submitting to their alpha under the full moon at the same time. Then, the pack usually ran, including the females, in some sort of game, bonding them further together. Later, after the festivities, Jak was sure Gage went home to claim each of his mates… maybe in turn, maybe together. That part was none of the pack’s business, and Gage never made it so. It was private.


  Apparently Mace’s goal was to humiliate everyone.


  According to Arianna, Mace fought each of the three members of his pack—Beck, Alric, and Thomas—individually in a sparring match. They started human then shifted, wrestling, biting, drawing blood… eventually, when Mace had pummeled them sufficiently and had their throats in his mouth, they would submit. He would take each of their submissions in turn. When all the fighting was done, and Mace had a hard-on the size of Manhattan at how much of an alpha he was, then he would take Arianna. The rest of the pack would wait… and watch… while she submitted.


  Jak needed to know the exact order of events, but it had taken him several tries to get out of her what precisely happened. And Jak could see why. Mace, bastard that he was, didn’t fight Arianna… he just forced her to have sex in front of the rest of the pack. She said he did it while in wolf form, once she had submitted, but still… just because she was covered in fur didn’t mean the pack didn’t get off on the show.


  It made Jak want to retch. And eased any guilt he had about putting a bullet in Mace tonight. Jak had one of the pack’s guns holstered under his arm, loaded and ready. It felt heavy and hot, warmed by his body and the tension of carrying it. But the timing would have to be just right to pull this off: Jak needed to catch Mace in wolf form. If he died that way, it would be a lot easier for Jak and Arianna to make their escape—they didn’t need to have a murder charge trailing after them. In case Mace was carrying a weapon, being in wolf form would mean Jak would have crucial seconds to make their getaway before Mace could get to it.


  Plus killing Mace at all required Jak to be free of his own submission bond to Gage. Jak could feel the effects waning already, as the night wore on. Jak needed to push it as far as he could, get as free of his commitment to Gage as possible before pulling the trigger. Just in case any of a dozen things went wrong.


  Timing would be everything.


  Jak paced the floor of his room, his phone in his hand, waiting for Arianna’s signal. The wolves of Gage’s pack were starting to scuffle out in the hall, gathering to head over to the far side of the estate… farther away than Jak wanted to be when Arianna’s text came in. Plus, he would need an excuse to leave, and that would be tough when in the middle of his own submission ceremony. Which he couldn’t, under any circumstances, actually complete. The last thing he wanted was to fight his own alpha… which wouldn’t even be possible if he submitted. Jak had to stall as long as he could.


  A rapid knock sounded at his door.


  Jak lifted the phone to his ear, as if he was talking to someone. He covered the microphone and shouted at the door, “Be there in a minute!”


  The doorknob turned, and Gage stuck his head in. Every muscle in Jak’s body tensed.


  “Hang on,” Jak said to his imaginary phone caller. “What’s up?” he asked Gage.


  “What’s up?” His alpha gave him an exasperated look. “Did you forget we’re having a ceremony tonight, Jak?”


  “No, I just…” He held the phone out. “I’ve got these jokers from Silver Quick on the line. They’re giving me some bullshit about the numbers being different than what they were showing us yesterday.”


  “On a Saturday night?” Gage asked, skeptically.


  “They had some grad student working late, and he found something… I’ll be off soon, I promise.” The gun under Jak’s arm felt like a heavy indictment of the betrayal he was about to commit. Was already committing…


  Gage frowned. “All right. But we’re ready to go. The guys are going out afterward, and I’m sure they’re anxious to get to the party phase of tonight’s activities.”


  “Yeah, okay.” Jak nodded then pretended to talk into the phone again. “Hey, I’m back.” He waved to Gage. “Okay, fine, but tell me how that changes anything…”


  Gage shook his head and retreated from the room.


  As soon as he was gone, Jak drifted over to the window, still holding the phone to his ear, in case someone else decided to pop in on him. The moon lit up the entire estate, turning the grass into a silver-frosted carpet and the trees into dark sentinels protecting the perimeter. Mace’s house still had its lights on, but that might not mean anything. He was only going out into the meadow in back to do the ceremony. Jak ground his teeth as he realized Mace had every intention of forcing Arianna to have sex with him in front of his pack in the middle of the estate.


  Not tonight, asshole.


  The rustling sounds from the hallway settled, and the distant thumping of boots on the stairs said most of the pack was heading outside. His time was growing short. A couple more minutes, and Gage would be back in Jak’s room, insisting he call the university nerds back later. Jak really needed a backup excuse for delaying further. Maybe he should take this moment, when everyone was heading out, to slip outside on his own and just lurk around Mace’s house until he got the signal from Arianna that Mace had shifted. Problem was, Jak didn’t know who was still straggling behind in the house like him.


  Or if Gage was waiting just outside his door.


  Just as Jak was about to pace the room again, and try to come up with a backup excuse for delaying, a movement over at Mace’s house caught his eye. Shadows moved across the blind-covered windows, and a breath-stopping ten seconds later, he saw long shadows cast by the moonlight of something moving at the rear of the house. Jak glimpsed five figures just briefly before they moved deeper into the meadow where he couldn’t see them. But that had to be Mace, his three pack members, and Arianna.


  Come on, come on, come on.


  Jak pulled the phone from his ear and looked at the face of it, willing Arianna’s text to come. Just at that moment, Mason stuck his head in Jak’s door, jolting surprise through him.


  “Hey, are you done?” Mason asked. “Gage is getting pissed.”


  Jak shook his head and quickly put the phone back to his ear. He needed more time. “What do you mean, the basement’s flooded?” he said harshly into the phone. He held up a finger to Mason, indicating he needed another minute.


  Mason just crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe.


  Shit.


  “Well, yeah, but I don’t see why that would shut down your hoods,” Jak said into the phone. He shrugged to Mason and held up his hands like he was helplessly stuck on the phone then waved off Mason, like he should leave.


  Mason just shook his head and stayed put.


  Meanwhile, Arianna could be texting him any second.


  Dammit. Jak covered the microphone and whispered to Mason, “Dude, I’ll be there. Just start without me.”


  “No can do,” Mason said, not moving an inch. “Gage says not to come back without you.”


  Jak stalked across the room, still holding his hand over the phone. “Look, just give me two seconds, all right?” He uncovered the phone. “Yes, I’m still here,” he said into it. “I’ve got to go, so can we—yes, I know that’s a problem.” Jak took his free hand and shoved Mason out the door. He closed it in Mason’s face before he could get a foot back in. Jak leaned against the door to hold it closed. He sighed in relief. At least Mason would be out of the room when Arianna’s message came in, but now Jak was stuck in a major way.


  He glanced at the phone. Still nothing.


  Jak would have to take Mason out somehow. Once the message came in, everything went into play. Jak had to be ready to move. The last thing he wanted was to have to shoot Mason, not least because it would be too soon for shots to be fired and send everyone into red alert. And because he actually liked Mason. His stomach knotted up even more than the ball of extreme tension it was already. Jak would have to knock Mason out or come up with some excuse—


  His phone pinged.


  Morgan Media.


  What the hell?


  Ice ran through his veins. Why were the witches calling him?


  He swallowed and answered. “Hello?”


  “Well, hello. Damn, you even sound sexy on the phone.” It was Circe, Hecca’s sister. The witch who he had hoped would break Arianna free of her mating bond, only to find the spell would break him instead.


  “Look, I’m a little busy right now—”


  “I’m sure you are, lover,” she purred. “Full moon and all. Isn’t that when you boys get together and tuck your tails between your legs—”


  He gritted his teeth. “What do you want?”


  “The question is what do you want, hot stuff? I’ve been waiting for your call. You left me hanging, and that’s something you promised you wouldn’t do.”


  “I didn’t promise you shit,” he said, but his heart was hammering. He had left the coven without making it absolutely clear he wasn’t interested in Circe’s offer of exchanging her dark art spell—which would free Arianna but kill him—for a round of wolf-on-witch sexploits.


  “Well, you did brag quite a bit about your prowess, Jak dear,” Circe chastised. “You got me all hot and bothered. I was hoping you would take me up on my offer.”


  Mason banged on the door, making Jak’s heart lurch.


  “This really isn’t a good time,” Jak said, quiet but harsh into the phone. “And I’m not interested in your offer. I’ve made other arrangements.”


  Her voice turned from smolder to ice in an instant. “Have you, now? Well, then, I’m glad I called. Because, darling, you see, you really don’t have a choice. Not if you want to keep secret this little yearning you have for an already-mated wolfy playmate.”


  “What?” Jak pushed away from the door, locking it so Mason couldn’t barge in. He stalked to the window and peered out, looking for Mace and his pack. He couldn’t see anything. “What exactly are you threatening me with?”


  “It’s not a threat, Jak darling, it’s an opportunity.” Her voice was back to purring. “You have something I want—namely your smoking hot body in my bed. And I have something you want—a little tidbit of information about that female you’re so hot for. I propose a trade.”


  “Wait, what?” A chill ran through him. “What do you know about Arianna?”


  “Oh, just the names of the people who sent those bounty hunters after her.”


  Jak’s chest grew tight. He wanted to know who was after Arianna, but at this point, it was more important to get her free of Mace. And his plan to do that was seriously in jeopardy the longer he was on the phone with this witch. He was tempted to hang up.


  “We can discuss that later.”


  “I’m sorry, darling, later doesn’t work for me,” she said, her voice cool again. “In fact, maybe I’ll call that alpha of yours right now and let him know what his beta has been up to in his spare time.”


  “No!” Jak’s breaths were starting to heave out of his chest. He rubbed a hand across his face. “Just… give me a little time.”


  “I have a taste for wolf tonight, Jak.” Her voice dropped dangerously low. “And you don’t want to leave me hungry.”


  He swallowed. “All right. I’ll meet you in an hour.”


  “That’s what I like to hear.” Her voice was back to the sex-drenched tone from before.


  It churned his stomach, but in an hour, he planned to be in his car, heading for the state line with Arianna by his side. The witch could go to hell, then. He just couldn’t have her screwing things up for him right now. But if he left her high and dry, he had better make sure they were leaving the area in a serious hurry. And any information he wanted from her, he had better get it now.


  “Now tell me what you know about the hunters,” he said.


  “In an hour, lover,” she teased. “If you’re good.”


  “Now.”


  Mason banged on his door and rattled the knob. A cold sweat was breaking out on the back of Jak’s neck.


  “You don’t want me coming to bed angry, do you?” he said into the phone. “Besides, you’ll still have my little secret to hold over me to make sure I show up.”


  She paused. “Well, all right. No harm in it, I suppose. But you’re not going to like it, lover.”


  “Circe…” he warned.


  “It’s the girl’s family,” she said. “They want her back.”


  


  With Arianna's family looking for her, Jak's plan to flee the state just got a lot more complicated. But before he can worry about that, he has to break her free of Mace's hold. 
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