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      This time Jude Sullivan had done nothing wrong. He’d know if he’d fried the circuits of a city or taken out a hospital’s electricity by accident. He hadn’t even been near a hospital in years. The worst thing he’d done all year was charge his car for free. Why pay for electricity when he could call it to his fingertips?

      Surely not even the Coven would give him a warning for such a minor misuse of magic?

      They couldn’t know about his trip to Vegas. Even if they did, he’d done nothing wrong. Nothing that would put the paranormal community in danger of exposure and start another round of witch trials—or worse. He understood why the Coven freaked out so easily, but what did they want? Him to stop using magic? As much as he’d feared it when his talents had first surfaced, he’d started to find uses for it. And it was cool being one of the few people who could call down lightning.

      He tapped his booted toes, unable to contain the nervous energy as he waited to be summoned into the Coven boardroom. These days, the Coven had the appearance of a well-run business. Their business being the management of the use of magic and the protection of all paranormals—and punishing those who didn’t conform. He forced out a breath. As much as he hated being summoned to see the board, they had protected him when his power had first manifested and he had shorted out a hospital. They hadn’t done it for him, though. They’d done it to protect every other witch. No one wanted to end up being dissected by overly curious scientists.

      Jude glanced at the other man waiting. What had he done? Or was he here for better reasons than an assumed screwup? Some came to ask for help. Some had debts to pay. He may not even be a witch. Maybe he was a shifter. The man didn’t look at him; he was staring at his phone, so Jude couldn’t get a look at his eyes. It seemed kind of rude to see if he had an animal aura around him when they hadn’t even spoken.

      This was a lot like getting called to the principal’s office, except there would be three witches on the other side of the table demanding an explanation instead of one cranky old principal who was tired of seeing Jude and telling him to keep his mouth closed so he wouldn’t get into trouble.

      This was his fourth visit to the Coven. He shouldn’t want to throw up at the mere idea of stepping through those doors, and yet something about being here always tightened his stomach and prickled his throat with heat. He’d never hurled on their nice carpet, but there was a first time for everything. He didn’t like not knowing why he’d been summoned.

      The secretary glared at him over the rim of her glasses, and he forced his toes to still. It was a pity he couldn’t calm his heart so simply or stop the sweat from forming and rolling slowly down his back.

      It was worse this time because he knew he’d done nothing wrong. Nothing that would put anyone at risk.

      This was far worse than the first time when he hadn’t even known witches existed or that he was one. He’d thought the MRI machine had malfunctioned. But it was he who’d had the malfunction. His magic had burst to the surface and shorted the hospital. He’d been terrified.

      The Coven had brought him in and had given him a tutor so he could get his magic under control. Now he could feel the hum of electrons as they danced through wires and he could taste electrical storms. He liked them, as it meant he could stand on the roof of his apartment block and join in without anyone being suspicious. Most of the time, the only magic he could freely do was charge his phone and his car. He’d destroyed three cell phones learning how to do that. He stared at his hands. Having magic wasn’t as great as he’d thought it would be.

      He could cast basic spells, but he didn’t have useful skills. He couldn’t move objects with his mind, read minds, or control animals. They were the talents of different witches. Where once he’d have been called a storm god, now he was just a troublemaker.

      “Jude Sullivan.” The secretary stood. “They’ll see you now.” She opened the door to the boardroom. No phone had rung to alert her. She’d just known. It was creepy no matter how many times he saw that trick.

      Jude got up and wiped his hands on his suit pants even though he knew no one would shake his hand. He gave her a tight smile that she didn’t return, then he walked through the large double doors.

      Magic swept over his skin like a coarse brush. They were already examining him. He would be found wanting. He always was. Whatever they thought he’d done this time, though, he was innocent. He was almost sure of that.

      If he could walk out of the Coven unscathed, in a few more weeks his passport would be here and he’d be out from under their scrutiny. And somewhere else. Anywhere would be better. The doors shut behind him with a soft click, trapping him in the boardroom.

      The room was well lit, but there were no candles or incense or other witchy paraphernalia. The room could’ve belonged in any successful corporation. Jude sat in the only vacant chair. Across the large wood table sat three witches he was too familiar with.

      The man in the middle was Landstrom. He hadn’t like Jude from the first time they’d met. Jude had no idea what he’d done to offend the witch—probably breathed wrong.

      Holling was the dark-haired woman. She like the rules followed. The other woman was Tomlins. She didn’t ask him much, but then she didn’t need to as she could rummage through his thoughts like it was a discount clothing bin. He hoped he had a large sign that read ‘Innocent’ up today.

      Jude pressed his lips together, not wanting to say anything that might be misconstrued. They could talk first, but he was itching to ask why he was here. Again. His toe almost tapped the floor as the silence stretched a little further. He was about to crack and speak, but Holling got in first.

      “Thank you for coming.” She smiled.

      Attending wasn’t optional; he’d learned that the second time he’d been summoned and a snake shifter had been sent to bring him in. That hadn’t been fun. “I couldn’t turn down the invitation.”

      “Skip the games, Sullivan. You know why you’re here. You can’t stay out of trouble.” Landstrom rested his elbows on the table. There was a smirk on his lips as though he was far too pleased with himself.

      Jude swallowed hard. Seeing Landstrom happy could only be bad. “Actually, I don’t know why I’m here.”

      Tomlins leaned over and whispered something, hopefully that he was telling the truth, but he was starting to doubt that now he was here. He’d clearly screwed up, and Landstrom thought he had him.

      “You went to Vegas two months ago?” Holling asked.

      Jude’s stomach twisted, and a rush of warmth spread over his skin. How did they know about that? “Yes. I thought it might be fun.”

      And it had been. It had also been quite profitable. After months of practicing at local casinos to get the slot machines to cough out small wins, he’d gone for a Vegas jackpot. And had gotten it. The memory didn’t make him smile now.

      “You got very lucky,” Landstrom said with glee. Landstrom wasn’t talking about the cocktail waiter who’d visited Jude’s room with a bottle of tequila.

      “Yeah, you know how it is. Put a hundred bucks in and something falls out.” He had played carefully, spent four hours at the machine, putting coins in and getting small bits back. He’d had to learn the machine and the way its circuits flowed. He’d had to make it look real. No miracle win on the first quarter that would draw the wrong attention.

      Tomlins shook her head.

      Damn it. She knew that he’d rigged the machine with magic. He had to stop thinking about it, but it was too late. There was no point in playing innocent. “No one got hurt.”

      “You used magic for self-gain. You risked exposing the paranormal community, again.” Holling sounded disappointed more than anything, as though she couldn’t understand why he kept screwing up. It wasn’t like he did it deliberately…

      Landstrom looked like he wanted to stand on the tallest building in Seattle and crow his delight. “You’re a hazard, Sullivan. From the first time we met you, to now, nothing has changed.”

      “That’s not true. I’m careful. I haven’t had any accidents. I haven’t revealed magic to anyone.” But they had covered up his errors before. It was hard to explain why a whole town, really more of a small city, suddenly lost power. Aside from charging things, he generally avoided using magic unless he had to, so that he didn’t accidentally break something. Playing with slot machines had been a way of letting the need to use magic trickle out, and even then the first time he’d tried it the machine had broken. He’d fried its insides. The casino had given him credit, but it had been two weeks before he’d been brave enough to go back and try again. That time he’d gone home one hundred dollars richer.

      “You’re lucky the casino didn’t investigate why their jackpot suddenly went off,” Landstrom said. “You put us all at risk.”

      “They’re meant to go off.” It was random, wasn’t it?

      From the expression on the witches’ faces, he wasn’t so sure. Were they going to make him hand back the money? He couldn’t. He’d already invested it. If he was careful, he never needed to work again. He could do whatever he wanted. When he left the country, they couldn’t follow him, could they?

      “You don’t seem to understand how precarious our status is. If we are rediscovered, there will be a fresh round of witch hunts. Or worse, the military will seek to exploit not just witches but every other paranormal being.” Holling spoke calmly and carefully. “Taking a jackpot may mean nothing to you, but what if every witch did it? If we all used our magic to get what we wanted, society as we knew it would unravel. We have to live within human confines.”

      Jude frowned, not sure where this was going. He did try to live like a human. He considered himself human, a human with magic. “What do you mean?”

      “What we mean, what the Coven has determined, is that you are to be given a final test that will determine your fate.” Landstrom laced his fingers and grinned

      “What kind of test?” He’d never been good at tests. He’d barely passed the test the Coven gave all new witches to make sure they were safe to go into the world. Maybe he was dangerous.

      “The Coven wants to test your commitment to the paranormal community,” Holling said.

      That didn’t sound too bad. He didn’t want to hurt the paranormal community or humans. “I am committed to the Coven. I don’t want to be exposed.” Or burned at the stake.

      “Good.” Holling nodded. “But this test won’t be easy.”

      “What is it?” Would it be today? Panic squeezed his heart hard. He wasn’t ready.

      “You’re to go to Mercy South in Colorado to find and stop the creature that’s mutilating cattle,” she said.

      “What? How do you know it isn’t a wolf or a bear or something?” This wasn’t the kind of test an electro-mage should be given. He didn’t know anything about animals.

      “It’s not. It’s a paranormal creature of some kind.”

      A paranormal creature. They were making him actually protect the paranormal community by policing it. “How do I stop it?”

      “That depends on what it is.”

      “Don’t you have investigators for this kind of thing?” He didn’t even know where to start looking.

      “Do you want to quit already?” Something about the way Landstrom spoke sent a warning shiver down Jude’s spine.

      Tomlins glared at Landstrom. “We do have investigators. We are giving you this chance. Perhaps you would like to become one and put your magic to use for us.”

      He wanted to laugh. His magic had no use. But they were offering him a place with the Coven as though he could be useful.

      “I’m not quitting.” But he didn’t sound as sure as he wanted to, and he felt even less certain. This was some kind of trap if Landstrom was happy. “But what if I don’t want to be an investigator?”

      Tomlins tilted her head. “Electro-mages are rare. Your skills would be valued.”

      Landstrom looked like he’d swallowed a frog and it was stuck in his throat.

      What could he do that other witches couldn’t? He was rare…how rare? No, he was going to travel, not get into bed with the Coven.

      “We will send an investigator in two weeks. That is all the time we can give you,” Holling said.

      Jude frowned. “If I pass, I get to be an investigator?”

      He wasn’t entirely sure if that was what he wanted. Part of him never wanted to have anything to do with the Coven after this. The rest of him wanted to believe that he was a good witch and did have a place in the paranormal community. He’d never belonged anywhere.

      Holling nodded. Landstrom scowled.

      “And what happens if I fail?” If this was a test, there had to be consequences. What if he wasn’t any good and he couldn’t solve problems?

      Landstrom’s smile returned. “You will be stripped of your magic.”
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      Jude gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. He was the wrong witch for this job. He knew it, and the Coven knew it, but he had no other options. No good ones anyway. And while he didn’t want to be an investigator for the Coven, he wanted to fail even less. He could always turn down the job—if he passed.

      No matter what he’d done, he didn’t deserve to have his magic stripped and be turned into a magicless human. He didn’t want to be human, but right now he didn’t want to be a witch either. He probably shouldn’t have gone for the jackpot, but there had to be a use for his magic, and it had seemed like a good idea. It didn’t seem worthy of the punishment.

      The odds of him succeeding were smaller than someone winning big without using magic. The Coven, Landstrom in particular, wanted him to fail. Jude was going to enjoy it if, when, he succeeded. He could do this. How hard could it be to find the creature? It couldn’t be that difficult…stopping it was another problem that he’d cross when he knew what he was dealing with.

      He checked the map on his phone again. He wasn’t that far away from Mercy South, but the ever so helpful voice on his phone had gone silent a few miles ago. He checked the screen. Another fifteen miles to go on this road. Already he’d seen more cows that he’d had steaks. He preferred to see cows on a plate with a nice salad and some fries.

      Maybe that was what he’d have for dinner.

      He pressed the gas pedal on the two-door hatch he’d hired—it wasn’t electric, so he was actually going to have to pay for gas. He’d send the Coven a bill for his expenses after, if he wasn’t fleeing the country so they couldn’t take his magic—assuming his passport showed up.

      What happened to magic that was stripped from witches? Was it stored in a bottle? Did it evaporate? What happened to the ex-witches? He should probably do a little research into that, too, just in case, so he was prepared. He’d already lost two days traveling down here. Twelve to go.

      He sped past the sign that read ‘Ten Miles to Mercy South’. “Ten miles and a million cows.”

      A crooked sign warned him that the Mercy North turnoff was in a mile. He had no interest in seeing the old mining town, although if anyone asked, that was exactly why he was here. He couldn’t go around talking about magic and monsters to humans, that would just give the Coven another reason to strip his magic.

      The creature killing the cows might move on to people next, or worse, the people might realize that things from their horror movies did exist. Then there’d be panic, and that would be bad for all the paranormals. He understood the danger, but he wasn’t the problem…anymore. His magic was under control and carefully controlled. He barely even used magic.

      If the Coven was really worried about the creature, they should’ve sent a nature witch, someone who could talk to animals not electrons. Maybe the problem wasn’t that bad. However, he was going to have to talk to people and ask questions, or at least listen to the local gossip.

      The sun was setting, casting the sky in shades of pink and red. Any other day and he’d have thought it pretty, but the closer he got to Mercy South, the tighter the knots in his belly drew. He drove over the bridge, the fuel gauge slipping lower.

      These could be his last days as a witch. If they were, he didn’t want to be spending them in a place with more cows than people. But he didn’t want to give Landstrom the pleasure of seeing him quit before he’d even tried either. Having his magic stripped was going to hurt worse than when he’d done his knee in as a teen. If he hadn’t been trying so hard to impress the cute catcher on the team, he wouldn’t have risked taking third base.

      It had been worth it. His lips curved at the memory of his first boyfriend. Back then, he hadn’t known what the Coven was. They’d learned who he was when he’d fried the MRI—in his defense, he had told the doctor that he didn’t want to go in there. When he’d healed, the Coven had made themselves known. That had been the first time he’d been called before the board of three. It had been a different three witches then. The board of three drawn from the full board of thirteen. He’d made an effort to learn how the Coven operated and who the members were after the second time he’d got called in. That Landstrom had ended up on his last two boards was just unlucky.

      Houses appeared, and Jude eased off the accelerator. The last thing he needed was a speeding ticket. He didn’t want to be here, and he didn’t want to fail. Bitterness rose in his throat. He was going to be spending his last few days with magic in a small town in the middle of nowhere. Not for the first time he wished he had some other magic. Something less lethal or easier to hide. If he could talk to animals, the Coven would probably have never realized he existed. His parents, whoever they were, hadn’t told anyone what he was. There’d been no warning note handed to his foster parents. No training guide for when weird things had started happening.

      His phone came to life, directing him to the motel he’d booked. The pictures and reviews had been okay, better than the other option, and it was up the road from what had looked like the decent bar. The bar on the other side of town was the kind of place where he’d have to check for lice and hose off his shoes after stepping foot in there.

      After two more turns, he pulled into the parking lot of the traditional U-shaped motel building. He took a moment to take some deep breaths before he got out. He could do this. He had to believe he could.

      Find the creature, call the Coven, and he could be home within days. Then he’d pack up his apartment and go. Not even Landstrom would be able to check up on him from the other side of the world. The faster he did this the better.

      He uncurled his fingers from the steering wheel and switched off his cell with barely a thought. Luck was on his side as it didn’t blink and die. The motel wasn’t that much different to the photos. It could do with some new paint and a gardener to trim the bushes that were no longer a neat hedge, not that he was a gardener by any stretch of the imagination.

      He had a simple plan for tonight. Check in and then check out the bar—to listen to the local gossip about the cow mutilations, not to drink away his problems. Well, maybe a little drowning of his problems. But he knew from experience when he dried out, they’d be waiting for him like long-lost acquaintances he couldn’t get rid of. He wasn’t going to start creature hunting tonight. That was the kind of thing that should be started in daylight after a strong coffee.

      He grinned, and while despair was lurking, he wasn’t going to entertain it. Sitting alone in his room would only give it permission to play, and he’d spent far too much time dwelling on what might happen in the car. He was here, and he had tonight, and tomorrow morning sorted.

      Ten minutes later, he’d dropped his bag and pillow in the room—he always traveled with his own pillow—searched the crevices of the mattress for signs of life and was walking down the road to the bar. The bar had once been a shop, complete with gingerbread trimming. However, like most of what he’d walked past, it needed a fresh coat of paint and some repairs or burning to the ground and starting over.

      A small rainbow flag was stuck in the window with a note about the next social event, which had happened last month. Overhead, the sign flickered, the short in the circuit an annoying hum that buzzed through his body like an itch he couldn’t scratch. In the time it took to draw breath, he harnessed the charge and sent it through the circuit, clearing the blockage so the electrons could flow freely through the light. The light glowed blue and bright above his head. Jude paused for a heartbeat, waiting for something to go catastrophically wrong and for sparks to fly. When nothing happened, he smiled and walked into the Whiskey Riot.

      A few people turned to look at him. He knew immediately that he didn’t fit. There were a couple of men in suit pants with rolled-up shirt sleeves, but most of the men here got their hands dirty at work. The women were better dressed for the most part. There was a group of them from the chain store wearing black pants and shirts with the company logo on. They watched him with a little too much interest.

      They were out of luck if they were hoping he’d buy them a drink.

      He ordered a Dark and Stormy from the bar, knowing that there was probably no point in asking for his favorite spiced ginger beer or vanilla rum. He did request the rum they had on the top shelf, but only because he hadn’t drunk the cheap bottom-shelf rum since he’d been broke, which had been about two months ago. He took his drink to a corner table well away from everyone else, then pulled out his phone and pretended to be super busy—which he was as he needed to make a list of all possible creatures that could kill cows.

      Five minutes on the Coven database revealed there were rather a lot of things that could eat cows. Things he didn’t want to believe existed.
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      Mack watched the stranger get his drink and take a seat. It was pretty clear he was no local. Given that Mercy wasn’t a tourist destination, he was probably passing through.

      Ned nudged him. “Do you think he took a wrong turn?”

      Mack smiled and sipped his beer. “I don’t think he’s the replacement vet.”

      The vet had seen a mutilated cow, crossed herself, and taken an urgent visit home according to some stories. Others said she’d become a victim herself. Mack chose to believe the former. He didn’t get caught up in gossip and he didn’t listen to superstitious chatter either.

      However, since the mutilations, he was heading farther away from town to shift as he really didn’t need another farmer shooting at him. Old Mr. Riley really needed his glasses checked if he thought a brown bear matched the description of the creature given by Jake and Donny—not that Mack put much weight on what they’d described as they’d both been drinking. If house-sized dogs were stalking around Mercy, Mack would’ve noticed.

      “I’ll flip you,” Ned said with a nudge that almost spilled Mack’s beer.

      “What for?” But Mack already knew. If a stranger came into the bar, they flipped a coin to see who’d get to make an ass of themselves. Sometimes the stars aligned and one of them got lucky. If not, and a drought had settled in, they knew each other well enough to spend the night without expecting more.

      Mischief flashed in Ned’s eyes. He wanted to know who the city boy was. Not really a boy. He was a young man with too-trendy blond hair and fancy pointy-toed boots sticking out from the bottom of his tight jeans.

      Mack shook his head. “I don’t think you’ll be able to sell him a car.”

      “It’s not his car I’m interested in.” Ned already had a coin out.

      “You go.” He didn’t want to walk over and make polite talk.

      “Don’t break tradition.” Ned tossed the coin up.

      Mack watched it flip through the air, then he stuck out a hand and caught it. Keeping it covered, he put it on the back of his hand. In his gut he knew no matter what Ned picked Mack was going to have to go over. The man glanced in their direction as if he knew they’d been talking about him. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing to introduce himself. It was only a conversation, and he’d lost count of the number of times it had never gotten past a hello. Ned had more luck picking up than Mack had ever had.

      The new guy wasn’t his type. He was too…too…something. Mack glanced over again and ignored the quickening of his pulse. “Your call.”

      “Heads. Always heads.” Ned smirked.

      Mack tried not to roll his eyes. The trouble with living in Mercy was he knew most people too well. He’d been friends with Ned for far too long. Mack lifted his hand.

      “Jeez, Mack, you have all the luck.”

      Yeah, luckiest guy in town. “Maybe you shouldn’t have flipped if you were that keen.”

      “I saw you watching. Besides, I won the last two tosses and stayed out all night.” Ned took a long drink and didn’t seem too devastated. “You need this.”

      Mack was about to argue, but he had been glancing at City Boy, and it had been more than a while. He checked out the newcomer again. He didn’t need a type to have one night of fun. And it might be fun to get him out of those ridiculous boots or at least have them locked around his hips.

      City Boy looked up as if aware he was being watched. His gaze landed on Mack and lingered for a moment too long before his drink consumed all of his attention.

      “He gave you a look.” Ned lifted his eyebrow.

      “It wasn’t a look.” Had it been a look? “What makes you think he’s one of us?”

      Ned grinned. “Because if he was straight, he’d have noticed the women checking him out and he hasn’t smiled at them once. If Alice stares at him any harder, her eyes will fall out.”

      Mack didn’t need to glance at Alice to verify that. She was always searching for fresh meat. But Mack didn’t want to get up and stroll over either. He sucked at small talk and conversation. It was much easier to go to the city and to a bar where hooking up was expected and everyone wanted the same thing. That he could do. This was torture for him, and Ned knew it and delighted in Mack’s discomfort. Mack couldn’t remember the last time he’d been successful at this game, but he played anyway, because when Ned failed it was funny.

      “Seems you’re all out of beer.” Ned snatched up Mack’s glass and drained it.

      Next time he shifted he was going to leave a bear crap on Ned’s front steps. That was the secret lodged between their friendship, and why they were only friends. He couldn’t tell people what he was. There were rules, and some rules had to be obeyed. “Remind me again why we’re friends?”

      “Because I’m an awesome guy who is honoring the coin flip for the next three minutes. After that…” Ned shrugged.

      Mack considered letting those three minutes slip by, but City Boy lifted his head again.

      Don’t look at me.

      He stared straight at Mack. This time Mack caught his gaze and gave a small nod. He was almost sure his lips had attempted to smile even though he’d thought those muscles long broken.

      “That was definitely a look, and it was all about you. What is it about you? It’s like they know about your long—”

      “Legs.” He was over six foot. But unlike his father, he wasn’t hefty like he’d swallowed a dumpster for breakfast. He had his mother’s leanness. Being lean didn’t mean he lacked the strength of a bear, though. If people were watching him fix their cars, he had to remember to make things appear heavy.

      “That’s what I was going to say.” Ned gave a low chuckle.

      Mack shook his head and stood. “I need another beer.”

      “I want details.”

      Mack scratched his jaw and gave Ned a not-so-subtle middle finger.

      He made his way to the bar, nodding to the people he knew. The hair on the back of his neck prickled as he ordered his beer. He didn’t need to turn around to know he was being observed. He hated this bit. The awkward hello and the quiet working out what was going on. It didn’t have to go further. The coin flip was just to see who got first shot. It had been a stupid thing that had continued even after they were both old enough to know better. Now it was tradition.

      He wiped his palms on his shirt front as casually as he could then thanked the bartender for his drink. He needed to turn around and make eye contact again. Get the man to invite him over to his table. Ned would’ve walked straight over and sat down, but Ned didn’t have secrets to hide like he did. He couldn’t let people too close, even Ned, in case they discovered shapeshifters were real and freaked out. He didn’t want to be run out of town by God-fearing locals with pitchforks.

      The beer was cold and sharp, and he hadn’t planned on having a second one, but here he was. He hadn’t planned on picking up either. Yet here he was. Did he really want to do this?

      Just be polite. It didn’t have to be more, but he was most definitely being watched by City Boy. If he turned now… Their gazes clashed, and there was no mistaking the interest this time. The blond-haired man smiled.

      Mack tested out his rusty smile and hoped it wasn’t terrifying. It seemed to work because the other man wasn’t glancing away this time. His gaze slid down Mack’s body, no doubt taking it the oil-stained jeans and the not-so-white undershirt. He should’ve buttoned up his plaid shirt on his way over to the bar, so he seemed more presentable. The man’s gaze resettled on Mack’s face for a heartbeat before he finally looked away.

      That was definitely interest.

      Was he interested? Yeah, he might be. The man had a nice smile and eyes, and while his hair was over-styled and probably cemented in place, that wasn’t a grave sin. The man in question finished his drink and stood. Was he leaving? No, he was walking toward the bar.

      Toward him.

      The dark hairs on Mack’s forearm lifted. As the man got closer, Mack was sure he smelled ozone, sharp like before a storm. Was this man human or other? Then he kind of forgot to breathe because the man watched him with green eyes that could kill.

      He was so very interested now.

      His skin prickled, and his heartbeat was too fast to be safe. He wasn’t brave enough to pick up his beer just in case he spilled it. Lust had bitten and bitten deep. He needed to say something. The man placed his order, but Mack wasn’t about to pay for it. Not yet. He needed to be sure.

      City Boy got his drink and turned to face him. He had to tilt his chin a little to hold Mack’s gaze. “Know anywhere around here that makes a decent coffee?”

      He only had instant. That probably didn’t count as decent, and it was definitely too forward. “You could try Billie’s Diner. Or there’ are a couple of places in the mall.”

      The man considered him for a moment. His stare was far too intense, as though he knew too much about Mack already. Mack had thought this guy to be all hair gel and brand names, but clearly he had a soul of steel. That only spiked his interest further. Men like him didn’t turn up at his local bar every day of the week. Or even once a month.

      “Got business here? Or is this an unfortunate stop over?” Mack hoped he sounded more casual than he felt. One night with this man seemed like a very good idea right now. His jeans were starting to get tight in all the wrong places. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d needed so badly. Lust could be like the overwhelming urge to shift. It was all-consuming.

      Turning into a bear right now would be a bad move. If he didn’t manage to take this guy home, he might take off into the hills to terrorize some wildlife and blow off some steam, or he could stay home and watch porn. Neither seemed like a good substitute.

      “Got a few days here. I’m Jude.” He put out his hand.

      It would be rude not to shake. Jude’s grip was firm, and Mack swore that something sparked between them. His palm tingled. “Mack, I run Mackenzie Auto Repairs.”

      It was then he realized Jude hadn’t expanded on why he was here. No one came to Mercy for fun. “I’d offer to show you around town, but that would only take twenty minutes.”

      “I’m staying here but checking out the ghost town. Know any tour guides?”

      Mack’s eyebrows lifted before he could school his features. “Why would you go out there?”

      “It’s a hobby of mine. I like to visit ghost towns.” As if realizing that Mack’s interest had dropped, Jude flashed that smile again. “Everyone has some weird interest.”

      For a moment Mack wondered if Jude knew what his was. He shook off the feeling. No one knew he was a shifter or came from a long line of shifters that could trace their lineage back hundreds of years—his mother was big on genealogy while his father didn’t give a rat’s ass as history didn’t pay the bills. Mack agreed with his father.

      “Not me. Camping is a pretty ordinary interest.”

      He went alone and ran around as a bear for a few days. Totally ordinary. And the reason why he didn’t get too involved or too attached. Jude was attractive and passing through, and right now that was all that mattered.
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      Maybe Jude’s luck had turned. Standing right in front of him was a shifter. Mack’s brown eyes shimmered with the animal patina for just a moment. Most people wouldn’t notice, or if they did, they didn’t know what it meant. Jude did, and he hadn’t expected to see it. He rocked back on his heels. He’d bet the man enjoyed camping—though he doubted he took a tent with him. Jude blinked slowly and let his focus waver so the shadowy aura around the man took shape…as a bear.

      His heart froze before remembering its job. If anything would be running amok and mutilating cows for fun, it would be a bear shifter. He hadn’t expected to find the cow killer this fast, and it didn’t feel quite as good as he’d thought it would.

      The happy lust that had formed when he’d first seen Mack dissipated. He’d have rather gotten lucky. Mack was the kind of guy Jude would usually be into. Tall and with biceps that were about to rip the sleeves off his shirt. His jeans hugged his thighs, nice and tight. Well-muscled but not hulking, and probably good with his hands. It would be nice to know exactly how good.

      And while he could spot a shifter in a crowd, if he made the effort to look closely at someone, he’d never gotten tangled with other paranormals. His life was already complicated. Getting mixed up with Mack was never going to end well. Though what did he say now?

      He kept his smile fixed, even though he didn’t know what to do. His body still thought Mack was a sure thing, and from the heat in Mack’s eyes he was thinking along the same lines, but Jude couldn’t sleep with a man and then hand him over to the Coven. That was too deceitful. He could, however, enjoy a couple of drinks and pretend that things would go further. He’d need to get Mack alone to knock him out. One quick zap. He’d have to make sure it wasn’t strong enough to stop his heart. If he killed the suspect, he was sure the Coven would call the mission a failure.

      So Jude smiled and let himself enjoy the moment—and the snap of attraction. He’d never once been attracted to a shifter until now. Would Mack be wild in bed? Shifters had a reputation.

      “So, what’s so interesting about ghost towns?” Mack’s voice was like campfire smoke, hot enough to melt Jude’s insides but sweet enough that he wasn’t going to step back.

      Jude would have to keep up the lie instead of asking Mack outright about the cattle mutilations. He didn’t even know how to ask that, and if Mack was guilty, he wouldn’t just admit it. “History and mystery.”

      He knew enough about ghost towns and Mercy North to get by. But if Mack started digging, his cover story would come undone.

      Mack laughed. “There’s no mystery about North. People left after a string of accidents. They believed the mine to be cursed.”

      “But the people here stayed?” That was curious. There wasn’t that much distance between the two towns, and he was sure the bridge had existed back then. The river it crossed wasn’t particularly wide.

      Mack shrugged and sipped his beer. “Maybe farmers are less superstitious than miners.”

      Now was the time to raise the cattle deaths and get the gossip he’d come to the bar for. He could ask what Mack really did in his spare time. The words stuck in Jude’s throat. He didn’t want Mack to lose interest and brush him off. So he said nothing.

      He needed to do something.

      Was Mack being friendly or did he want more?

      Jude wanted more. Why couldn’t Mack have been a nice boring human?

      “How about instead of showing me Mercy South you show me Mercy North?” His fingers brushed Mack’s sleeve for a second. If it was nothing, Mack would pull away and put some distance between them.

      Mack’s lips parted, and his tongue darted over his lower lip in a way that made Jude regret that he was here for other reasons, reasons that didn’t include hooking up with the local mechanic. Couldn’t the Fates give him one night of wild sex with a shifter?

      Just once he’d like something to go his way.

      What did he have to do? Pass the Coven’s test and show them he could protect the paranormal community would be a good start. Although, the killer walking up to him was a pretty big stroke of luck. One he shouldn’t be knocking back.

      “First up, no one round here calls it Mercy South, just Mercy. The ghost town is North, that’s it. Kids go up there to drink underage and tell ghost stories.” There was a quirk to the corner of his mouth when he spoke that suggested he’d done exactly that. “But the rest of us just leave North well alone.”

      “You believe it’s cursed?” As a witch, he knew a little about curses, and they didn’t close a mine. That would take several witches all working together. Maybe the town had pissed off the wrong people, and it had been cursed. He’d be able to tell if he went out there. That kind of magic left a residue that stuck around. The bigger the magic, the longer it left traces. If people felt the place was haunted, there was a good chance they were sensing the remains of magic without realizing what it was. He was now tempted to go to North. Population zero.

      “I don’t believe in stirring up old trouble.” Mack pressed his lips together. Conversation over.

      “What about making some new trouble?” Jude held the shifter’s gaze for a moment before slowly glancing down. He was practically hanging up a neon sign that said ‘Do me’.

      Mack took a long swallow of beer. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I’ve got a motel room.” He lowered his voice so the bartender who was cleaning steadily closer couldn’t overhear. Jude hoped he hadn’t taken a massive overstep, but he was usually pretty good at these things.

      It was so tempting to forget about the whole Coven test and enjoy tonight, but he had too much riding on success. Success had never come this easy. It never landed in his lap in such an attractive package. The odds that he’d run into the creature responsible in the first bar that he went to, and that the creature was the hottest shifter in a hundred-mile radius were so small…

      Maybe it wasn’t Mack he was searching for?

      But the odds that there was something else running around the tiny town of Mercy were even smaller. From what he knew about bears, which wasn’t a lot, bears were territorial. Mack wouldn’t be letting something else tear up his town. It had to be him, even though he didn’t appear sadistic or into killing for kicks. But even human serial killers looked like the guy next door.

      Instead of being suspicious, he should be grateful and thank the Fates for dropping the solution at his feet. He’d get to keep his magic and tell Landstrom to go to hell. There were a few shifter bars back home in Sacramento, not that they advertised as such, but when people in the paranormal community gathered in numbers, there was a definite vibe. He’d avoided them because he’d never seen the attraction.

      How wrong he’d been.

      Mack gave a slow nod. “Could be interesting.”

      Interesting? Is that all Mack had? “I’ll make sure it’s interesting.”

      It certainly wouldn’t be anything the part-time bear was expecting.

      Mack unleashed a full-on grin. It was high voltage enough for Jude’s heart to skip and lose rhythm. “Stop trying so hard. I was going to suggest my place, but you got in first.”

      He was an idiot to be screwing this up without at least indulging in a friendly kiss or maybe a little more. Desire thrummed through his body. Mack didn’t seem like the kind of shifter who went a little mad with bloodlust—some did; one kill and they couldn’t stop. It was like the thrill of the hunt got into them.

      Doubts circled Jude like sharks. Something wasn’t right.

      Yeah, he was attracted to someone who killed cows. Clearly, he needed some help. The Fates hated him or were having a damn good laugh. At least he’d get out of Mercy in record time. One night. Case closed. Bed empty.

      Mack finished his beer. “You wasting that?”

      Jude glanced at his half-drunk rum. It was better he didn’t consume too much alcohol before using his magic. “Yup, got better plans than drinking alone.”

      “Amen to that.”

      Except Mack hadn’t been alone. “What about your buddy?”

      “Ned?” Mack glanced over his shoulder. “Ned’ll be fine.”

      Ned gave Mack the thumbs-up. Jude shook his head. Mack didn’t keep his sexuality a secret; did he keep his shifting a secret, or were a few humans in the know? How many rules was Mack breaking daily? Maybe he was a danger to the paranormal community in more ways than one. But Jude couldn’t ask without outing himself as a witch.

      He cast his gaze over the people in the bar again. No one else’s eyes gleamed. There was no distinctive vibe from too much semi-magical energy. They were the only two paranormals in the bar. The warning that this was too easy traced over his skin, but he ignored it. It was about time something in his life was easy.

      “Lead the way,” Mack said.

      Jude had spent many years fretting about what people thought. He’d tried so hard to be normal for his foster family. It was only after the Coven had taught him how to control his magic that some of his weirdness had stopped. That had only solved one of his problems. He’d had to keep boyfriends secret. His parents had hated the way he didn’t tell them anything, but what could he say? He hadn’t come out until after he’d left home. His foster family, while nice, wouldn’t have approved.

      It took a moment before Jude screwed together enough courage to leave with Mack at his heels. As Jude walked under the sign, that was still working perfectly, he tapped into the static and gathered power to his fingertips.

      He didn’t want to use it. He’d never wanted to use magic less than tonight. He was taking a hot guy back to his room for all the wrong reasons. But if he didn’t, he’d lose his magic forever. One night wasn’t worth that. No matter how good-looking the guy.

      They strolled down the sidewalk, and the motel drew closer and closer.

      Jude was going to have to do something soon. He couldn’t zap Mack and leave him unconscious on the street. No, it was better to get him into the hotel room and do this in private instead of making a scene.

      “I’m hoping you’ve got protection?” Mack’s hand brushed against his, but not to grab hold as if they were close, a couple.

      For a heartbeat Jude was tempted, but he resisted. What he was planning was already bad enough. He didn’t want another layer of deception.

      “Yeah.” Jude had nothing. He hadn’t gone to the bar to get lucky, he’d meant to talk to some of the locals about the cows, but somehow that hadn’t happened. He hadn’t gotten brave enough to strike up a chat and then he’d noticed Mack across the bar and his thoughts had gotten sidetracked. He’d felt a spark the first time their eyes met. And he knew exactly how a spark felt and how to turn it to his advantage. He also knew how easy it was to let that spark get out of control.

      He needed the electricity, but he also needed to relax. No accidents this time. He had to be cool and prepared and act as though he’d done this a hundred times before. The snake shifter who’d brought him in when he’d failed to show up at a meeting had been all business. His heart drummed hard; he wasn’t a snake. And while he’d picked up in plenty of places, this wasn’t the same.

      Jude unlocked the door and flicked on the light. He shouldn’t have—the room didn’t scream liaison with its beige walls and dubious worn brown carpet. Double homicide was more the décor, but without the spatter. He shut the door. “It’s not much.”

      “This is the better motel. There’s also a bed-and-breakfast on the outskirts if you want something nicer. Mrs. Hall should be able to squeeze you in.”

      “Thanks, I’ll look into it.” He wouldn’t need to. He wouldn’t be here. He’d be on a plane to somewhere else. He didn’t even care where.

      Mack watched him. One of them had to make the first move. It should probably be him since it was his room. He took a step closer and tilted his head. He’d never been with such a tall man.

      He could try that out another night, too.

      He traced his fingers up Mack’s arm. If this went wrong, the bear was going to break him into matchsticks. Bear shifters were known to get a little crazy at times—contrary to popular belief regarding Vikings, the word berserker had come about because of the bears’ fighting ability—but he couldn’t imagine Mack hurting anyone, or anything. Let alone tearing apart a cow for kicks.

      But he didn’t look like he could shut down the entire East Coast more effectively than a category five hurricane—not that he’d ever tried it, but the power was there. Growing inside him no matter how much he tried not to use it. Of course, Mack wouldn’t run around town scaring people. If he did, the Coven would’ve dealt with him years ago.

      Mack put a hand on Jude’s hip and pulled him closer before he could work out what wasn’t right. He pressed his lips to Jude’s taking the kiss Jude was more than ready to give. It shouldn’t have felt so right. His blood had been hot before, but now it was molten metal scouring his veins. The moment their tongues touched, something else happened. Something more than lust. A ringing formed in his ears, and for a moment he saw the binding of threads as the Fates worked. He blinked and stepped back with a gasp.

      Oh hell no.

      That was most definitely not right.
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      Mack blinked and rocked back. With the door right behind him there wasn’t far to go. He stared at Jude and fell into his hypnotic green gaze. It took a wrench of will to look away, and he was still off-balance. He tried to shake off the feeling that something had just snapped around and bound him but couldn’t.

      It was another moment before he realized it wasn’t alcohol on Jude’s lips that Mack tasted. It was magic.

      “What are you?” Mack wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, but the taste was still there, and he wanted more. “What have you done to me?”

      “Me?” Jude took several steps back.

      “I don’t see anyone else in the room,” he snarled. He needed to get out of there.

      “You’re the rogue shifter mutilating cows. By the Coven’s authority, I’m taking you in.” Jude’s eyes took on an odd glow, and Mack was sure sparks danced over Jude’s hands.

      Every hair on Mack’s body stood on end as if a summer storm were about to hit. It didn’t matter what Jude was, he wasn’t going to get a chance to do anything to him, and no one was taking him anywhere. Least of all the Coven.

      “I killed nothing.” But he wanted to throttle Jude in that moment. The lust had been fake, a lure to get him alone. The kiss had felt real. There was something about it he couldn’t wipe away.

      Jude lifted his hand and sparks leaped between his fingers.

      Adrenaline flared. He didn’t know what Jude was, or what he was planning, but it wasn’t going to happen. Mack threw a hard punch before Jude could act. Jude blocked, and a jolt of electricity swept through Mack. He stumbled back. Jude didn’t tear his gaze away, and the static around him grew.

      Mack was about to get electrocuted or something. Shifting heat raced up his spine. But then he would be the crazed bear Jude thought him to be. Jude tossed something toward him, and Mack dodged, just.

      “This doesn’t have to hurt. But I have to bring you in.”

      Another blast of something zinged past. The scent of his burning arm hair filled his nostrils. The bear was very close to breaking free. He was not going anywhere with Jude. “It’s not me.”

      The static tugged on Mack’s hair. If Jude hit him with those bolts, he’d be knocked out. He had to get in first. Before he could think about it too hard, he charged Jude.

      Jude had the decency to open his mouth and looked stunned. Then Mack threw a punch that knocked the man off his feet. The static vanished, and Jude crumpled to the floor as though boneless. Mack flinched as a jolt that felt suspiciously like electricity contracted his arm muscles. He kept his hands fisted in case Jude got up, but there was nothing sparking around Jude now. He was out cold.

      Mack’s lips twisted into a grimace. He rarely went for men that pretty, or fancy, and now he knew why. They couldn’t be trusted. Whatever the hell Jude was, or was into, Mack didn’t want any part of it.

      Authority of the Coven. Mack shook his head. Jude thought he’d been responsible for the cow mutilations? His stomach turned, and he wished he’d never won the coin toss. He wished he’d never set eyes on Jude. He stood there a moment longer, staring at the man on the floor, his breath coming in hard pants. The adrenaline left him shaking. He’d come too close to a panic shift.

      What the hell was Jude?

      He’d never seen a man hold electricity before. And he was sure that was what it was. Was Jude like an electric eel or something? Some weird shifter? Mack shook his head. Whatever he was, until Jude fucked off and left town, this wouldn’t be over.

      Jude hadn’t moved. Had he hit him too hard? Mack kneeled, ready to recoil in an instant. Jude was breathing, and when Mack placed his fingers to Jude’s neck, his pulse was strong and even. There was no scent of blood. Jude should be okay.

      Why did he even give a damn? Jude had attacked him. He deserved what he got. And Mack had proven himself to be a hazard. No, it had been self-defense. He should report Jude to the sheriff. Though he didn’t really want to be explaining to his father’s friend why he’d gone to a motel with Jude and how such a pretty boy had even stood a chance. No, that would only bite him on the ass.

      Mack yanked open the door. His arm hairs drew to attention in the cool night air. The breeze was too much on his skin. He was too amped up and raw. Too hard. The lust was still there, hot and hungry. What was wrong with his body?

      Must be the shifting heat and adrenaline all mixed up. Plus the unsated lust of what should’ve been a fun night. Would Jude report the assault to the cops? Or would he ask the Coven for reinforcements?

      Mack was an idiot. A horny idiot. He let the door close softly instead of slamming. There was no need to get everyone curious. Let them think he’d had his fun—in record time.

      Mack gritted his teeth and started back toward the bar where he’d left his truck. He needed to prove his innocence or find the real cow mutilator before Jude came back for round two.

      With every step, something twisted in his gut. The lust didn’t stop—if anything, it burned brighter. Jude must have cursed him with that kiss.

      Jude wasn’t a vampire, not that Mack had ever met one of them, but from what he’d heard, vampires had a lower body temperature. And while Jude’s eyes had glowed briefly, it hadn’t been because they were catching the light the way a shifter’s would. Except for the scent of the storm, Jude appeared to be human, even though he wasn’t. That left myriad of minor paranormals or Jude was a witch. A witch who could hold electricity. Mack had never heard of that. Maybe he hadn’t seen right, and it had just been the makings of a spell.

      Mack paused and glanced back at the motel. He wanted to wipe his mouth again but didn’t. There was no point. That kiss had been good. And he hated that he’d liked it. He swallowed hard, but the memory wouldn’t fade, even though Jude had been faking. There had been no desire.

      But it had seemed so real.

      Jude thought he was a rogue shifter. It was almost funny if it wasn’t so serious. He should be glad the Coven had sent someone to investigate because whatever it was hadn’t stopped, and it was getting closer to town with each kill. With each kill, the fear in the air around town thickened. He wished the creature doing the killings was just a rogue shifter. That would’ve made life simple. He could’ve hunted it down and shaken some sense into them. Whatever it was, was hard to track. And when it left claw marks broader than the spread of his hand…well, he wasn’t sure he wanted to find it on his own.

      He turned and stepped toward the motel. He should share this information with Jude, since he wanted to solve this case before people started dying. Or, in what would be a bad move for the paranormal community, the humans set up cameras to capture the creature.

      No. He was not going back. Jude was trouble. And he was full of shit. Who rocked into town and blamed the first shifter they fell over without even asking questions? Was this Jude’s first job for the Coven?

      Mack forced himself to return to his truck. The tug in his gut got stronger with each step. Just lust, he kept reminding himself. And he’d take care of that with one hand when he got home.

      He got into his truck and sat for a moment. He was breathing far too hard for the short distance. Had Jude’s lips been poisoned? Or was it simply that he was furious and filled with unsated desire? He was an idiot and he couldn’t blame it on too much to drink.

      He’d been suckered in by a pretty face and a deadly smile. Then he’d been dumb enough to walk over and hope that something might happen. And he still wanted the man passed out on the floor of his motel room. Thoughts of Jude consumed him on the drive home.

      At least one of them would get some sleep tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Jude’s hip pressed into something hard. He blinked and tried to wake up. His face hurt, and as he opened his eyes, Jude realized he was lying on the dodgy brown carpet of the motel room. Eww. He pushed himself up and regretted the movement immediately. His head pounded like his brain was trying to escape.

      He hauled himself onto the bed and flopped back down. That was better.

      It took a few more minutes, maybe longer for him to unscramble how he’d ended up on the floor. He’d been about to zap Mack, but they’d fought, and Mack had hit him before he’d been able to get a big enough charge together.

      He tested his jaw. It wasn’t broken, just tender.

      He’d failed to catch the rogue shifter, but he was alive. Which made no sense at all. Why would a rogue shifter leave him alive? Mack could’ve pulled him apart and redecorated the room with some scarlet splashes and entrails.

      Jude placed a hand on his stomach to reassure himself that he was all in one piece. Which, of course, he was because he would’ve noticed if he was bleeding all over the place. He opened his eyes and lifted his head to triple-check.

      Alive and unhurt, mostly.

      He lay back down but didn’t feel at all relaxed. There was a jittery need in his blood, a longing that he couldn’t quite place. While he’d wanted Mack for non-Coven related reasons, nothing had happened except for a kiss.

      The kiss.

      Shit.

      The spark that had happened when their lips had touched hadn’t been anything he’d done. The Fates had well and truly fucked him over this time. Mack had landed in his lap not because he was the killer but because he was Jude’s familiar. The ring of the word in his head sounded right. Good even. It shouldn’t be good. Most witches never got a familiar. Some didn’t even want one as there was a loaded history between witches and shifters. He’d never given familiars much thought because he wasn’t much of a witch and he’d figured that only competent or excellent witches were granted a familiar. So what were the Fates playing at?

      There was no flash of insight, just the continued thumping of his head and the itch beneath his skin to get close to Mack. That wouldn’t happen. Not tonight, not ever.

      But his thoughts were already drifting down the ‘what might have happened’ path if Jude hadn’t accused Mack of killing cows. He pressed his lips together. If Mack wasn’t the killer, then who was? And what would he do with a familiar who would rather knock him out than get into bed?

      Jude groaned and wished he hadn’t gone to the bar. But if the Fates were involved, then it would’ve been only a matter of time until he’d fallen over Mack. Mack was a small problem, or the main problem, depending on if he was the cow killer. Jude had no idea what to do or where to start.

      The light was too bright behind his eyelids. He blew the bulb with a thought and lay in the dark listening to the creak of the building and the occasional car. None of this could be solved right now. He needed some aspirin, sleep, and then, come daylight, coffee. Then he’d work out how to un-fuck what was going on so he could keep his magic.

      If that was even possible.
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        * * *

      

      Jude ordered his coffee and hoped they’d get it right. He needed his caffeine fix bad. The clawing in his head wasn’t from the punch. Nor was it from the restless sleep, plagued with dreams of spinning and binding threads together, that kiss, and what could’ve been on the saggy mattress. He worked his jaw; it was still sore this morning. No, the tension was the longing to find his familiar and cement the bond by getting frisky.

      In daylight the idea of getting naked with Mack terrified him, even though that had been exactly what he’d wanted last night.

      Mack was a bear shifter—what had he been thinking trying to bring down Mack for the Coven? He should’ve called for backup, or was that failure in their eyes?

      Not that it mattered now as Mack was his familiar. His familiar was a bear shifter. It still didn’t seem real. Familiars were meant to be cat shifters, maybe a dog at a pinch. The Fates must be having a damn good chuckle. Stitch up the soon-to-be ex-witch with a bear shifter for a familiar. Jude wasn’t finding any of it funny.

      What good was a bear shifter going to be when it came to magic? He didn’t know a lot about familiars, only that there was some kind of sharing of abilities and a bond that couldn’t be broken easily.

      He needed it broken. Or Mack would break him.

      He smiled at the lady behind the counter as he paid for the coffee and the apple muffin, while panic used the inside of his skull as a racetrack. His familiar had laid him out and then walked out.

      Which wasn’t a good start to any kind of relationship.

      Nor was blaming Mack for the cow deaths. He should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy. The Fates had dropped something in his lap, but it wasn’t the success he so desperately needed to get the Coven off his back. He didn’t have the first idea what to do with a familiar or how having one would even help.

      Maybe he had one idea what to do with Mack, but that wasn’t going to happen. Mack would never let him within touching distance, and Jude didn’t want to be anywhere within range of Mack’s fist.

      Way to fuck up gloriously on day one. Call the Coven and quit now before the mess gets bigger.

      Although, Mack had saved his hide by getting in first and knocking him out. If he’d zapped Mack he’d have called in the Coven and right now be screaming as they dragged the magic out of his soul. His jaw, and pride, smarted a little less.

      He found a table and a newspaper so he could listen for any relevant gossip and plan what to do next. He started with breakfast. The muffin had no actual apple in the mix. Not that he cared. It was full of sugar and topped with cinnamon and exactly what he needed this morning.

      While he flipped the pages of the newspaper, he didn’t read a word. All he could think about was the kiss and the way his body wanted a follow-up. The tug in his gut would lead him to Mack if he followed it.

      He was not going to follow it.

      Once he left town, it would fade. He hoped it would fade. What if it didn’t?

      He was very tempted to log in to the Coven’s database and see if there was a precedent for bears to be familiars and also how to kill the bond. But if he did that the Coven would be on to him—he was sure all his searches while he was here would be monitored—and the Coven wouldn’t want him to have a familiar. The Coven wouldn’t want him to be more powerful.

      He hadn’t been careless with his magic, and he’d acted within reasonable boundaries.

      Although maybe not when everything could be recorded on a phone and computers noted every key stroke. Perhaps the casino was wondering why their jackpot had gone off. His heart beat a little faster at the idea that the casino would come after him. He was sure that tampering with the slot machines was a crime. The Coven could’ve found a way to stitch him up and hand him over to the cops.

      Instead, he had one and half weeks to prove himself.

      He owed the Coven for teaching him about magic—though that was probably so he didn’t expose witches by accident. And they had covered for him several times. This punishment was more about him taking his place in the community instead of looking after only himself.

      But that was what he did best. He’d had to be good at that or he’d never have survived his first two foster homes. Now he took care of himself. He didn’t want a familiar.

      He couldn’t take care of anyone else.

      He wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment—certainly not with a man who’d blazed with fury the moment after they’d kissed. Jude had thought Mack would actually shift for a few heartbeats.

      That would be something to see. He let his mind drift to an idea that he should find terrifying, not intriguing. He wished he’d gotten more than a kiss, but he couldn’t forget the way Mack had pulled away as if he’d sensed something. Did he know about the familiar bond? That was not going to be a fun conversation. Maybe it was one he should avoid.

      Find the real killer, call in the Coven, and get them to remove the bond. Then run so he never had to see Mack again.

      Easy.

      He finished his muffin and made progress on his coffee. The heat and caffeine slid through him and waking him up. His brain wasn’t moving past how close he’d come to getting Mack in his bed only to screw it up. If he’d gotten into bed with Mack, the bond would’ve been strengthened. Again, Mack had unwittingly saved his ass. He should thank him at minimum.

      The door opened, and a man and a woman walked in. “And was it the same as the others?”

      “Yeah, torn apart. Heart and all the innards gone.” The man glanced at Jude and winked as if he knew him.

      It took Jude a few seconds to realize it was the man who’d been sitting with Mack last night. Guess Mack hadn’t said anything to his friend about what had happened. Maybe Mack hadn’t told anyone. The tension didn’t ease.

      “Lisbeth seems to think it’s come back.”

      They kept talking, and Jude did his best not to be obvious with his eavesdropping. He flicked the page of the paper and sipped his coffee.

      “Come back?” The man genuinely sounded shocked.

      “Yeah, she’s looking for connections to North.”

      They placed their order and moved on to talking about someone’s baby.

      He wanted to rush over and ask about the missing heart. Had there been another attack last night after Mack had left him in a rage? He closed his eyes and let himself sink into the memory of the kiss. Would the Fates really tie him to a killer?

      Those bitches had a sick sense of humor.

      He drained the remains of his coffee. He didn’t know who Lisbeth was, but he’d seen a poster on the wall about the historical society. If there was a connection to North, he needed to go there first. He searched the map on his phone and noted the historical society was only a couple of blocks away. He’d walk and check out the town, after he’d gotten a coffee to go. It was definitely a two-coffee morning.

      Jude strolled up the road like a tourist. The coffee was hot in his hand and smelled like heaven. He rounded the corner, heading to the historical society. On his left was a place that seemed to sell everything from used cars to tractor parts. Not that much farther up the road was Mackenzie Auto Repairs.

      His steps faltered.

      He knew at some point he’d have to see Mack again, and he really wanted to see him again, but that was the familiar bond making sure he didn’t stray too far from the shifter who was supposed to help him. He’d never relied on anyone, and he didn’t like the idea of starting now. The hot coffee cup made his palm sweat. His other hand was also sweaty, and he had no excuse for that.

      He wasn’t ready to face Mack again. His jaw wasn’t ready. But his body was. Anticipation hummed through every cell. Lust was a spark he had no control over.

      Historical society, then North, and then maybe see Mack. And if Mack appeared to be innocent; Jude would even apologize. He had no idea how he would raise the issue of Mack being his familiar.

      As he’d deliberated, his feet had taken him closer to Mack’s garage. He would walk past it, that was all. But as he did, he glanced through the window and saw Mack behind the conter talking to a customer. Mack turned his head, and their gazes locked.

      Jude wanted to punch himself in the heart to make it stop doing that excited leap. Mack wasn’t exciting, he was potentially dangerous. When he shifted, he’d be a bear with his human intellect. As a human he was strong, as a bear… That was a creature no one crossed if they wanted to live.

      And now Jude was staring, and Mack’s customer was leaving.

      The door opened.

      All he had to do was keep walking to the historical society. He reached his hand out and caught the door, then he went in. Maybe he should eliminate Mack as a suspect first.

      “You’ve got some nerve coming here.” Mack’s brown eyes blazed with fury. It shimmered off him like heat waves.

      Because of the magical connection between, Jude was aware of everything Mack felt. Anger prickled beneath Jude’s skin.

      Mack was a distraction he really didn’t need. “I need to ask you some questions about the cows.”

      “You should’ve thought about that last night.” Mack turned to go out the back.

      Mack was right, he should’ve, but lust had taken over. Jude had never been a big believer in love, and he didn’t want to be tied to a man just because the Fates thought it would be fun to fuck with him. Twenty-six was too young to settle down—he had plans to travel and get out from under the Coven’s nose—and also too young to die or have his magic stripped. His stomach tightened, and he regretted eating the muffin for breakfast.

      But Mack was his familiar, so maybe he could be convinced to help. Maybe this wasn’t all over, and at the end the Coven could fix this all up. Jude was pretty sure Mack wouldn’t be too keen on being bound to a witch based on last night’s reaction to the kiss.

      He cleared his throat. “The Coven sent me to find out what’s going on and to stop whatever is doing it.”

      Mack’s face was like stone. “I’m not what you’re looking for, so fuck off.”

      Jude didn’t move. Mack was exactly what he was looking for. As familiar and witch they were supposed to be together. That was about as likely as Jude catching the creature with his bare hands, so he kept his mouth shut.

      Mack’s expression darkened. “You still believe I’m tearing up cows in my spare time?”

      “There was another mutilation last night.”

      “I was at home, alone, after you led me on.”

      Jude winced. Mack’s hurt was a stab in his gut. He couldn’t live with that pain. “The attraction was real.”

      And flowed between them as they spoke. His body thought being near Mack was the best thing since this morning’s first caramel latte.

      Mack shook his head. “How can I trust a word you say?”
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        * * *

      

      Mack wanted to walk out the back and leave Jude there, though he was sure the scent of hair products would follow him. He didn’t want to believe that Jude had ever wanted him because it would be easier to bury his own attraction if it had all been a lie. He’d tried all night to forget about the kiss. The stupid coin toss wasn’t supposed to lead to this. Last night should’ve been simple lust. Now what was between them was anything but simple, or over.

      He hadn’t moved. Neither had Jude.

      It wasn’t the lust that had kicked him in the gut when Jude had walked in the door—how could he want a man who thought he killed cattle in his spare time?—that was keeping him glued to the spot. So it must be that Jude was here to stop the mutilations. Helping Jude would help his town and would ensure the witch left sooner rather than later. And that was a very good idea.

      Jude glanced at the floor. “You can’t.”

      Mack crossed his arms and nodded. “This might be another ploy.”

      “It’s not. I need to find what’s killing the cows. When I got close to you and realized you were a bear shifter—”

      “How did you realize?” He wanted to hear the words from Jude’s lips. Lips that felt altogether too nice against his own.

      Jude swallowed. “I’m a witch. I can see the animal in your eyes. And I saw the bear around you like an aura. It’s not science.” Jude gave a one-shouldered shrug and sipped his takeout coffee. “It’s one magic recognizing another.”

      Mack tried not to let his lip curl in disgust. He’d never met a witch, or if he had they hadn’t admitted it. “A bear shifter isn’t doing the killings.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know all the were-bears in a hundred-mile radius.” There weren’t many of them and they didn’t get together often.

      “How well do you know them?”

      “Births, deaths, weddings. Bears aren’t social shifters like dogs or cats.”

      The corner of Jude’s mouth turned up in a crooked smile. “You don’t say?”

      “I’m trying to help. I want the killings to stop, too. Our vet took off, and people are getting spooked. It’s only a matter of time until the critter claims a human victim.” Then there’d be cops all over the place, and it would be that much harder to cover up what kind of creature was doing the killing.

      “Some people are saying it’s like what happened in North?”

      “I don’t know what happened there. Some say it was a curse, or sickness, or just that the mine ran out and everyone packed up and left.” Ghost towns happened. As far as he was concerned, the old mine had been a good place to get away from adult supervision when he’d been a teen. He doubted much had changed since he’d been at school.

      “Or it could’ve been a creature. Are there any other shifters around?”

      “It’s not a shifter.” Why was Jude so fixated on shifters?

      “Have you seen the bodies?”

      “No. Have you?” Mack countered.

      “No.” Jude fiddled with the lid on his coffee.

      The coffee smelled far too sweet even from across the room, yet he got the feeling that Jude couldn’t get enough of the stuff. It took balls to come into his shop after what had happened. He had to give the witch a bit of credit for that.

      The attraction that had been there last night still simmered, eager for more. Mack was forgiving, but he wasn’t stupid. Jude might be.

      “Wouldn’t the first thing you do when investigating this kind of thing be to examine the evidence instead of jumping on the first shifter you find?” Mack studied the witch for a moment. Jude concentrated on drinking his coffee. “This is your first time investigating, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. That obvious?”

      Mack gave a single nod. He blew out a breath through gritted teeth. “I’ll call around and find out whose cow got killed last night, then you can check it out.”

      Jude looked at him.

      Mack knew exactly what Jude would ask before Jude’s lips moved. No, he was not going with Jude. He would not help track down a cow killer; he had a shop to run. And if he spent too much time with Jude, there was a very real chance he’d end up doing something dangerous like kissing him again, and that had been…weird. It had been weird because something else had happened. Kisses shouldn’t taste like a storm and leave him wanting more.

      “Did you want to come with me and see if you can get a scent?” Jude smiled as though he’d just asked Mack out on a date.

      “Do I look like a bloodhound?” He glanced at Jude’s clothing. The same pointy-toed boots, but a different pair of tight-fitting jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket that seemed like it lived a very careful and safe life, much like the shoes. If Jude found this thing and got close, he was going to get himself killed. “Fine. I’ll take you out there, but only because you’d get lost or piss off the farmer.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mack growled, and Jude stepped back as though ready to run. Before the witch took off, Mack needed a way to contact him. “What’s your number?” Mack wrote the numbers Jude recited, then held out one of his business cards. “In case you need to contact me.”

      He’d regret this. He was sure of it.

      Jude reached out and snagged the card with his fingertips as though he didn’t want to get too close. That stung, but Mack refused to let it show.

      “Are you Robert or Aaron?”

      “My father is Aaron. No one calls me Robert unless they don’t know me.” He didn’t know what he wanted Jude to call him.

      “Mack it is.” Jude turned the card over in his hand, and then the card vanished. “I am sorry about last night.”

      There was a sincerity in his tone that Mack hadn’t expected. “Which bit are you sorry about?”

      “That it ended after the kiss.”
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      The historical society hadn’t given Jude anything useful—a tourist brochure wasn’t what he needed—and the whole time he’d been thinking about Mack. He needed to find a way to tell him they were bound together until such time Jude figured out a way to undo the familiar bond, or he asked the Coven to undo it—which surely they would when he found the creature, and if he didn’t, the bond wouldn’t matter because he wouldn’t be a witch anymore.

      He should’ve checked out the dead cows first, but what was he supposed to do, knock on people’s doors and ask? Who wanted to examine dead mutilated things? He didn’t want to look at living cows either. He longed to get back to the city where the buildings reached for the sky and there was no endless horizon.

      That horizon stretched out in front of him, broken only by a few rather fragile houses. What remained of Mercy North cowered beneath the clear blue sky as though it wanted to melt into the earth. He parked the car in the middle of the road.

      There was nothing and no one around him. Not even a tumbleweed. He knew some people found this kind of thing calming, but he didn’t. Being here was like being on another planet. There were no people, and if something happened to him, no one would care. He’d be forgotten in a heartbeat. He had no one in his life who gave a damn. It was easier that way, and it gave him a reason not to care.

      If he really didn’t want to be here or be a witch, he’d have let the Coven strip his magic at the meeting. But he liked being part of something. Even if it was a secret from most people.

      The empty windows of the houses stared at him. He shivered.

      No one is here, and nothing will happen.

      Jude failed at convincing himself. Maybe he’d seen one too many horror movies where the person investigating weirdness died. He took a moment to gather himself before getting out of the car. Then he opened the door, bracing himself for the ancient waft of a curse.

      There was exactly no waft of magic, or at least no remains of a curse. But there was something. He reached out with the rest of his senses; sure magic had been worked here. Whether it was the remains of big old magic or small new magic he had no idea, but it didn’t have the dark, sticky taste of a hex. He’d have to tramp around until he found the source. He sighed. He would actually have to investigate.

      The buildings of Mercy North appeared to be ready to fall over in the next strong breeze. The road was sprouting weeds and, in some places, had three-foot-high trees. In other places cars had flattened the weeds struggling to grow. Mack had said teens came out here. Maybe they drove through the town instead of parking on the edge like he’d done.

      He considered getting back in the car and driving farther in, but he was supposed to be searching for clues as to why the town had died and he needed to be on foot for sensing magic.

      His phone rang, and he startled, fumbling before answering. “Hello?”

      “Mack. Dead cow is at Morris’s farm. He still has it and he said I could bring you over after lunch. He’s digging the hole this morning.”

      “Digging the hole?” His stomach turned. He would really have to look at a dead cow. His stomach did a preemptive flip.

      “To bury what’s left of it.”

      “Right. Can you take some pictures?” There was no point in them both going out there, and he was sure the pictures would be bad enough.

      Mack hung up. That was probably a no.

      Jude texted Mack. I’m at North. I’ll be back at your shop by twelve.

      He held his phone, hoping for a reply, but didn’t get one. Great, his familiar hated him. He kicked at a weed. Goddamn Fates.

      “What on earth were you thinking? I’m an electro-mage. Wouldn’t a cat have been better? Or a snake? Anything but a six-foot-and-then-some bear?” His voice had gotten louder with each word until he was yelling. He thrust his hand out, and a streak of blue trailed from his fingertips and lashed the side of a building. The frustration he’d been feeling since being ordered to go on this mission uncurled.

      It was just him out here.

      There was no one he could hurt. No wires he could short. No hospital to damage and no city to black out.

      He stretched his fingers toward the ground then flung his hands upward. Lightning tore from the ground into the sky. The movement of electrons and the minute differences in charges all obeyed him. He stalked through the town; past warped steps surrounded by broken liquor bottles.

      Electricity crackled around him. He threw lightning and tossed balls of blue that could kill an elephant, not that he’d ever killed an animal. He’d never deliberately hurt anyone until Mack. He wasn’t good with people and for the most part he didn’t trust them. Was the Coven doing him a favor by trying to draw him deeper into the paranormal community? He didn’t need that kind of help.

      He lashed out, striking a small tree. For the first time in his life, he didn’t try to contain or control his magic. He could use it without risk or worry. The power rushed through him like a drug.

      It was intoxicating.

      When his anger at the Fates, the Coven, and himself faded, he started to play and experiment with what he could do. He lost track of time as he created webs of electricity between two houses that crackled before he dispersed them in a shower of sparks. He drew the charge toward him and pushed it away without releasing it as though it were a whip. This was a freedom he’d never imagined because he was always so busy keeping himself in check. Laughter bubbled up.

      “So you’re a storm god.”

      Jude spun. Mack stood in the road, with his arms crossed. How much had he seen? Anything was too much.

      Electricity flicked across Jude’s skin, sparking as it leaped from hair to hair. His breathing was fast, but he was more alive than he’d ever been. And if the Coven learned he’d been out here letting loose, they’d strip him of his magic before he could say “No one got hurt”. People would get hurt if witches were revealed to be real. Landstrom was right, he was dangerous to himself and others, even though he didn’t mean to be. The smoking ramshackle building that had once been a house was testament to that.

      “Electro-mage is the modern terminology.” He tried to sound like he knew what he was doing and that he didn’t care Mack had caught him.

      “Right. And they sent you here to hunt down a creature that tears apart half ton cows with ease. Aren’t you the wrong kind of witch?”

      “How much do you know about witches?”

      “Enough.”

      “But you live out here.” There was nothing out here, including no Coven. Jude had to admit that was a point in the town’s favor.

      “That doesn’t make me ignorant. And you didn’t answer my question.”

      Jude licked his lip, his mouth dry. How long had he been out here? He didn’t risk taking his eyes off Mack to look at his phone to check the time. Had Mack been on the Coven’s database? “There are different types of witches, including ones that can talk to animals and rebalance nature.”

      Mack was silent.

      The air lost some of its charge. Jude’s hair felt a little too big. He smoothed his hand over his head, only to discover his hair was standing on end like he’d been electrocuted, which technically he had been because all that power ran through him.

      The shifter’s lips twitched as Jude tried to tame his hair. It was futile. He needed to wash and blow dry his hair to restyle it into the casual, not-trying-too-hard look that he usually aimed for. It took time to appear careless. He was willing to bet Mack didn’t do anything more than step out of the shower, dry off, and dress. He didn’t want to be thinking about a naked Mack. Too late. That door had opened and was not getting slammed shut anytime soon.

      “So why did they send the wrong witch for the job?”

      “I’m a qualified witch, and the only…investigator…available.” He didn’t mind saying that at all.

      Mack stared at him like he could see straight through the lie, then he shrugged. “We’re already thirty minutes late. If you’ve finished trying to raise the ghosts, I suggest we get going.”

      “I wasn’t raising ghosts. There’s nothing here to raise. No old hexes. Nothing.” Just the lingering something that he couldn’t place, but the old magic was stronger near the mine entrance. It was probably just an old locator spell to help the miners.

      “I was being polite instead of calling it a tantrum.”

      “I wasn’t having a tantrum.” He might have been at the start. “I was testing some limits with no one, and no other electrical interference, around.”

      They walked back to the cars. Mack’s blue truck was covered in dust. It belonged here. Jude’s neat little rental coupe did not.

      “Well, next time you test some limits you might want to think about going farther away as I saw the cloudless storm from town.”

      Jude hadn’t considered that. “Lucky you were the one to find me.”

      “Yeah, my luck just keeps getting better.”

      Now was not the time to break the news about the familiar bond. Would there ever be a right time? “Maybe there’s a non-magical cause to the deaths.” A regular bear or coyote or something. He didn’t even know what kinds of animals lived out here.

      “I doubt it. Morris senior said there were claw marks in the ground and that his cow was bled dry.” Mack stopped next to his car.

      Jude was close enough to smell the oil on his clothes and see the marks on his pants. He hadn’t bothered to throw on an overshirt, so those nice arms were on display, as was his chest. The T-shirt was doing a good job of covering Mack’s skin without concealing anything. Was it the familiar bond making Mack more attractive or was it still base lust that wanted to be scratched? Jude didn’t know. Working with Mack would be torture. He curled his fingers, so he wasn’t tempted to reach out and run them over the tempting biceps. Mack would probably throw him to the other side of town.

      Jude glanced away. He needed to focus on the job. “Vampires don’t have claws, and they don’t like cow blood either.” They didn’t like any blood.

      “Vampires don’t leave paw prints the size of my hands.” Mack held up his hand, fingers spread. He had big hands and long fingers.

      “That’s not a small animal.”

      Mack nodded. “I don’t think you should hunt it on your own.” His gaze dropped to Jude’s now dust-covered boots. “Or in those boots.”

      “I bought these boots for this trip.” Farmers wore boots, and these had looked so good he hadn’t been able to say no.

      Mack lifted an eyebrow and shook his head. “Where there're cows, there’s cow shit.”

      Jude groaned. Another reason to hate nature.

      Mack opened his truck door and got in. “Follow me and try not to get lost.” When Jude hesitated, Mack leaned out the door. “I said I’d help you, so you don’t get yourself killed or eaten, but I am not doing this on my own. You’re the investigator, so get your ass in your car.” He slammed the door and started the engine, reversing and driving off before Jude had even gotten in.

      Jude smiled and started his car. His familiar still hated him, but he was helping. That had to be a good sign.
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        * * *

      

      Mack kept an eye on his rearview mirror to make sure that Jude was indeed following. The last thing he needed was Jude getting lost on the many dirt roads that ran between farms. It would’ve been better to go in his truck and leave the little rental shoebox in town, but Mack didn’t want Jude in his car, or in his life.

      Seeing Jude hurl lightning around had been amazing and terrifying. He’d never seen a witch using magic, and Jude’s display had been spectacular. He was glad he’d logged in to the Coven’s database and discovered what kind of witch Jude was before he’d gone to North. If he hadn’t, it would’ve been a shock. He’d been contemplating calling the Coven if the thing had kept killing the cows, but it was one of those calls he’d been putting off because he didn’t want the Coven poking around.

      He’d never expected the stuffy, red-tape-tangled Coven to send a man like Jude. Having seen the power Jude could wield, maybe he was the right witch for the job. Mack was pretty sure nothing would stand a chance against one of those strikes. He almost hadn’t.

      He hadn’t stood a chance from one of Jude’s smiles. His lips tingled, and he tried not to think about the kiss. It had tasted like magic, and ever since then every second thought had been about Jude.

      Damn witch had believed he was the killer.

      Not even his annoyance killed the lust simmering through his veins. No one had ever gotten their hooks into him like that, and he didn’t like it. Jude didn’t need a damn spell if he’d wanted a fuck. Now he wouldn’t get anything. Mack didn’t care if his balls turned blue and dropped off.

      He turned into Morris’s driveway and sped up. Jude couldn’t get lost on a straight road up to the house, hopefully. He parked, and Morris came around the side of the house. A cigarette hung out of the old man’s mouth. He raised his hand in greeting as Mack got out.

      “How’s it going?”

      Morris blew out a cloud of smoke. “Cow’s rotting in the sun, and the rest are spooked. How do you think it’s going? Thought you had someone with you? Some wildlife expert?”

      “He’s coming.” The little white car rolled up the driveway and parked next to Mack’s truck.

      Jude got out, his hair still mussed but tamed.

      Morris lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t look like a wildlife expert. Not one of those secret government types, is he?”

      Definitely not government. “It’s an agency that investigates the odder animal sightings.”

      Morris nodded slowly like he understood perfectly. “Things the government doesn’t want us to know about.”

      Mack glanced at Jude. They were both things that people like Morris didn’t need to know about. “Something like that. He didn’t say much.” Which was the truth.

      Jude put his hands in his pocket and walked over. He couldn’t have looked less like he knew what he was doing if he’d tried. Jude glanced at Mack then Morris. “Shall we get this done?”

      “Yep.” Morris dropped his cigarette butt on the ground, and they followed him through the gate and across the field for about a hundred yards. Not that far from the house, really.

      “Did you or your dogs hear anything?” Mack asked, because someone needed to ask questions.

      “I heard nothing. The dogs barked for a bit then started whining. I went out with my shotgun but saw nothing. Cows were well spooked and huddling against the fence. I thought it might be a wolf or something so let off a couple of shots.”

      They stopped at the blue tarp that had been put over the body. Flies buzzed around the edges. A backhoe sat nearby, waiting to dump the body in the hole.

      Jude gingerly picked his way closer, doing a fine job of dodging the cow shit.

      Morris lit up another smoke and muttered, “He doesn’t get out much.”

      Jude shot them both a glare. “You could help by lifting off the tarp.”

      Mack bit back the smile but did as asked.

      “Try not to step on those footprints.” Morris pointed to a depression in the ground.

      With the tarp off, the full extent of the damage was clear. Jude took photos and for a few minutes played the Coven-sent investigator with several cases under his belt. Then the heel of his boot hit a cowpat, and he skidded. He ended up on the grass cursing the wildlife he was supposed to love.

      Morris chuckled.

      Mack tried hard not to join in as he offered Jude his hand. Magic, or anger, sparked in Jude’s eyes. When he took Jude’s hand, a flash of static passed between them.

      “You were waiting for that to happen.”

      “Yeah, was worth it to see you get your hands dirty.” Mack wiped the muck off his hand on his jeans.

      Jude stared at his hand and then Mack.

      Mack shook his head. “You aren’t using my jeans.”

      “Fuck you.” Jude wiped his hands on his jeans and looked stricken as though he’d just run over a dog.

      “You wish,” Mack muttered so Morris wouldn’t hear.

      Naked desire flickered across Jude’s face. That was exactly what he wanted. The pull in Mack’s belly returned, and he wanted nothing more than to grab Jude’s hand and show him how to get really dirty. He turned away before he did something stupid.

      “I’m going to follow the footprints.” Mack walked away from Jude and the cow. He adjusted his jeans, hating the way he was suddenly attracted to the overly pretty city witch. Jude was not his type. He didn’t have a type, but he’d have most definitely said Jude wasn’t it. But then he’d never met a man like Jude before.

      They would have words about that kiss.

      The paw prints were huge and clawed, but as they got toward the fence they got smaller, to more the size of a large dog. That was weird, and he knew weird. He turned to call out, but Jude was already walking this way, photographing the prints. He’d already noticed something was wrong.

      He looked at Mack. “Get anything useful?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Scents?”

      “I’m not a sniffer dog?” He was a bear.

      “I just thought…aren’t you meant to be able to…” He stared at the cow. “I’ve got nothing.”

      Mack sighed. His sense of smell was more sensitive than a human’s, even when he was in human form, but it irked him that Jude thought that was his only use. He kneeled as if to tighten the laces on his boot, then he sniffed. Beyond the scents of grass and dirt and cow there was something else. A sour scent, but he didn’t know what it was. “It’s not an animal I’m familiar with.”

      “No animal I know can change the size of its paw prints. So I’m guessing it’s not something normal.”

      “We already knew that. That’s why you’re here. Now you’re supposed to do some research, tell me what it is, and we can work out a way to stop it.” The words fell off his tongue before he could stop them.

      “You’ll keep helping?”

      Mack closed his eyes. He didn’t need this. Jude. The creature or the attraction that surged whenever Jude was within a three-yard radius. “Yes, fine. I’ll help. But only if you tell me what you’ve done to me.” He opened his eyes and fixed Jude with his fiercest glare.

      Jude stepped back. “I did nothing to you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Morris wandered over trailing smoke. “That’s real weird isn’t it?” He pointed at the prints. “My grandmother, she’d tell a story about a creature that would jump on your back and bleed you dry. Made sure we were always home by dusk. She always said it could change its size and shape. I never much believed her until today.”

      “Did the creature have a name?” Jude asked.

      “If it did, she never said it. She was superstitious. Never name evil and all that. But she said it cleared out North.”

      Jude studied Morris. “How would she know that?”

      “Her family used to live there, came out for the gold before taking up farming. I don’t want to start believing in my granny’s monsters, but if a secret government agent person is standing in my field looking like the Devil stepped on his toes, I might be more careful going out after dark.”

      “That would be a very wise move,” Jude said as though he knew what he was talking about.

      Mack wished he did, because whatever had left those paw prints was not any kind of creature he wanted to come across after dark. No camping and shifting until the creature was dealt with. And he’d have to warn the other bears in the area, but only once Jude had a name for what they were up against.

      He wasn’t sure one witch and a shifter were going to be enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Jude had cleaned off his boots as best he could. He would never be able to wear them once he left here without thinking of Mack and the cow shit. His jeans he was tempted to throw in the bin, but he didn’t. One jackpot win wasn’t enough for him to splash out on new clothes on a whim. He’d had to set up an account that paid him an allowance for the rest of his life.

      He could live well, but not extravagantly.

      What kind of pay did Coven investigators get? Not that he was even sure that was what he wanted…it would only be a matter of time until the Coven turned on him. People couldn’t be trusted. He was better off solving this, turning them down, and sticking with his travel plans.

      Alone.

      Which was no longer as appealing as it had been a few days ago.

      He studied his manure-smeared jeans. The laundromat would love him. He’d wait until he had more to wash, not that he’d planned on being here long enough to do washing. Or even hang up his clothes. But that’s what he did, while wearing only a small motel towel that had been fluffy about ten years ago, and going through the six different shirts he had with him trying to find the one that said: ‘I wish this was a date, but it’s not because we’re talking about dead cows’. He had the perfect black, slinky one at home.

      Maybe classic white with a nice waistcoat? No, that was too much for a place like this. He glanced at his two remaining pairs of shoes. Flip-flops for the shower and a pair of navy-blue canvas sneakers.

      His gaze landed on the blue check shirt he’d bought at the same time as his boots. It wasn’t flannel, and it was still crisp and new, but it had the right casual yet into-you vibe he wanted.

      Or he was completely over thinking this, and he should be searching for an outfit that was more ‘Don’t kill me because you’re my familiar’. He hadn’t packed for that occasion. The one outfit he hadn’t unpacked was the one he’d brought for when the Coven came to strip his powers; a black suit for the death of his magic.

      He was running out of time to get ready and to solve the case. He needed Mack’s help. They’d made a good team today, and for the moment that was all that mattered.

      He pulled off the towel and put on clean jeans and the check shirt. His boots would’ve looked so much better, but they really needed the time to dry. He checked his reflection and gave his hair a final adjustment.

      It was just a burger with Mack.

      Which completely explained why his gut was in knots and his heart was hoping. He wanted to blame the magical bond, but that kick had been there the moment he’d seen Mack in the bar.

      Now Mack knew something was up, and he wanted the truth.

      Jude was so not ready to give that to him. But if the bear shifter would help him, and trust him, then it needed to be said. He had no idea how to spit those words out. As he finished getting ready, he tried a few different ways.

      “I didn’t know it would happen.” That was obvious. If he had, he wouldn’t have kissed Mack. If they hadn’t kissed, the bond wouldn’t have started to form.

      “I’m just as surprised as you.” Surprised wasn’t the right word. Horrified, maybe? Mack would be horrified. He winced. Mack couldn’t hate him that much if he was agreeing to help. Maybe the gruffness was a bit of an act.

      He forced a smile, and his reflection smiled back at him. “This could be a good thing. Maybe we should test it?” He added a wink in case Mack didn’t get the hint he was still interested in more than hunting creatures.

      That was definitely too much.

      He put his wallet in his pocket and grabbed the room key. Whatever he said, it was going to be the wrong thing. It usually was when it came to Mack. Maybe they should do less talking.
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        * * *

      

      The diner was decked out in red-and-white checked tablecloths and had four large TVs, each showing different sports. Mack already had a table and was watching the cage fighting while sipping a beer. Two muscular men hitting each other wasn’t Jude’s idea of sport, mostly because he winced with each blow. None of the TVs had motor sports. A fast car or a fast bike he could appreciate. Guess no one else felt that way around here. He made his way over, and Mack gave a nod as a greeting.

      Why had he fretted about what to say? Mack would be quite happy if they sat there and said nothing. Except something had to be said. There was a weird creature hunting, and Mack was a witch’s familiar. His familiar. There were bonds and magic and things between them. He didn’t know what it would be like if he left town and it hadn’t been resolved.

      Sitting opposite him, within touching distance, had already given him a slice of calm that had been lacking. Because he was close to his familiar or because Mack was calm, and Jude was picking up on it?

      He picked up the menu and pretended to study it while instead studying Mack’s face. His gaze was fixed on the TV, but tension crinkled the corners of his eyes. His lips were almost curved, as though he was capable of a smile when Jude walked in but had chosen not to. Jude had seen that smile the first time they’d spoken. His use of magic had killed it. If he had the power to go back and warn himself not to be rash and to take that night of fun…he’d still be in this situation of having Mack as his familiar and a creature to hunt.

      “It helps to read the menu,” Mack said without glancing at him, then he hissed and looked away from the TV. “That’s got to hurt.”

      Jude glanced up and wished he hadn’t. There was too much blood on the guy’s face. “How do you watch it?”

      “With my eyes.” Mack shrugged. “I like it. They have skill.” His gaze met Jude’s then slid over his checked shirt. That almost-smile grew the tiniest amount. “Not wearing your boots tonight?”

      He didn’t want to think about his boots or the time he’d spent scraping cow shit off them. He’d order the biggest slab of dead cow they had and enjoy every bite. “I brought more than one pair of shoes.”

      The waitress came up, wanting to know their order. Mack rattled off what had to be his usual, plus another beer. Jude took those thirty seconds to scan the menu and decide on the deluxe burger with the lot. He got the same beer that Mack was drinking to keep things simple.

      “So, about today.” Jude wiped his hands on his jeans and tried to relax. “What is it?”

      “You’re the investigator.”

      “You’re the local.”

      Mack nodded. “I poked my head into the historical society. The person we want to talk to will be back at the end of the week. She’s been visiting her new granddaughter. Apparently, Helen knows all about the local legends. The woman I spoke to called them ghost stories and laughed.”

      “You didn’t laugh.”

      And Mack wasn’t smiling now.

      “We both know that ghosts can be a pain in the ass,” Mack said without cracking a smile.

      “Never seen one.” Jude wasn’t at all convinced they were real. Vampires and the rest were all flesh and blood. But ghosts?

      “Lucky you.” Mack drained his beer.

      “Wait, you have?”

      “Only as a…” He tilted his head as though Jude should understand the missing part of the sentence. “I ambled past a deserted cabin one night. Ghost was hanging from a tree asking to be pulled down. I bolted because I didn’t want to get the life sucked out of me. I went back in daylight. Place felt weird, but I didn’t see anything.”

      Jude was doing his best to keep his mouth shut, but not doing a great job at keeping the shock off his face. “How different are you, when you, you know?”

      “Stronger, faster. Better sense of smell.”

      “And the ability to see ghosts. So there’s nothing up at North?” But it hadn’t been a ghost that had killed Morris’s cow.

      “Nope. Though plenty of tales get told while downing a bottle of liquor.”

      Jude was very tempted to ask what else Mack had gotten up to as a teen, but their meals arrived, and for a few minutes the conversation died. The diner was relatively noisy as people talked to each other and made comments at the TVs. It was the kind of place where it wasn’t easy to overhear a conversation in full.

      Mack broke the temporary lull. “What about you? You had fun at North.”

      Jude swallowed. “I don’t let loose very often. Cities, well, there’s a lot of electrical things.” And he didn’t want to get into the details about what had gone wrong or why he was here.

      “Are storms all you can do?”

      Jude laughed and picked up a fry. “I can charge phones, cars. If there’s ever a blackout, I don’t need a generator. But there’s a fine balance between powering a circuit and overloading it.”

      “The sign above the Whisky Riot hadn’t worked in five years, and then you show up.”

      Jude shrugged, then picked up his burger and ate a few bites. Mack watched him. The silence between them thickened.

      “You still owe me an explanation. You aren’t telling me something.”

      There were plenty of things he wasn’t telling Mack, but he nodded. “Do you remember the kiss?”

      Mack frowned, his eyebrows drawing close, but his eyes were bright. “I can’t be expected to remember every witch I kiss.”

      How many witches had Mack kissed? Jude pressed his lips together. Where were all his pretty words now? His clever apologies? “Something happened.”

      The frown deepened and erased all traces of humor. “You did do something to me.”

      “No, I didn’t. Or at least it wasn’t deliberate.”

      Mack’s foot snaked behind Jude’s calf to stop him pulling away as the bear shifter leaned forward. “What did you do?”

      Jude wanted to escape, but when confronted with an angry bear, the best thing to do was remain still, wasn’t it? Or was it run? He couldn’t remember. His appetite vanished, and his mouth went dry. Jude remained frozen.

      “Spill it or I’ll tie you to a tree like bait so I can get a look at the creature.” Mack’s voice was low, and if he’d been saying something nice, it would’ve been seductive.

      “I didn’t know it would happen.”

      “What would happen?”

      He had no idea how to say “You’re my familiar!” when Mack wasn’t his anything. “What do you know about familiars?”
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        * * *

      

      Familiars. Mack took a deep breath and remained calm. He wouldn’t crush the beer bottle. Jude had better not be suggesting, or even hinting, that is what had happened. His lips tingled at the memory. That tingle traced through his blood and made something else react.

      “Familiars are cat or dog shifters.” By cats and dogs, Mack meant shifters like lions, panthers, wolves, and coyotes. Familiars were not bears.

      “They can be any shifter,” Jude corrected.

      Mack leveled a glare at Jude.

      Jude held his stare and swallowed. “Even a bear, apparently.”

      Mack shook his head. “No.”

      “It happened.”

      “You made it happen.” But he knew enough about familiars that it couldn’t be forced. It was random. What were the odds that the right witch would turn up in his town and kiss him?

      “Really?” Jude leaned forward. “You think I wanted this? I came here to find the thing. Not to get bound to you.”

      “And what’s wrong with me?” Mack didn’t want to be a familiar, but he’d thought there was something between them at the bar, before the kiss and the accusation and the fight.

      Jude studied him. His gaze slid past Mack’s skin and stripped bare his soul. Mack blinked and looked away before Jude worked some kind of magic on him. More magic.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you. But now we have this bond and we have to work out what we’re going to do with it. Usually the bond is cemented.”

      “I know how it’s cemented.” He growled. They might have done that accidentally if Jude hadn’t thought him the cow mutilator and tried to electrocute him. He couldn’t deny that he wanted to get Jude into his bed. But the rest? Having a mate and of being bound to someone, that wasn’t right. Especially as he didn’t get a choice and was supposed to submit to the will of his witch. Nor did he like the idea that the desire was no longer his own and it was magic doing his thinking. Had it been magic, the lure of his witch, that had made him want Jude that first night? He didn’t know. “If you don’t want this, and neither do I, then that’s not a great idea to take it further.”

      Jude picked at the label on the beer bottle. “It’s not that I don’t want it. It was unexpected.” He flicked a glance at Mack, naked desire in his green eyes.

      Jude was still attracted to him.

      As much as his body liked that idea and wanted to explore it further, he wouldn’t tie himself to a witch. “No.”

      “The bond would give us both new abilities.”

      “Still no, because I’m not surrendering my life to you.” Mack finished his beer. “I’ll help you with the creature. But that’s it.”

      Jude lifted his chin, and Mack was sure lightning flickered in the witch’s eyes. He was dangerous, hot, and his mate.

      The word rolled round his head like a lone tire.

      He had a mate. He’d expected to one day find a partner. He wanted to have someone to wake up with and argue about the housework with. Someone who knew what he was and didn’t freak out. But someone whose magic would blend with his? That had never entered his thoughts. It wasn’t one he wanted to entertain.

      “Fine.” Jude stood and put some bills on the table. “For the best really. As soon as I’m done here, I’m heading back to Seattle and then…and then I’m traveling the world.”

      Mack watched Jude’s jean-covered ass leave and knew he’d made a mistake.

      There were shifters who went looking for witches to kiss, and he’d just thrown his fated mate out the window and under the bus. He rubbed his hand over his face. The longing burned hotter. He could call out, get Jude to come back. They could finish their dinner and get to know each other much better.

      Maybe Jude would make a good mate even though he wasn’t the kind of man Mack had thought he’d settle down with. He should give the witch a chance. And then what? Jude would leave, head back to Seattle like he already planned, and expect Mack to follow and obey. Instead of giving Jude a chance, they needed to sever the bond.
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      Jude logged in to the Coven database on his laptop. He wouldn’t research anything to do with familiars, no matter how badly he wanted to. The last thing he wanted was the Coven making an appearance and sorting the creature out before he could. And now Mack had agreed to help, there was a narrow chance they could pull this off in the required time and get to keep his magic.

      He still wasn’t sure about the familiar part, and Mack wasn’t keen on it either. Jude tried to ignore how his pride smarted at the way Mack wanted him gone as soon as this business was done. He didn’t want a witch in his life. Mack didn’t want to even give whatever this was a chance, give him a chance. Jude should be used to that by now. Everyone wrote him off, even his mother, and he hadn’t even been a week old.

      While the creature listing on the database was fairly solid, there was nothing about the previous troubles in North. He’d checked that out before coming here. Searching for creatures that ate cows or sliced them up gave him a rather large list to go through. Then there were the creatures that had more than one name because they existed in more than one country. He’d be here for days.

      What he needed to do was search for the thing, but he wasn’t ready to ask Mack for help to track it. Not after last night. Mack had rejected him, but he’d been the one to storm out. They needed to be talking to work together—unless Mack had changed his mind overnight and no longer wanted to help, which was entirely possible.

      There were witches who’d love to be in his shoes, so close to having a familiar. And he, who could barely control his magic, had been granted a familiar by the Fates. He prayed that those ladies knew what they were doing. He flagged over a dozen things that the creature could be, then shut the site before he was tempted to look up familiars.

      It was after ten, and he needed a coffee—or two. Then he didn’t know what he would do. There was no point in returning to the historical society until Helen was back. How long could he stall the Coven for? At least they’d know he was doing something, given that he’d searched their database.

      He pulled on his boots and gave them another once-over. He’d cleaned them again last night, so he’d had something to do instead of thinking about Mack. Maybe he was the only one feeling the desire to develop the bond sluicing through his veins like the finest rum.

      With luck, the familiar bond would be one of those things that would fade if left incomplete. But luck had never been on his side before, though, and he wasn’t about to put his faith in it now. At some point he’d have to find out how to break the bond, if that was what Mack wanted. He wouldn’t be one of those witches who bound an unwilling shifter just to accentuate his magic—that would only bite him on the ass. He didn’t need to be more powerful. He needed a way to use his magic safely.

      The Coven’s offer for him to be an investigator was that way. But he couldn’t imagine himself sliding into bureaucracy. He’d never thought he’d go traipsing through fields to look at paw prints and dead cows either.

      The main road was clogged with tractors and farm equipment. Banners hung off the sides, asking the government to stop the fracking. The town hall seemed to be the center of the storm, so he avoided it, taking the long way to the coffee shop. He ordered his caramel latte, but when asked if it was dine in or takeaway, he hesitated.

      The talk in the shop was all about the protest and the polluted water. No one mentioned the creature. Maybe it was full of yesterday’s kill and would wait a few days. He should work out if there was a schedule to the kills or if they were random.

      “Takeaway,” he said finally. Mack’s shop was just around the corner. He glanced at the cakes. Mack didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would accept chocolate cake or lemon tart as a peace offering, but he needed to take him something and he didn’t know how Mack took his coffee. He didn’t know anything about him. “And a piece of each cake.”

      Maybe he should buy Mack a six-pack of beer instead.

      If he hadn’t walked out, he could’ve learned more. They didn’t have to be anything more than working partners. For that to happen they had to be on speaking terms. He needed stop thinking about what could’ve been and concentrate on keeping his magic.

      Since Mack had invited him out for a burger, it was only fair he brought dessert to try to put things right. If they couldn’t be friends, there was no way they would ever work as mates. But it was too easy to imagine waking up next to Mack. He may have done more than imagine that this morning in the shower.

      With his coffee and the cakes in a bag, he made his way away from the protesting farmers and round to Mack’s shop. The door chimed as he went in. No one was at the counter, so he put down the food and rang the silver bell.

      “I’m coming.” Mack’s voice carried from out the back.

      It was reassuring to hear the growl in his voice was for everyone, not just Jude.

      Mack stopped in the doorway. He had a rag in his hands and was wiping the grease off his skin. “Couldn’t stay away?”

      For half a second, Jude wished he had stayed away as the smug grin on Mack’s face wasn’t what he wanted to see.

      “I brought dessert. I’m sorry for walking out last night.” He pushed the bag toward Mack. “You can pick first.”

      Mack put down the rag and peeked inside the paper bag. “Nice choices. But I don’t think you’re here to deliver my morning tea or make up for last night. I did a little research on familiars.”

      Jude groaned. “Tell me it wasn’t on the Coven database.”

      “Of course it was. Where else am I going to look that shit up?”

      “Given that I’m the only witch here, they’ll know it was because of me.”

      Mack stared at him. “You make that sound like a bad thing.”

      It was, but he didn’t want Mack to know he was on a very short probationary leash. “I’m here to sort out the creature, not get a familiar or date the town mechanic. They’ll think I’m messing around.”

      Mack crossed his arms. “You were. You were giving me the look in the bar.”

      That was also true. “I planned on giving myself the night off…” He really didn’t want to go through thinking Mack was the creature again. If Mack had done the research, he wanted to know about familiars. “What did you find out?”

      “That we’re fucked. If one of us dies, the other will waste away, and the bond can only be undone by the Coven.” Mack didn’t appear impressed by either piece of news.

      Jude had known that there were limitations to the bond, but he hadn’t expected their lives to be so intimately entwined. He didn’t like the idea of pining for a man he hadn’t even had. That seemed like a total waste. He didn’t like the idea of dying either. He sipped his cooling coffee. “The Coven being able to break the bond is a good thing, right? That’s what you want?”

      “I don’t want the Coven sticking their noses into my life, but yeah.” Mack’s voice was typically gruff, but he didn’t sound certain.

      Hope sparked, but Jude kept his face neutral. He needed help, and there was no help better than a familiar. While he completely agreed with Mack’s feelings about the Coven, he chose not to agree too vehemently. “Good, then we are agreed. Once this is over, the Coven can separate us.”

      Saying it out loud didn’t make it seem like a good idea. The Fates had put them together for a reason, and that wasn’t the kind of gift one handed back without consequence.

      “Yeah.” Mack nodded and forced a smile that was more a grimace. “Did you want to come out the back while I work, or do you have other plans?”

      “No plans.” That Mack was inviting him out the back was so much better than being tossed out. They were back to working together. And maybe more. “I can tell you what I found out about the creature.”

      “You researched that, not familiars?”

      “That is why I’m here.” Jude picked up the cakes and followed Mack out the back.

      The workshop smelled of oil and kerosene with the faintest hint of sweat. There was a car off the floor with its guts on the cement. It all looked like junk to him, but to Mack it obviously made sense.

      “Don’t touch anything.” Mack put his rag on the workbench near a metal drink bottle that had seen better days. The black paint was chipped and grazed, and the bottle had more dents than Jude’s first car.

      “Wasn’t going to.” There were too many things to accidentally touch. He leaned cautiously against the workbench. When Mack didn’t tell him to move, he relaxed a little and put the cakes on the piece of the bench that was cleanish.

      “No electricity either.”

      “No magic at all.” He held up his hands as if surrendering. It was too easy to do what Mack told him when it should be the other way around. The witch was supposed to be in control.

      Mack nodded and drew the piece of chocolate cake toward him. “So what did you find out?”

      Jude watched as Mack pulled a knife out of a chipped cup—that was holding other pieces of cutlery—and cut the cake in half. Then he repeated the process for the lemon tart. Jude hadn’t expected the knife or the careful division. What other surprises did Mack have?

      “I think the creature is some kind of shifter,” Jude said carefully.

      Mack gave him a glare that cut through to the marrow. Mack was definitely someone he wanted on his side, not working against him.

      “Not a human shifter, the other kind.” The other kinds were the ones that nightmares were made of. They were flesh and blood, but not really animal. They were the darkness and the demons of myth and legend, but they were very real and very dangerous. “That’s the only way the changing paw prints can be explained. The upside is it’s not some kind of wyrm or wraith.”

      Wraiths could suck out life, like ghosts, but didn’t drink blood. Their kills were far less messy. Wyrms were large burrowing creatures, and if one of them was doing the killing, there’d be no cow left to examine. He really wished he hadn’t read the details on some of the creatures because he’d be getting nightmares for months.

      “I will take your word for it.” Mack picked up a half slice of chocolate cake. “A rogue shifter would have been easier.”

      Which is what Jude had first thought and hoped for, but he didn’t add that. He just nodded. He ate his piece of cake in silence, too aware of the shifter only two feet from him. The light caught Mack’s eyes, and they reflected green for a second, betraying what he was to any witch or other paranormal being. Mack ate delicately and licked his fingers. Jude wanted to lick them for him. He glanced away, not sure if the rising heat in his body was because of the small workshop, the familiar bond, or the simple reason that Mack was a good-looking guy and Jude already knew what his lips felt like.

      “I’m sorry for thinking it was you.” Jude could think of one hundred ways to make it up to him. He tried to rein in his imagination and failed. He had never been so twisted up with lust before.

      “I can see why you’d think it was me. Bears do have a reputation for destruction,” Mack said softly, as though that was now forgiven. He watched Jude carefully. “This bond…”

      “Yeah?” Did he sound too hopeful?

      “It’s better for you than me.”

      Jude swallowed and nodded. “I know the history.”

      Some witches had abused the privilege, and shifters had grown wary and distrustful.

      Mack poked at the lemon tart. “This is a partnership or it’s nothing. I will not blindly obey.”

      “That’s fine…probably for the best.”

      “You say that now, but you might change your mind and compel me.”

      “I won’t.” But it was just words. And Mack already didn’t trust him that much. “I swear by the Fates I will not compel you.” He shivered as the words left his lips. He hated swearing by the Fates. He was never sure if they were listening and would follow through with some kind of retribution for breaking his word.

      Mack studied him; his gaze unflinching. “We will catch the creature, and then I’ll petition the Coven for my freedom, as required for them to break the bond. I’ll tell them the truth, that it was an accident, so you won’t get into trouble.”

      “I won’t argue to keep you.” That was the wrong thing to say.

      Mack’s eyebrows lowered. “I’m not yours to keep.”

      “I know. It’s a good plan. Work together, then get the Coven to fix this. But in the meantime?” Jude said a little too hopefully.

      Mack drew in a breath. “You honestly weren’t faking attraction in the bar? I wasn’t sure last night. I don’t know if it’s the magic in the bond anymore or if it’s real.”

      “It could be both.” He’d thought Mack had lost interest, but every so often there’d be a half smile or a look that made Jude wonder. Now he knew. “Does it matter for the moment when we plan for the Coven to break the bond?”

      As much as he didn’t like the way Mack was so keen to end the bond, it was for the best. He’d never wanted a familiar or the responsibility that came with that. Even now they were linked, though not as solidly as they would be as they got closer. Sex would bind them tightly, as would working together. Even now if one were to die the other would pine away. Their magics would alter as the bond thickened. He had no idea how his magic would change, or how Mack’s abilities would be strengthened. But some changes would only happen as the bond developed with time and use. The bond wouldn’t get a chance to develop, though. They’d catch this creature then part ways.

      That should be all he wanted.

      Mack took a step closer. “I’m sorry for punching you.”

      “I’m glad you did.” He meant that. Mack had saved him from making a terrible error. He closed the distance and hesitated for only a moment before brushing his lips over Mack’s. He rocked back to assess Mack’s reaction, not sure if he’d gone too far, too soon, but unable to resist any longer. The magic of the bond shimmered in his blood, and his heart beat faster, and lust tugged much lower. Beneath that immediate draw was the spark of attraction he’d felt when he’d first seen Mack.

      Maybe the bond needed that spark to even work. Why else would two people kiss?

      Mack’s tongue traced his lower lip, then he used Jude’s shirt to pull him close and kissed him again. Hot and hard the way Jude had wanted the night they’d met.
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      The static was on Mack’s tongue the moment Jude’s lips parted. It spread fast, sliding through his blood and over his skin. This time he knew it wasn’t a spell, or at least wasn’t one Jude did consciously. It was a taste of the witch’s magic and the shimmer of the familiar bond.

      While he didn’t like the bond or what it meant, he liked Jude.

      He shouldn’t.

      Witches had a history of trapping shifters and binding them as familiars—it was old history, and the practice had been stopped two centuries ago—and he fully intended to ask for his freedom. He didn’t want to think what would happen if it wasn’t granted.

      Right now, he didn’t want to think at all. For the moment there was nothing he or Jude could do about the bond. He could handle being tied to the witch, metaphorically, for a few days or even a week.

      Mates. He didn’t even believe in fate.

      But of all the witches in the world it was his mate who had come to Mercy. That had to be some kind of magic.

      Now he had a chance to have what had been offered the first night they’d met. From the way Jude pressed against him, it seemed that Jude wanted the same thing. Maybe some of the lust was the bond, but did it matter? There’d been something before they’d kissed, and the bond had formed. Jude hadn’t been faking in the bar. Mack held on to that thought.

      He slid his hand over Jude’s hip to cup his ass. Jude responded by moving closer. His lips were sweet from the coffee and cake, like caramel and chocolate with a touch of magic and danger.

      He was not going to dream about the taste. He wasn’t that person. He didn’t lust over people, and he didn’t hunger for more. He was practical and got what he needed and wanted and moved on. Always keeping the secret about what he was. That secret wasn’t between him and his lover for the first time in his life. He’d dreamed of Jude last night and regretted not going after him. That was just the bond. He’d keep telling himself that until he believed it.

      Jude’s hand brushed Mack’s inner thigh, then higher. Lust tightened and twisted. His nail ran up the metal fly to the button.

      Mack drew back and sucked in a breath. “Not here.”

      Anyone could walk into the shop, and while they couldn’t be seen, it just wasn’t right.

      Jude lifted one eyebrow and flicked open the button on Mack’s jeans. “Why not? You invited me out the back.”

      He had, but not for this. God, he wanted this. He wanted Jude on his knees… The image was too clear in his head, and for a moment he thought that maybe that was what Jude wanted. He’d read about the bond, but he refused to believe some of the things he’d read. He certainly didn’t want Jude in his head seeing what he was thinking.

      Or feeling.

      He didn’t want to be in Jude’s head either. Another good reason to end this as soon as possible. A good reason to make the most of it while it lasted. How many times did he get to be with someone who knew what he was?

      This would be a first.

      Jude’s tongue darted between his lips, and he glanced down. He gave the elastic on Mack’s jocks a tug, revealing the rosy head. “We could pick up where we left off.”

      Mack’s pulse was fast as lust fueled his heart. “Yeah? What exactly were you going to do, assuming I was just your average pickup?” He didn’t have an average pickup. Not in Mercy anyway. Sometimes he made the hour drive to the city for a weekend. Then he made the most of it.

      “Well…” Jude’s fingertip barely touched him, but he was beyond hard. “There is no such thing as average.”

      Yeah, there was. Pick someone, make sure they both wanted the same thing, and get on with it. Usually it didn’t involve head—he could get that from Ned. This would be different, though. This wasn’t a boredom screw.

      The zipper pulled apart, the teeth loud in his workshop.

      “What did you want?” Mack forced the words out and tried not to think about what Jude’s fingertips were doing to his exposed skin. He should take a step back and pull up his pants, but if someone came in the bell would chime.

      “I’d like a taste.” Jude lifted his gaze. His green eyes lit with lust.

      “And then?” He cupped Jude’s jaw. “I meant it when I said I won’t submit to you. I don’t bottom.” It wasn’t his thing, but he loved a nice ass, and he wanted Jude’s, though not here in his workshop. He wasn’t prepared for anything. His dick was ready for everything.

      Jude grinned. “That’s perfect. I didn’t get to ask you the other night, but how about for the moment we take it one thing at a time?” He gave Mack’s jeans a tug lower until his dick sprang free. Then Jude dropped to his knees.

      The sight was as arresting as it had been in his imagination. He couldn’t say stop as Jude freed him from his underwear. And he couldn’t keep his eyes open when Jude’s lips closed around him.

      This was not smart. This was not keeping what they had to a working relationship or keeping the bond as weak as possible. This was taking things further and making the most of the time they had even though he would get hurt. He knew that and he still couldn’t stop himself. Didn’t want to. He’d never wanted anything as much.

      He pressed his nails into the workbench.

      Hunger kicked through him. His heart raced to keep up. Resisting the urge to thrust became impossible; Jude made a small sound that was almost a purr as though he’d gotten exactly what he wanted.

      Mack cupped Jude’s head. His hair was a fortress that couldn’t be penetrated by mortal fingers. Jude suckled, his tongue a demanding thing that worked the underside of Mack’s dick in a way that should be a crime. Mack glanced at the bench and picked up the rag. Jude swept it out of his hand and let it fall on the floor.

      He meant to—

      The door creaked, then the bell chimed. Mack froze.

      Jude glanced up and swallowed an extra inch.

      Mack’s heart stuttered. Jude drew back, sucking harder with every inch he released. Mack didn’t even look at the door. He couldn’t take his gaze off the witch on his knees.

      “Just a minute.” Mack was sure his words were strained.

      With a time limit and an audience on the other side of the thin wall, Jude applied himself to the task. Mack kept his teeth locked together. He wanted Jude to look away. To break the spell first, but he didn’t. And Mack couldn’t because he’d never seen anything so beautiful.

      Jude’s tongue swept around the head before drawing him deep again. Mack’s hips jerked. The rag was on the floor. He couldn’t hold back.

      A grunt escaped. His hips rocked, and Jude swallowed everything, never once breaking eye contact.

      “What’s taking so long?” Ned’s voice was far too close.

      Mack’s chest heaved with each breath. He called out, “Had to finish what I was doing.”

      Jude sat back on his heels with a smile that was pure sin on his lips. Even though it was Mack who’d come, he had the feeling that Jude had gotten exactly what he wanted.

      His breathing was too fast, and the musk of sex of the air. He wanted to bend down and kiss Jude, but Ned was in the shop and waiting.

      Mack fixed his clothes, then put his finger to his lips, warning Jude to be quiet while he got rid of Ned. He prayed that he could school his face, so his features didn’t reveal the real reason he was taking so long.

      “I thought you were dodging me.” Ned grinned. “How’d your date go?”

      “Fine.” He did not want to talk about this now. His blood was still hot, and he wanted to get out the back.

      Ned leaned on the counter. “No details? Come on.”

      Mack considered his friend for a moment. If Jude hadn’t been in the workshop, he might have said more—nothing about witches and shifters. Ned was a friend, but he didn’t know all of Mack’s secrets. That was one of the reasons they were only friends. That and they’d been terrible together—they’d tried, but neither of them enjoyed bottoming. Ned was the only person he’d ever tried it with.

      That Jude was his magical mate; was that one witch in a million? And he was a bottom. And he’d arrived in Mercy…Jude had virtually been gift wrapped and placed at his feet. He should be holding him close and never letting go. And if Jude hadn’t been a witch, or he hadn’t been a familiar, then maybe he wouldn’t have been so hesitant. But he was a bear not a cat, and witches weren’t to be trusted.

      “I’ve seen him around town—”

      “And I’m still seeing him.” He did not want Ned chasing after Jude. The idea grated more than it should’ve. They barely knew each other, but Mack wanted more.

      “Ah, like that.” Ned stood up and nodded. “Damn, I wish I’d won the toss.”

      A little part of Mack died. He clamped his teeth together. “Was there anything you needed? I’ve got a big job I’m working on.” Not a lie, but he didn’t want to continue this conversation.

      “I was going to see if you wanted to get dinner, but you probably have other plans.”

      He didn’t, but dinner was an excuse. Ned wanted details and maybe more. Mack held his friend’s gaze for a moment before looking away. They both needed to break the habit, or they’d still be doing this shit in ten years’ time. He wanted more than a casual fuck buddy. “Another time.”

      Ned did his best not to look wounded, but it flickered over his lips and settled in his eyes. Mack wanted to put his arm around him, but the counter was in the way. Ned turned and walked out of the shop.

      “Won the coin toss?” Jude leaned against the doorframe.

      “Yeah. It’s a thing.” He couldn’t look at Jude.

      “You and he have a thing.” Footsteps came close.

      Mack smelled that clean, storm scent. “Had…just after high school. We’re still friends.”

      “Don’t bullshit me.”

      Mack spun. Jude was three paces behind him. “Fine, we still get together sometimes.”

      Jude was silent for a moment. “If Ned had won the toss, I’d have asked him to introduce me to you.”

      “So you could zap me.” He didn’t want to be reliving that night again. It wasn’t his finest moment.

      Jude shook his head. “I didn’t know until I saw the light reflect in your eyes. Before that, I just wanted to get your attention.”

      “And now you have it.” And everything else. He was counting on Jude being true to his word that he wouldn’t use magic to compel Mack. Witches had a history of abusing magic and lying. That humans had risen up and tried to purge them out of existence had been the wake-up call the witches had needed to get their people under control. How good was Jude, as a witch and as a man?

      “Did you break up with him because of what you are?” Jude asked softly.

      “Yeah.” That had always been the sticking point in all of his relationships. How could he hide such a big part of himself? He didn’t like the dishonesty, but at the same time he was afraid of telling anyone. He didn’t want to be laughed at. Worse, he didn’t want to break up with someone and have them use it against him. Then there were the rules about not telling humans. Shifters sometimes did, but it didn’t always end well. There were accidental shifter deaths.

      “It must be hard being the only paranormal in town. Why did your parents stay here?”

      “My family has been here for generations. Bears aren’t social and we’re the only shifters in town.”

      “Both your parents are shifters?”

      Mack nodded. “I told you we get together for marriages and funerals. My parents locked eyes over a grave and have been together ever since.” That was how they told it, but there was more to it. His mother had already been promised to another, and his father had literally had to fight her betrothed. Bears out here clung to tradition. Some of them still expected Mack to marry. They kept putting their daughters in front of him, hoping to change his mind. He hadn’t told them he was gay. His parents knew, and people around the town knew. Even though his favorite bar held the occasional social night, it wasn’t something that was discussed.

      “What about your parents? Do you come from a long line of electro-mages?”

      The smile shattered on Jude’s lips. “I don’t know who my parents are.”

      “And your magic?”

      “I discovered that all by myself and by accident. It was a few more years before I came to the Coven’s attention.”

      Mack couldn’t imagine shifting for the first time and not knowing what to expect. He’d known what he was, what his parents were for his whole life. He didn’t know what to say.

      Jude walked around him to the other side of the counter. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Wait.” He had no idea what he wanted to say. Jude couldn’t walk in, blow him, and leave, especially on such a sour note. He shouldn’t care, he had work to do, but he did. He swallowed, wanting to say something meaningful, but he failed to find any words. “What are we going to do about the creature?”

      Jude stared at him. His eyebrows pinched together for a moment. Mack knew he’d said the wrong thing. He should’ve said something about them, not the job. He was shit at this.

      “I want to go back to North.”

      “I’ll come with you.” Though he had no idea what Jude hoped to find out there.

      Jude shook his head. “You don’t have to.”

      “Yeah, I do. I said I’d help, and I meant it. Besides, according to what I read, I’m supposed to keep you alive or something.” He forced a smile. If a shifter killed their witch, they were effectively committing suicide. But it had happened. History was littered with the corpses of what witches called familiar gone bad and what shifters called witches gone mad. “I’ll pick you up.”

      Eventually Jude nodded, but Mack had been judged, and he had failed by some yardstick he didn’t even know about.
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      Jude bought a salad roll and a drink on his way back to his room, then he opened his laptop and stared at the black screen. He could still taste Mack on his tongue. He didn’t let himself think of what might have happened if Mack’s ex hadn’t walked in. He cracked the lemonade and took a few gulps. The memory wasn’t as easy to erase.

      He wasn’t used to the eye contact, or to the connection. He’d felt Mack’s need, the coil of heat, and he’d wanted more. Needed more. Even now desire simmered, brushed aside but not forgotten. It flared to life when he came within a few yards of Mack. The pull to be near him was ridiculous. He found it hard to believe that witches had once sought this kind of connection because it made them stronger.

      As far as Jude was concerned it was completely distracting.

      He had a creature to hunt and his magic to save.

      He loaded up the database and logged in. He’d been given a log in when the Coven had deemed him trustworthy. In theory, all paranormals were able to log in and get information about themselves and find meeting groups. In practice, many had fallen away. Perhaps being unknown by the Coven was safer than living by their rules. It was interesting that Mack’s family was still connected, even though they were so isolated. Or maybe that was the reason.

      Jude returned to the creatures he’d flagged and read through the descriptions again. He was, of course, assuming the creature was flesh and blood. If it was incorporeal, that was a whole other list. There were many things that needed to feed on the living to exist in this realm.

      Did incorporeal beings leave footprints and eat hearts? He didn’t think so.

      He sipped his soft drink and studied the menu bar. He clicked the drop-down menu for witches. Then the one for shifters—he couldn’t click on any of the links for shifters, and Mack wouldn’t be able to look in the witch menu.

      He went back to the witches and scrolled through the different types. Had his mother or father been an electro-mage? When he was younger, he’d often wondered why he’d been abandoned. Had they known what he’d be and not wanted him? Or had his mother simply been too young and known nothing of witches, the magic coming from a father who hadn’t stuck around? The database wouldn’t give him any answers. It never did when it came to his family.

      He kept scrolling until he reached the link for familiars. The cursor hovered. The screen burned his retinas. He blinked and opened a new search window. There were other places he could get information. Places that the Coven didn’t monitor. Places the Coven would like to shut down but couldn’t because they sprang back up like toadstools.

      He typed in the website address. There was no way to search for the dark coven site on the internet. It was a secretive place where things most people didn’t need, or want, to know about could be talked about. No human could accidentally find it either. The only way in was to be invited. Like the Coven database there was a password. Someone had vetted him before giving him access, but he had no idea who or what they had discovered. Only that he’d been approved.

      There were no restrictions on the dark Coven site. He could look up bear shifters or any spell he wanted. Some of the information had been taken from the Coven database, and users had added other bits. Not all of it was reliable. But then, he wasn’t convinced the Coven’s database was either. This was where those who chose not to be part of the Coven, or who wanted more than what the Coven offered, went for information.

      For a time, he’d been lured in hoping to find out something about his parents. But without rules guiding behavior, people were less than genuine. Some of them made the Coven look caring. The Coven had drawn him closer, ostensibly for further training, after he’d fried the computer lab at college.

      It had been a lie created out of kindness. He’d been dangerous to everyone back then. He hadn’t realized what his fuck ups meant for the paranormal community. He hadn’t thought one Vegas win would put them in danger either. But if the Coven knew…

      He sighed. Sometimes a life without magic seemed so much simpler.

      Without fear of repercussion, he clicked on bear shifters, something he never thought he’d need to do. There were pictures—hand drawn and block prints from old books—of the different types of bear shifters. What kind of bear was Mack? He hadn’t even asked. Was that some kind of social error?

      Even in human form bears were stronger and faster than the average human. Their sense of smell was also more acute. And there he was, covering himself in aftershave and deodorant. He must smell like a whorehouse. He’d shower before Mack picked him up to go to North.

      As interesting as bear history was, it wasn’t helping him. It took a little longer to dig down because the site wasn’t as well organized as the Coven database, but he found the page on familiars. Everything from how to find one—there were spells and charms for that if one liked to wear unhatched cocoons. Other simpler solutions were to go to shifter bars and get busy kissing. That carried the warning that some shifter bars would ban witches that got too friendly with too many people—go slowly.

      Jude wrinkled his nose. Ew, there were still witches out there looking for a familiar.

      That didn’t sit well at all. They were probably the witches who shouldn’t have a familiar. A familiar wasn’t a pet cat—though some shifters had been forced to remain in their animal form by their witch a few centuries ago. Buried in the text was a link to a different page: love matches. That sounded better.

      Not that he was in love with Mack. It was lust.

      He smiled as he read about shifters and their witches exploiting the bond to full advantage and committing to each other in every way, though the article said the shifter should always obey the witch. The writer suggested this was how it was meant to be, and it was the natural order for witches to be in charge. Yeah…not all relationships were the same, and he didn’t want someone to boss around. He wanted a partner. He sucked in a breath. Until that moment he’d never thought such a thing. Settling down had always been something that would happen at some vague point in the future. Though clearly it would have to be with someone who knew about magic. He wasn’t very good at keeping his magic a secret. Yet that was how Mack had been living for years.

      Mack deserved better than Ned. Or this small town. But he couldn’t imagine Mack in the city either. Bears needed space. It would never work between them. The Fates got things wrong. But most of this was so right. Or at least it felt right, though that could be lust doing the thinking.

      There was a footnote linking to two other pages. One was a warning about shifters holding witches captive to exploit them—in the past it had been the other way around—and another on the petition for freedom that shifters could apply for if caught in an unwanted bond. He clicked through, wanting to know how the bond was undone.

      There was one paragraph. The spell was a simple unbinding ceremony, usually only done when a shifter had been coerced or otherwise entrapped. An additional warning had been added. If a witch traps an unwilling shifter there are penalties. The harshest is the stripping of magic. Be careful if searching for a familiar because the Coven doesn’t mess around.

      “Great, the Coven will have another excuse to strip my magic.” He finished the soda and tossed the can toward the trash. It hit the rim and bounced onto the floor in a shower of drips.

      Mack had said that he wouldn’t get him into trouble—he hadn’t mentioned the penalty either; maybe it wasn’t on the Coven site—but given the way the Coven, and Landstrom, wanted him to fail, they’d jump on this. Even if Mack and Jude caught the creature in time, he wasn’t getting out of this with his magic. He should quit now, unless he could convince Mack not to petition the Coven.

      He didn’t like his chances at that either. Mack had been dragged into this mess; somehow Jude had to fix it.

      He stared at the screen for several seconds, debating if he wanted to know what would happen to him before deciding it was better to be informed about how magic was stripped. He’d resisted until now because he suspected it wouldn’t be pleasant. But he needed to know. For all that he had a love-hate relationship with his magic, it was part of him.

      The spell for stripping magic was complex—which was a good thing as it couldn’t be done accidentally or randomly to any witch on the street. There were cases of the witch dying afterwards. Jude swallowed and kept reading. Those who survived led regular human lives. Did they hate the Coven and the paranormal community?

      What would it be like to wake up and be magicless? He’d been that way once, although even as a kid he’d been able to zap people with static with alarming frequency. Batteries had gone flat around him. There were so many little signs that he wasn’t quite normal that another witch would’ve picked up on. His foster parents hadn’t known. If they had, they’d have probably tried to get the demons out of him.

      He was about to shut the laptop when a link in the text caught his eye. Stealing magic. The same ritual that strips can also be used to steal a witch’s magic, though stealing magic is a crime. Jude clicked, and the next page talked about a witch that had lived a couple of hundred years ago in Germany. He had captured witches and taken their magic, absorbing it into his own.

      It had taken a full Coven to bring him down. Witches had worked with vampires and shifters to stop him. That must have been serious. Neither page listed the ritual because it was so dangerous.
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        * * *

      

      They drove out to North without talking. Jude’s silence unnerved Mack. Jude wasn’t the silent type. He always had something to say. As they reached the dirt track, Mack slowed.

      “You haven’t said a word since hello. What’s wrong?” Was he pissed off because Mack hadn’t gotten him off? Jude had been the one to leave the shop. And Mack hadn’t asked him to suck and swallow—though he hadn’t said no either. And now he was in Jude’s debt. He didn’t know much about witches, but owing one a favor seemed dangerous.

      “I spent the day researching.” Jude picked at an artful tear in his jeans.

      “And?” Had he discovered something awful? Worse than having their lives interlaced for the moment?

      “I went to a dark coven site.”

      “Oh. You know they aren’t reliable, and anyone can add to them.” But they were useful if looking for things that the Coven wouldn’t readily share, including the kind of magic that shouldn’t be practiced, ever. What was Jude messed up in?

      What was Mack now messed up in?

      Jude nodded and stared out the window and didn’t respond. The sun sat low, but there were still a few hours of daylight left. He didn’t like the way silence blanketed Jude. He’d grown used to the sound of the witch’s voice and grudgingly admitted that Jude was growing on him. He might have offered to drive him out because he wanted to spend time with him. Getting further involved with Jude would be hazardous. He shouldn’t have let Jude unzip his jeans, but at the time he hadn’t been able to resist. He really needed to get out more frequently and do more than just hook up. He wanted more than that, but he didn’t want this. He wasn’t anybody’s belonging or magical helper.

      He may have read too much about the ways witches could abuse the power imbalance.

      “Why did you want to come back here?” Mack pressed. If Jude didn’t want to talk about what he’d found out, there must be a reason he wanted to revisit North. “You want to play with lightning again?”

      If that were the case, Mack wouldn’t mind watching. Jude had been wild, and for a moment, Mack had seen who he was behind the designer labels and sculpted hair.

      That almost drew a smile from Jude. “No. If I want to do that, I’ll go farther out.”

      “I’ll take you camping.” The offer fell from his lips.

      “You don’t have to.”

      But he wanted to. It wasn’t just the bond; he enjoyed Jude’s company. Probably because he didn’t have to hide what he was, that was the only reason. While there were traces of Jude’s aftershave left, Mack could smell Jude’s skin and soap, and it was a vast improvement. A lesser witch might have given up or even run away given the situation, but Jude had looked at the cow and done the research. He was determined to stop the creature and do the right thing.

      “Drive up to the end,” Jude said.

      Mack drove through the town. It had never been big even when lived in. The shops and houses were for the permanent residents. The hopefuls and many of the miners lived in tents and shacks. He parked and for a few heartbeats sat. The engine ticked as it cooled. “I thought there was nothing here.”

      “There’s old magic. Nothing bad. No dark summoning or hexes. But I want to know what it is.” Jude got out of the car and started walking toward the mine.

      The entrance was supposed to be blocked off, and every so often someone would come out and bang up a few new boards, but they’d get torn down by teens wanting to test their bravery down the haunted shaft. It wasn’t haunted. Mack had never seen a damn thing, and he’d gone farther than most because his eyes were better in the dark. Jude wouldn’t share that advantage.

      “I’ll grab a torch.” Mack called out as he reached for the glove box.

      Jude turned. A ball of white light crackled on his palm. “No need.”

      Okay, then. They went into the mine like a couple of juiced-up teens. Not quite how he’d planned on spending the night, but still better than being home alone or gossiping with Ned.

      He followed Jude over the remains of the barricade and into the mine where he paused to sniff. All he smelled was the sharp tang of Jude’s magic, old beer, and rotting wood. “The beams holding this up are fragile.”

      “Scared?” Jude glowed, his skin luminescent and sparking like he was made of electricity.

      Mack wanted to touch him but didn’t know if it was safe. “This is not my first time down the mine.” Under the rubble on the floor were the old metal tracks from the buckets they’d used to haul the ore up. Farther on there was a shaft that seemed to drop straight to Hell.

      “Well, it’s my first time, and I’ve decided I don’t like being underground.” Jude stopped walking and shivered.

      “You don’t have to do this. Old magic, new killer. Probably not related.”

      Jude shook his head. “Can’t you taste it?”

      “No.” Mack glanced behind them to where the entrance was a small patch of light. When they rounded the bend, there would be nothing, only darkness. “What does it taste like?”

      “Chamomile tea and lavender.” Jude took a few more steps. “It gets stronger the deeper we go.”

      “Are you sure it won’t affect us?”

      There was a pause, as if Jude was thinking about the answer.

      “We shouldn’t go any farther.” Mack couldn’t smell or taste the magic, and he didn’t like things that he couldn’t sense. He was used to having better senses that everyone around him. Now he was blind.

      “But you’ve done this before.” The orb illuminated Jude’s face. His eyes were lit from within, glowing. The effect unnerved him. Jude looked every part the storm god—it was a more fitting description than electro-mage. A more terrifying description.

      Mack’s heart beat faster, and he reminded himself that Jude was his witch, so it wasn’t in his best interest to do anything to harm Mack. They had to protect each other until the bond could be broken. “But I didn’t know there was sleepy magic down here.”

      He didn’t know if he’d have cared back then either. But then there hadn’t been a cow-killing creature prowling the edge of town.

      “Yes…that’s what it is.” Jude licked his lip as though tasting the magic again. “Some kind of sleeping spell.”

      “I’m not kissing a princess.”

      Jude smiled. “The spell is broken, so you’re safe from unwanted kisses.”

      “If the spell is broken, what was put to sleep?” The creature was his first guess, but Mack hoped he was wrong.

      “Let’s find out.” Jude walked on, stepping over broken tracks and rocks and rubbish in his fancy boots.

      Mack followed because he had to keep Jude alive. He was not going to pine away and die because of a stupid bond he’d never wanted in the first place. They reached the fork in the tunnel.

      “Left becomes a shaft in about ten yards.” A kid a few years older than him had fallen down it and died. His body had been retrieved, but his ghost hadn’t hung around as a warning to others, despite what the rumors had claimed.

      “And the right side?”

      “I don’t know. This is as far as I came. I only did it to win the dare and the six-pack of beer.” He’d gotten drunk and in so much trouble.

      Jude walked a few paces down each leg then came back to him. “I think it’s down the shaft.”

      “Then we should come back another time with ropes and gear.” Climbing down the shaft was a fool’s errand. “You know what the magic is, is that not enough?”

      His gut tightened. If someone had put something to sleep down here, it was with very good reason. That it was now awake and killing was an excellent reason not to be here. A whiff of something rotten caught his nostrils. “Jude…”

      Animals often lived in old mines, and while there were small rodents in here, whatever was scrabbling around in the dark was not mouse-sized. He grabbed Jude’s shirt and hauled him back a few yards.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Can’t you hear it getting closer? Can’t you smell it?”

      Jude stared at him like he was a mad man. Mack didn’t release him, he kept walking, dragging Jude with him. Jude didn’t struggle, but he didn’t hurry either. The need to flee rushed through Mack’s body. The end of the tunnel came into view and was too far away in his opinion.

      “I think something died in here.” Jude coughed and raised his hand to his nose. It had taken him this long to smell the sweetish scent of decomposing meat.

      “Yeah, us if we don’t get out.” He gripped Jude around the biceps and ran.

      Jude stumbled and struggled to keep up.

      The scrabbling got louder, then stopped.

      “Shit. It’s just a dog.” Jude gave a nervous laugh.

      Jude’s light illuminated the black animal. It looked like a dog. But it grew bigger with each pace. Not bigger as in closer, but bigger and less dog-like.

      He blinked to be sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks. They unfortunately weren’t. “That’s not a dog.”

      “Aufhocker,” Jude breathed the word as though too afraid to swear out loud.

      Mack didn’t give Jude time recover. Getting out was their only hope, and even then getting to the car would be dicey. “How about a little magic, witch?”

      “I can’t do anything while you’re pulling me along.”

      “Run then.”

      “It’s only walking.”

      “All the more reason for us to run.” He hoped there wasn’t a second one waiting outside.

      Jude tripped as his boot caught on something but picked up speed. When they reached the entrance, Mack stopped and sniffed.

      Jude put his back to Mack’s as though it was the most natural thing to do. “Um…it’s still walking toward us. Shall we run for the car?”

      The scent of carrion filled his nostrils and clogged the back of his throat, making it hard to tell if there was another one or not. The car was ten yards away, and as tempting as it was to make a run for it, Mack wasn’t stupid. He camped and had seen real bears while he was shifted and as a human. Wild animals were to be treated with caution.

      And the thing with even more caution because he didn’t know what it was, only that it wasn’t a natural animal. It was a creature out of myth and nightmare. It had been put to sleep, and now it was awake and hungry.

      The overhang of the mine prevented him from seeing if there was another waiting above. He wouldn’t know until he stepped out and got pounced on. They needed a distraction. A way of keeping the beast busy.

      “Can you make a rockfall? Trap it in the mine?”

      “I’m not an earth witch.”

      “I know that, but you can still do shit.” Couldn’t he? What was the point of having magic if it couldn’t save lives? Their lives?

      “I don’t want to kill us accidentally.”

      “Well, that thing will kill us deliberately, so I’m happy to take my chances.” He didn’t want to end up gutted like the cow. Mack glanced over his shoulder. The not-a-dog was still gaining as though in no hurry, and it was deadly silent. No growling or snarling, just a sentient shadow. How had he ever thought the creature resembled a dog? It was the wrong shape. Too big in the shoulders and too wide in the head.

      “Any time now would be good. If it gets any closer, we will get trapped in the rockfall.” Mack inched toward the opening, trying to get a better scent from the outside, but his nose was so clogged with the scent of death that he wanted to scrub the inside of his face with bleach.

      “I’m thinking,” Jude muttered.

      Static made the hair on Mack’s arms and the back of his neck prick to attention. He smelled the storm a second before it struck. The shock went through him liked he’d stuck his finger in a socket. His heart contracted, and his breath escaped. He stumbled forward, his legs like a newborn foal’s.

      Jude steadied him, then the world tumbled down around them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Jude coughed on the dust his rockfall had made. His boot caught on a stone, and he almost went sprawling on top of Mack who’d somehow tripped. Jude grabbed Mack and hauled him out into the dusk. Mack stumbled and gasped, then dropped to his knees as though no longer able to stand.

      The entrance to the mine was three quarters blocked. Enough to stop the creature? They had to get to the car. Jude’s heart thudded hard as he waited for the glowing eyes to appear above the rubble.

      Maybe he’d killed it? With his next breath he knew he wasn’t that lucky, ever. He glanced around, the truck still too far away if the thing came after them. They needed to move.

      “Are you all right?” He put a hand on Mack’s back, and Mack drew away from him as though his touch hurt.

      “You electrocuted me.” Mack glanced up.

      Was that shock or fear in his eyes? Jude didn’t like it either way.

      “I’m sorry.” He hadn’t meant to.

      Mack regarded him cautiously. “I was touching you. Your whole body became charged…like…like an electric eel.”

      Jude glanced again at the opening to the mine. Glowing eyes watched them. Could it slip through the gap if it got small again? How small could it get? “Can you walk?”

      Mack grunted and pushed himself up on to his knees. Then he stopped and stared at his hands. Or where his hands should be. Instead of hands, he had paws. Large hairy, claw-tipped bear paws.

      Jude took a step back. “Does that usually happen?”

      “No.” Mack’s eyes were wide, and his face had gone pale. He shook his hands as though he could shake off the dark fur. Nothing happened. “What the fuck?” He shook his hands harder.

      “I’ll drive. It’s fine.”

      “What part of this is fine?” His voice got louder with each word. “I’m not a bear and I’m not human.” He held up his paws.

      Jude wanted to run and lock himself in the car, but Mack had the keys. He swallowed, unsure what to do.

      Then Mack lifted his head and sniffed. Jude glanced at the mine entrance. The creature hadn’t moved. It was still watching. Now he knew what it was. An aufhocker. Just the name filled him with dread. Of all the things he’d read about, it had to be that. If it had stayed small and dog-like, he wouldn’t have known. It could’ve been any number of hellhounds or hellhound related creatures.

      “The truck keys are in my pocket.” Mack stood, and Jude slipped his hand into Mack’s front pocket where the keys bulged.

      Jude unlocked the truck, and without another word, they both ran the last few yards and got in.

      Jude stared at Mack with his paws. “You opened the door.”

      “Do you really think I haven’t gotten into my truck as a bear before?” He snarled, his gaze on his paws.

      “I don’t know. Did you want to drive?”

      “Can’t. I’ve tried that.” Mack almost smiled.

      Jude tried to imagine Mack in full shift and failed. He was a big man, and he wouldn’t be any smaller as a bear.

      “But you can put my seat belt on for me.”

      “Right.” Because a seat belt would matter when there was an aufhocker in the abandoned mine. But he leaned over to help anyway. For a few seconds they were close. Really close.

      “Thank you for helping me out of the mine.”

      “That’s okay. Must have had an adrenaline burst or something.” Jude didn’t want to think too much about it. He’d done what anyone would do after accidentally electrocuting their familiar.

      “Yeah. Or something.” Mack’s breath was on Jude’s lips.

      They both knew it was the ‘or something’. He shouldn’t have been that strong. Mack shouldn’t have bear paws. He dragged the seat belt across Mack’s body and clipped it into place, then did his own.

      It was only as he started the car that he glanced up. Halfway up the hill above the mine was a dark shadow with glowing eyes. He nudged Mack.

      “I see it.”

      Above the rockfall in the mine entrance was another set of eyes. “Glad we didn’t make a run for the truck before the rockfall.”

      The rockfall had bought them a little time while the aufhockers considered how dangerous they were. Maybe they had decided they weren’t worth eating.

      “Yeah.”

      Neither set of eyes moved. They weren’t behaving the way wild animals should, or the way Jude thought wild animals should. “Two aufhockers. That is not good.”

      And that was an understatement and a half. The magic in the mine had been used to put them to sleep. Now they were awake, hungry and hunting.

      “Or fuckers?” Mack glanced at him.

      “That’s what they’re called. They were discovered by a German.” Jude kept his voice low as though speaking loudly would startle the creatures into action.

      “Why don’t you turn the key and drive us out of here,” Mack said.

      Jude didn’t need to be asked twice, but it took two goes for him to get the truck into reverse. He did a messy five-point turn and drove out of North as fast he thought was safe. Mack watched out the back. Jude was pretty sure that Mack would’ve told him to floor it if the aufhockers were following.

      He gripped the steering wheel, and his gaze darted to the rearview mirror. As twilight faded to night, the shadows deepened. The eyes remained like fixed stars in the dark. He was never going to sleep again while he was in Mercy.

      Did those things have his scent? Could they now hunt him? He tried to recall everything he’d read about aufhockers. There hadn’t been much, except they were hard to kill. ‘Hard to kill’ rolled around his head. No one had been able to kill them when they’d obliterated North, so they’d been put to sleep.

      When North was well behind them, Mack turned and faced forward. “At least we know what is killing the cows.”

      “You don’t realize how bad that is.”

      Mack lifted his paws. “Really? I have no idea? I don’t have opposable thumbs!”

      That was another problem. “I’ll take you home.”

      “Yeah.” Mack tipped his head back against the headrest. “Then we need to make a plan.”

      “What plan? There is no plan. We can’t take on two aufhockers. They can’t be killed.”

      “Everything can be killed,” Mack said with a voice that chilled Jude. “We just have to find a way.”

      Jude bit his lip. “It might be better to call the Coven.”

      “The Coven sent you to deal with this.”

      Jude winced. He couldn’t hide the truth any longer, not if he wanted to live. Living was more important than magic. “This is a test, and I’m sure they want me to fail.” He could feel Mack’s gaze drilling into him. “I have to prove I can protect the paranormal community and not just put it in danger.”

      “What do you mean?” Mack said through clenched teeth.

      “I mean I’m a fuck up. I’ve put people in danger because I can’t control my magic. I hurt you. Look at your hands.”

      “I don’t think the shock you gave me did this. What do you mean they want you to fail, and if you do, then what?”

      “Then they strip my magic. They make me human. If I don’t have magic, you’ll be free.” He deliberately kept his on gaze the road. “You won’t have to petition the Coven.” The first house came into view, then they were on the main street.

      “Get your things from the motel, then we’ll go to my place. I don’t think splitting up is a good idea. Two of them and two of us.”

      “You still want to help?”

      “I don’t want those things intruding on my town, and I don’t think you deserve to have your magic stripped. So we’ll find a way to kill those things. Although you might have to do the typing.” Mack flexed his claws. They glinted in the streetlights.

      Jude was never what he’d have called an animal person. Cat’s shed and dogs…were…well, doggy. He had no idea what bears were, but they were not pets. Those claws would tear through him like a fork through raw mince, though the cinnamon-brown fur that covered those clawed dinner plates was a rather fetching shade. However, he didn’t think Mack would appreciate the compliment right now.

      Jude pulled into the motel and parked out the front of his room. “Um, I’ll only be a few minutes.”

      “Minutes? People can’t see me like this.”

      “I have to empty the wardrobe.” He hadn’t thought he’d be leaving the motel in a hurry.

      “Of course you do.” Mack didn’t sound impressed.

      Jude glanced at Mack’s paws. If someone he knew came by, things would get awkward. And Jude was sure that people would recognize the truck. “I’ll just get a change and sort the rest out tomorrow.”

      Mack grew his lips back into something close to a smile. “Good thinking.”

      Jude figured he had sixty seconds before Mack slid into the driver’s seat and tried to drive home with paws. He got out and didn’t waste a single second, throwing a change of clothes and his toiletries into his bag. When he came out, the truck was still there, and the engine was still running. Mack’s face had lost the edge, and he stared at his lap, and most likely what should be his hands, with naked panic.

      Jude’s confidence faltered.

      Then Mack glanced up, and the mask returned. Jade tried to paste on a smile and a go-get-’em attitude. He didn’t convince himself. They were fucked.

      He got into the truck and pulled out of the lot. “Are you okay?”

      “Dandy. I was trying to get my hands back.”

      That clearly hadn’t worked. “Nothing else has shifted?”

      Mack didn’t answer him. “Turn left up here. Keep going until you pass the blue barn then hang a right. It’s the white house with the red letterbox. You can’t miss it.”

      That was because the letterbox had been created from the rear end of what had once been a red VW beetle.

      Jude pulled into the driveway and parked. So this was where Mack lived, and somehow he’d agreed to stay the night. He glanced at Mack’s paws. He’d never wanted to be touched less.

      They got out without a word. Jude locked the truck and unlocked the house for Mack.

      Mack’s annoyance shimmered off him. “I’m going to have a shower and try to fix this.”

      “Do you need a hand?” Jude asked even though he had no idea what kind of help Mack would need.

      “Do I look like I’m five?” He stomped upstairs.

      Jude locked the door and drew the curtains. He put his bag in the sitting room. There were pictures on the walls of what Jude guessed were Mack’s parents and a much younger Mack. This was Mack’s parents’ house. Not his. That explained the floral print sofa.

      “Can you come up here?” Mack called, the snarl still in his words. “Please.”

      Jude jogged up the stairs. Mack’s shirt was ripped, and it was clear he’d had a go at the belt.

      “Do not say anything,” Mack growled. The bear in him was close to the surface, his eyes catching light and flashing copper.

      Jude carefully undid the rest of the buttons before helping him out of what was left of his shirt. The undershirt came off next. Despite Mack’s paws and the thick hair that extended up to Mack’s elbows, Jude’s heart did a little tumble of excitement. He wanted to let his fingers linger over the contours of Mack’s abs. His knuckles may have grazed Mack’s belly as he undid the belt and button on Mack’s jeans—much like he’d done that morning. His tongue darted over his lip, and he made the mistake of looking up and catching Mack’s gaze.

      “I’m showering alone.”

      “I didn’t say anything.” His voice betrayed him. Mack knew what he’d been thinking.

      “You didn’t need to.” Mack lifted a paw.

      Jude stepped back, and the moment fractured like a mirror under a boot.

      “I can do the rest.” He dragged the zipper on his fly down with a claw to prove the point.

      Jude wasn’t brave enough to ask how he was going to unlace his boots.
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        * * *

      

      Mack shut the bathroom door. It was a few breaths before he turned on the light. He stared at himself in the mirror. No other part of him had changed except for his hands. He didn’t even remember that happening. He remembered the shock when Jude’s magic had arced up and flowed through him, then his legs had gone. His hands must’ve changed then. He held them up to examine them more closely. They were most definitely his paws.

      There were tales of shifters who’d accidentally gotten caught in a partial shift forever. That didn’t stop some from attempting to master the partial shift. Mack had never bothered to even try. He wished he had, even though his parents had always warned of the dangers and disapproved of the concept.

      Half man, half bear. A monster.

      He had to fix this. He couldn’t live like this.

      He closed his eyes and drew up the energy. It flowed through him as it should, like it had in the car when he’d tried. But he couldn’t bring his hands back to their human form. He couldn’t breathe. He didn’t want to be stuck like this. He’d seen the fear in Jude’s eyes. There was no way he could explain this to the people of Mercy. There would be no place for him in this town. He’d have to become a hermit.

      He didn’t want to be a hermit. He wanted to live his life.

      Carefully, he tugged down his jeans. The denim ripped as it caught on a claw, and he cursed. It had been bad enough asking Jude for help with the shirt. He should’ve shredded it and been done with it. With his jeans down, he didn’t even bother untying his shoelaces. He severed them with a claw and kicked his boots off, so he could finish stripping.

      His heart beat quickened as he drew up the shifting energy again. It rolled up his spine in a wave of heat. Instead of trying to change his hands, he changed himself. The shift washed over him with a groaning of bones and a prickling of fur, and he hoped he wouldn’t get stuck as a bear.

      When he looked up, a bear stared back at him in the mirror. He hadn’t shifted in the bathroom since he was a teen trying out his new ability. He turned a little to admire himself. He was bigger than he’d been back then. He growled, and the sound filled the bathroom and echoed off the walls. His mouth dropped open in what passed for a smile.

      He was stalling. Afraid that he wouldn’t be able to shift back, or when he did his hands would remain paws. He huffed out a couple of breaths and wished he was outside so he could go for a run. Any excuse to not shift again. He’d always hated shifting between forms rapidly. It was tiring and painful. Until the aufhockers were gone, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to go camping anyway. He sighed, a sound that was too human for a bear. Tonight wasn’t a good night to be out and about. He’d never forget those odd glowing eyes or the smell.

      With a final scratch and shake, he prepared to shift back to human. He closed his eyes.

      Bones and tendons and muscles realigned with a grinding and popping that sounded as bad as it felt. His skin burned and itched from the two quick shifts, but when he carefully curled his fingers, they were fingers. He stared at his hands, and relief swept through him. He closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. He wasn’t even tempted to try a partial shift again.
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        * * *

      

      Mack padded downstairs. He’d put on track pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt. And while he felt better now that he was all human again, the tension lingered. He was in new and dangerous territory with Jude, yet his heart gave a little leap when he saw the back of the witch’s head.

      Jude was on the sofa staring at his laptop. Mack couldn’t see what he was reading. Hopefully it was something about how to kill aufhockers—which still sounded like a swear word to him. Mack drew in a breath. He shouldn’t be happy to see Jude. It was because of the witch, and the bond, that he’d gotten stuck with paws.

      The bond let magic flow between them, increasing and changing their abilities. What he’d read hadn’t gone into detail, maybe because it depended on the pairing. Mack had no doubt that the bond had caused the partial shift. And while he knew they planned on getting rid of it once the beasts were dealt with, letting it strengthen would also be a mistake because then it would be harder to break. The more the magic, and lust, flowed between them, the harder it would be when this ended.

      There could be no repeat of what had happened in his workshop no matter how tempting.

      Jude glanced over his shoulder and smiled. Wariness tightened the corners of his eyes.

      Before Jude could speak, Mack held up his hands. “All human again.”

      The smile widened, and it would’ve been too easy to take a few steps and lean over the back of the sofa and kiss him. That was the bond tugging on the desire that was simmering in his belly and wanting him to act.

      He took a step forward, wanting to feel Jude’s lips on his, to taste the magic again. His fingers curled, and he looked away. He needed to keep his distance instead of reveling in the lust. Jude hadn’t been totally honest about the Coven, so what else could he have lied about? Or omitted?

      With determined steps, Mack sat in the armchair to the left of Jude instead of next to him on the sofa. He didn’t glance at Jude because he knew there would be a hurt in his green eyes.

      “I’ve been reading up on aufhockers,” Jude said. “They can be killed, but because they can change size, they are hard to hold. And they have strong jaws, claws and so on.”

      “What’s ‘and so on’? Are they size-changing animals, or do they also have magic?” And there were two of them, which gave Mack all kinds of bad feelings about baby aufhockers. Animals didn’t pair up for card games or knitting circles. They got together for breeding and hunting, and this pair had the latter down pat. “How many is in a litter?”

      Jude stared at him. “A litter?”

      Mack made the mistake of meeting Jude’s gaze. He was not attracted to fancy-boot-wearing witches. That was a lie and had been from the moment he’d first noticed Jude, before he’d known Jude was a witch, but he wanted it to be true so he could blame everything he felt on the magic. His heart beat a little faster, and he wanted to get up and sit on the sofa. He wasn’t used to swimming in attraction. Usually what happened didn’t extend beyond the night, or less. The casual conversation they were having about magic and shifting was unnerving yet liberating. He’d never been able to share even a tenth of this with anyone outside of his family.

      If he moved, he could read the screen, and it would be quicker than having Jude relay him information. He should move. But he didn’t trust himself. He’d have happily shared his shower with Jude if he’d had hands not paws. Mack leaned back in the armchair. He was not getting any closer. “They could be a breeding pair, picking up where they left off when they scared off the residents of North.”

      Jude paled. “Does that mean they already have babies, or is one of them pregnant?”

      “I didn’t get close enough to do a medical exam. How about I call the vet to check them out?” Except the vet had fled. She’d known what the creature was.

      “I haven’t read anything about babies, or mating habits.” Jude returned his attention to the screen, his fingers flying over the keyboard at a speed Mack couldn’t hope to match even with fingers. Jude scowled at the screen. “There’s nothing here about baby aufhockers.”

      “Are you on the dark coven site?” The hairs on his arms lifted.

      “Yes, and the Coven database, too. There’s actually more than one dark—”

      Mack held up his hand and tilted his head. There was someone outside. Or something. Jude started to crackle. Electricity danced over his skin and flared in his eyes. God, it was beautiful. And painful. Mack wouldn’t make the mistake of getting too close when Jude was like that again. Without a sound, Mack got up and moved toward the front door. Fortunately, it was locked. Jude must have done it while Mack had been busy thinking about his paws.

      The scent of sulfur and death and rotting meat seeped under the door. He’d never forget the smell of aufhocker as long as he lived. Somehow those things had tracked them. He’d brought the creatures through town to his place. Fear like ice slid through his veins.

      Claws tapped on the wooden porch as the creature paced. The faintest sound that human ears wouldn’t notice. The creature, or was it both, knew they were in the house. Mack twitched the curtain to peek out. An animal the size of a medium dog, but as black as coal, was out there. It didn’t even look that terrifying. Then it turned, and the glowing yellow eyes landed directly on Mack.

      The shadows around the aufhocker swelled, and it grew and grew until it was the size of a small horse. Its mouth opened, revealing sharp teeth for biting the throat of the victim. The jaw was a massive vise that could crush bones and shoulders and would have no trouble battering through the solid wood of the front door. The aufhocker stepped up close to the glass.

      Blue fire flashed in front of the window, and the creature danced back, shrinking with every pace. The other one appeared beside it, then they became lost in the night. The blue fire didn’t vanish.

      “I thought it might be a good idea to stop it before it broke in.”

      “Yeah. Though that’ll be hard to explain to the neighbors.” Mack pointed at the blue fire.

      “Only if your neighbors aren’t human. It’s a protection circle. I’ll leave it up until morning.”

      “I know what it is.” He could feel it on his skin, sealing them in.

      His neighbors were human, as human as they came. A family with five kids and an elderly couple on the other side. Were they all inside and safe?

      They’d brought the aufhockers here. How would he explain them to the neighbors? Stray dogs? That was all he really could say, and he’d only say that if they mentioned it first, or should he warn them to stay in because he’d seen some strays? He didn’t want the kids getting hurt. Jude and Mack would have to lead the aufhockers away. If the creatures wanted them, they could set a trap.

      Jude’s hand traced up Mack’s back. Mack closed his eyes, aching to turn into the caress. If one of them died while hunting these creatures, the other would die. The bond didn’t break with death. That warning had been burned into his brain. Did Jude realize the seriousness of what they were playing with?

      “We should eat and get some rest.” Jude was so close, all Mack had to do was take half a step back and they’d be touching. His body thrummed with adrenaline and tension.

      “I’m not hungry.” He should eat after shifting, but the scent of the aufhocker was still in his nose, and fear kept his stomach tight. He turned to face Jude. As much as he wanted to close the gap and kiss him, he couldn’t. It had been foolish to do anything. “The guest bedroom is down the hallway. The bathroom is opposite, but there’s no shower. So if you want one, you’ll have to come upstairs.” He glanced up. He was such a coward.

      Jude regarded him with a cool stare. He took that half a step, so they were chest to chest, but he didn’t lean in for a kiss.

      Neither of them moved. The seconds ticked by.

      Jude broke the silence first. “I can feel it as much as you.”

      Mack swallowed. “Then you should fight it, too.”

      “I thought we’d agreed that we wouldn’t.” Jude’s fingers brushed his hand but didn’t grab hold.

      He resisted the urge to pull his hand away or step back, but his resolve was weakening. He was sure he could hear Jude’s heartbeat and smell his desire. It was a drug, and he needed another taste. Jude could use the magic between them to press the issue. To take what he wanted. If he did, then he’d know Jude’s true nature.

      “That was before,” Mack said carefully. “I thought you were scared of me now.” He’d seen it in Jude’s eyes when he’d glanced at the paws.

      Jude lifted Mack’s hand and kissed his knuckles, his gaze never wavering from Mack’s, then he released him and stepped back. “Like you haven’t looked at me with that same fear.” Lightning flashed between Jude’s fingers. “If I die tomorrow, I want to have lived first. You want to hide.”

      Jude spun and walked away.

      Mack took a step after him. He shouldn’t want Jude. He certainly didn’t want to strengthen the witch’s power over him. But Jude hadn’t used it. That made it so much harder to walk upstairs to his cold, empty bed.

      He lay in bed unable to find sleep when he needed release. He listened as Jude came up and showered. He tried not to imagine Jude naked and wet and needy. He could walk in there, and Jude wouldn’t turn him away. His teeth pressed into his lip when all he wanted was to feel the witch’s lips on his. Would it be so bad to make the most of what they had? To be with someone who knew the part of him he kept hidden?

      He fisted his hands. The fear of his hands becoming paws again, and that he’d get caught in a partial shift, was all that kept him in bed. The bond was doing things to him that he didn’t want. If there had been no bond, he’d still be helping and he’d still want Jude, but the lust would be safe. The pipes rattled as the shower shut off.

      The witch walked past his room, only the slightest hesitation in his steps before he went downstairs. Mack sighed. The moment was over. Nothing was going to happen tonight. It wasn’t relief that flooded his veins, but regret.
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      Daylight woke Jude from a fitful sleep. Every time the aufhockers had tested his circle he’d woken, but it had held. This morning he was tired, as if he’d been up all night, because the magic had drained him. Holding a protection circle was different to tossing around electricity. And while he could’ve gotten up at dawn to keep the circle up, the aufhockers were long gone. He should be glad he’d gotten a few hours of decent sleep.

      Jude cracked open his eyes. The room smelled like lavender, reminding him of the spell down the mine. In daylight it was also lavender and white and rather frillier than he’d expected. He’d thought a house owned by bear shifters, and mechanics, would be more practical. Mack’s mother was clearly in charge of home decorating. He hoped she wouldn’t be annoyed that her guest room was getting messed up. It would’ve been easier to share a bed with Mack. He’d have probably slept better, too.

      He’d been aware of Mack getting up during the night, but they hadn’t crossed paths, and neither of them had made the short walk to the other’s room. The bond burned through his blood. He needed something that he couldn’t quite explain. He didn’t want to say it was Mack. He had never needed anyone and had learned not to rely on anyone either. People couldn’t be trusted.

      But Mack wasn’t some random person. Mack was his mate, and that had to count for something. Didn’t it? The closer they got, the more the bond would strengthen. Their magics would strengthen. To defeat the aufhockers they’d need every advantage they could gather.

      He eased out of the large bed—big enough for visiting bears?—and padded over to the window. Without his extra input, the sun had brought down his defensive circle as it had risen. The yard was free of aufhockers.

      He should be glad they’d lived through the night. But he’d meant what he’d said to Mack. He wanted more from life than getting by. He wanted to explore what this bond meant. He’d never get another chance, assuming they survived this in the first place and that he somehow got to keep his magic.

      But if Mack wanted to fight it, there was nothing he could do. He wouldn’t be the kind of witch who had made shifters hate them and believed the familiar bond was something to be feared instead of enjoyed. He rested his forehead on the glass. No boyfriend had ever made him this confused about what to do next.

      His stomach grumbled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten dinner. He wasn’t missing breakfast just because Mack was in a mood. Before he could reconsider, he dressed, wishing he’d grabbed more clothes from the motel. His hair flopped in his eyes because he hadn’t found a blow-dryer in the bathroom. He hoped he looked casually disheveled, not a mess.

      In bare feet, he made his way to the kitchen which was bright and homely. Where were Mack’s parents? Had they died? But the garage still had his father’s name on the business cards. If they were alive, why did Mack live at home? Jude had been keen to get out and have his own place as soon as he could.

      He hesitated, not sure he should start looking through someone else’s kitchen, but hunger and the need for coffee won. There was no sign of a coffee machine or any pods, so he gave up on the coffee. There was, however, a surprising amount of food in the fridge and the pantry, considering Mack seemed to live here alone. Jude pulled out the bacon and two eggs and found a frying pan. While he tried to be quiet, he wasn’t quiet enough. Before he’d even cracked the eggs, Mack was in the doorway. Jude sensed him but didn’t turn to acknowledge him. He wasn’t ready for that.

      Mack took a few steps into the kitchen. “If the aufhockers are hunting us, then we need to draw them away from town.”

      Jude nodded. He wasn’t ready to think about being hunted by aufhockers. He hadn’t even had coffee yet. He wanted to pretend this was a normal morning for a little longer. “Do you want scrambled eggs?”

      “Yeah.” Mack moved around the kitchen then appeared at Jude’s side with a loaf of bread and a packet of sausages. “I’m starving.”

      Jude glanced at him. Clearly, they weren’t talking about what had happened after their visitors left. Even now the tension thrummed between him. Jude was too aware of Mack’s proximity. In silence, they made breakfast and then sat at the table with a pile of bacon, sausages, toast, and eggs between them. There was enough breakfast for four people.

      “Are you expecting your parents to walk in?” That would be extremely awkward.

      Mack frowned. “No. They bought a caravan two years ago and headed off on the vacation they could never take while Dad was running the business. I get to house sit and run the garage my way.” Then he started loading up his plate like he hadn’t eaten for a week. He took a few mouthfuls, then stopped. “There’s no coffee.”

      “You don’t have a machine.” That had been one of the first things Jude had looked for.

      Mack rolled his eyes and got up and boiled the kettle. “Do you want one?”

      “Okay.” He regretted that when Mack placed a mug of instant black coffee in front of him.

      While Mack put sugar and milk on the table, he didn’t add either to his.

      Jude added both hoping to make the coffee drinkable. “We need to make a plan.”

      They couldn’t wait around for the creatures to close in and catch them out, nor did he want to be staying with Mack. Well, he did, but in the same bed. Being this close but not being able to touch was torture. His magic had never felt so bruised, and he’d never needed anything the way he wanted to pull Mack to him. Last night he’d been very tempted to do just that, but Mack had drawn a line, and Jude couldn’t step over it without being a dick. Despite their best efforts to ignore what was happening, the magic between them was wild and dangerous. To use it, they needed to tame it. There were other ways to do it besides having sex and giving in to the attraction. Those witches who’d treated their familiars as pets and kept them trapped in animal form had managed. Maybe something platonic could work for them, though it would be less fun.

      Jude took a sip of the coffee. It was as bad as he’d expected, but at least it was caffeine.

      “I have a plan. We’re going camping.”

      “Camping?” Jude almost choked on his coffee.

      Mack lifted his gaze and put sausage on his fork like this was just a regular day. “They’ll follow us.”

      That was what was wrong with the plan, not a selling point in Jude’s mind. “And kill us.”

      Mack shook his head. “You can do your circle thing, and we can find a way to kill them.” He ate as though success was a sure thing and was completely untroubled about being hunted by aufhockers.

      “That doesn’t sound like a plan.” It sounded dangerous and vaguely suicidal. “Which part of ‘are hard to kill’ did you mishear?”

      “You said hard to kill, not impossible. People must have killed them in the past.”

      “People also left town and let them have it in the past.” The people of North had left the town to the breeding pair even though they’d found a way to bind them.

      “They’ll have a weakness. Changing size takes energy.” Mack put another two sausages on his plate and then put them between two pieces of bread with more of the scrambled egg.

      If Jude ate like that, he’d be the size of this house in under a week. “How much energy does shifting take?”

      Mack ate his sausage sandwich and considered him. “It depends.”

      That wasn’t really an answer, but Jude didn’t press. There wasn’t much of breakfast left. Jude took the last piece of bacon because it looked lonely sitting there. He rarely went back for more, mostly because he didn’t want to have to run or go to the gym. The lack of dinner had left him with extra room in his stomach, though.

      “We’ll go into town, and you can throw the rest of your stuff in my truck and check out of the motel.”

      That meant Mack expected him to stay until the mission was done. “Do you really want me here?”

      Did he really want to be here? He did, but only because he still had hope there could be more between them. He hated that weakness but at the same time wanted to see if it could be a strength. If it wasn’t, witches in the past wouldn’t have sought out familiars.

      “Better we’re together.”

      But they weren’t together. They weren’t even talking about what was between them or what they would do with the attraction and magic.
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        * * *

      

      Usually Mack loved heading out to the woods. Usually he was alone. He enjoyed being alone. Jude was silent and grim in the passenger seat—he didn’t want to go camping. Hell, he’d probably never even been camping. He’d argued that leaving the town and the house was a bad idea. Mack didn’t want to risk human lives. Jude wanted the safety of four walls, but the safety they provided was an illusion.

      Mack was pretty sure the aufhocker could break down the door, or shatter glass, when at full size. Anything, magical or not, that could kill a cow was worth being wary of. He always gave true bears a wide berth and respect. The last thing he wanted was to get into a fight over an area of forest that he wasn’t that interested in. He could always find a new place to go if a bear had moved into his preferred area.

      Jude’s hair had fallen over his face, and his chin was tilted down as he studied the screen of his phone. The easiness they’d shared was gone. And it was Mack’s fault for brushing him aside. No matter how many times he said it was for the best, he wasn’t sure he believed it. Not when he had to tighten his fingers on the steering wheel to stop himself from reaching out and brushing aside that lock of blond hair. He was glad Jude hadn’t set his hair in place. A small smile curved his lips, and he heard Jude’s heartbeat quicken a second before he glanced over as if aware Mack had been looking. Mack returned his gaze to the road. They were almost there.

      Jude put his phone down. “You said you’d had to get into your car as a bear, why? Is there something else in the woods I should worry about?”

      “Hunters.” He could feel Jude’s gaze on him.

      “They were hunting you?”

      “Yes.” It had happened more than once. He’d learned to be careful.

      “Why not shift?”

      “Because then I’d be a naked man running around the woods—that would cause more gossip than I need in my life.” It was bad enough that he’d shut his garage today claiming to be ill. Ned would know that he was faking and suspect all the wrong reasons, which were better than him knowing the real reason. Though it would make for a lot of ribbing at some later stage.

      “So you make for the car and get in, because a bear driving a car is so much better than a naked man in the woods.”

      Mack shot him a glare. When put like that, it sounded stupid. “When I come out here, I leave my clothes in the car. I hide the keys not far away, but I don’t lock the car.” He had at first. That time he’d jumped into the bed of his truck and pulled the tarp over himself so he could shift. He’d still been naked and had felt horribly vulnerable when the hunters had clattered into the car park, but they hadn’t seen him or the bear they were after. “I get in, lie across the seats, and shift.” Which was very uncomfortable, but better a handbrake digging into his gut than digging a bullet out and explaining a gunshot wound at the hospital. “Then I can drag on a shirt.”

      “Can you shift with clothes on?”

      “Only if I want to destroy the clothing. My bear ass doesn’t fit my jeans.” Which made Jude lower his gaze as if he was sizing up Mack’s ass. “Why the sudden interest in what I do?”

      Not that he minded talking about it. He’d never been able to share this part of his life with anyone who wasn’t a shifter. He’d certainly never had a casual conversation about shifting with someone he was attracted to. He was pushing Jude aside why again? He should make the most of it. He glanced at his hands on the steering wheel. What if he partially shifted again? What if it was his head? What if he got stuck?

      And what if he mastered the ability to shift just a part of him at will?

      Jude shrugged. “I want to know more about shifters.”

      Mack wanted to know more about witches and familiars, but they didn’t have that luxury right now. They didn’t have time to explore what was between them. “We need to know more about aufhockers.”

      “Which are shifters. Shifting takes energy, so they must need to eat a lot to change size. We know they are silent hunters and as creepy as fuck. That is all we know. I’ve been scouring every site I know of, and I even put a call out on the Coven database. No one has anything.”

      “Then how do other places get rid of an aufhocker problem?” There had to be a way of dealing with them.

      “They don’t. The aufhockers get rid of the human problem.” Jude’s voice was flat, as though he’d already admitted defeat.

      Mack pressed his lips together. “Well, they were put to sleep before, so maybe you can do that.”

      “Not my kind of magic. Also that would mean trapping them first. And that magic clearly doesn’t last forever because they’ve woken up two hundred years in the future.”

      It wouldn’t be their problem in two hundred years, but Mack didn’t say that. And he didn’t want to be leaving that kind of problem for someone else to deal with. The road became gravel, and the truck bounced along. “What magic can you do?”

      “I can ruin anything electronic and take out the grid of a small city.”

      “You know that from experience?”

      Jude gave a reluctant nod.

      Mack could understand why the Coven thought Jude was dangerous. But sending him on this mission when a different type of witch would’ve been better was a cruel test that would be followed by the barbaric stripping of magic. Not only that, the aufhocker problem wouldn’t be solved. The Coven’s plan sucked for everyone involved, including him. “You can fix bar signs.”

      Jude’s lips curved into a smile for a millisecond. He pushed back his hair. He looked younger and less certain, as though the hair and the clothing he usually wore were an armor against the world. Mack decided he liked seeing Jude in one of his old shirts more than he should. Jude was still wearing those stupid boots, although they were more scuffed than shiny after surviving the mine collapse. “And you’ve saved us twice.”

      “What? No, I haven’t.”

      Mack nodded. “Yeah, you did. The rockfall and the aufhocker deterrent circle.” While he wouldn’t have been looking for aufhockers without Jude, the witch had used his magic to keep them safe.

      Jude frowned. “I guess I did.”

      “So call down the lightning and fry those fuckers.” Out here it would be safe to do just that.

      “That’s your plan?”

      “Got a better one?”

      Jude was silent for several heartbeats. “I don’t summon lightning. I control the flow of electrons and make my own charge.”

      Mack took his attention off the road for a moment. Jude was a lot more powerful than he realized. Or maybe he realized and was afraid of his own power because the Coven had convinced him he was dangerous. “How do you control electrons?” He knew how electricity worked, could check the battery on a car and fix the lights, but that was it. “Do you actually make electricity?”

      “You could say that. I can feel them, taste the charge.” He shrugged. “I guess it’s the same for those witches who can communicate with animals or control the weather. It’s just there, part of them. The same as your magic. How did you know to become a bear, not a wolf when you shifted?”

      “I didn’t. I just did.” He’d felt the heat rising, and his parents had known he was getting close, so they’d gone on a camping trip. Being it the wild had tipped him over the edge, and he’d become part of it. The world had been so different. After that first shift, he was different. His hearing was better and so was his sense of smell. The strength had been a gradual build.

      “Same for me. I just can.” He glanced down at his phone. “I guess we’re far enough from civilization.” He held up his phone. It had no signal.

      Mack smiled. “Almost there.”
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        * * *

      

      The place Mack led them to was a small clearing, not what Jude would’ve called a campsite at all. While it was obvious it was used—there was a small fire pit—Jude doubted anyone came here except Mack. They’d had to hike for an hour from the car park to get here, carrying the bags. Mack had crammed everything into two backpacks.

      Jude sat and pulled off his boots. While they looked good and were great for wearing around town, they were not made for traipsing through the woods. “Don’t say anything.”

      Mack had warned him, suggested that he wear runners or buy new boots. He should’ve listened. While he massaged his feet, Mack made a fire and set up the tent. Jude would’ve offered to help, but he figured he’d get in the way and he didn’t want Mack grumbling at him.

      If Jude died out here, no one would ever find his body. They could both be killed, and eventually someone would stumble over their skeletal remains—that had probably been torn apart by scavengers and scattered wide—and wonder what had happened. He shivered even though sunlight filtered through the trees and the birds were chattering in the branches.

      “Maybe we’re too far away from town and they won’t find us.” Maybe that would be a good thing. The idea of facing those creatures without a solid wall between them cut the marrow of Jude’s bones.

      “Put your boots on or put them in the tent, unless you want something to crawl inside them.”

      Jude couldn’t face putting the boots back on so pulled on his runners instead. But he followed Mack’s advice. “I’ve just remembered how much I don’t like nature,” he muttered as he zipped up the tent.

      “What’s not to like?”

      He hadn’t realized that Mack could hear him from the other side of the fire where he was setting up two little chairs and a big container of water.

      “We’re too far from help. What if we need an ambulance?” Did Mack not worry about that kind of stuff? What if they got lost, or shot, or bitten by snakes? Aufhockers were not the only thing out here that could kill them.

      “Worst case, we spend the night in one of your circles.” Mack smiled like everything was fine.

      Jude wished he hadn’t given in and agreed to this. But when Mack had talked about the kids who lived next door, Jude wouldn’t have been able to live with himself if they got eaten. That and the Coven would have his magic for screwing up. “And the best case?”

      “We eliminate the problem and walk out of here tomorrow.”

      His mission for the Coven would be complete. “And then the Coven breaks the bond.” With no magic, he wouldn’t get the chance to be an investigator. He wasn’t minding the research.

      Mack added some wood to the fire. “Will you be okay by yourself here for a bit?”

      No, he wouldn’t fine for even five minutes. He’d probably get attacked by a squirrel or something. He tried to sound calm. “Where are you going?”

      “I thought I might shift and go for a wander.”

      “And how will I know it’s you returning not some random bear?”

      “I’ll give you a sign.” Mack pulled off his shirt and undershirt, revealing the muscles Jude had only glimpsed when helping Mack undress for the shower. Then Mack unlaced his boots as though stripping right in front of Jude was perfectly normal.

      Jude couldn’t help but watch. “I thought you shifted near the car.”

      “I do sometimes. Sometimes I spend the night. Either way, I leave the car unlocked and a change of clothes on the passenger seat.”

      “Even today?” Jude hadn’t paid attention to anything except how to make his backpack more comfortable.

      “Yes. There’s a spare key in my pack.”

      Which wouldn’t help Jude at all because he wouldn’t be able to find his way down the hill and to the car even if a random bear was chasing him.

      Mack’s fingers closed on his belt buckle and hesitated. “I can’t do this in the tent.”

      Jude blinked, then realized what Mack wasn’t asking. “You want me to go into the tent.”

      “Just while I shift.” Mack wasn’t meeting Jude’s gaze. It was almost as if he were embarrassed.

      “I’d like to see you shift. To see you as a bear.”

      It was the wrong thing to say because Mack glared at him and growled. “It’s a private thing.”

      Jude didn’t wait to be asked again and made for the tent, but he didn’t zip it up all the way. He watched as Mack stripped off his jeans and jocks, his body fit and lean and golden brown, except for the paleness of his ass cheeks. Someone spent more time almost naked than he’d let on.

      As if sensing Jude’s gaze, Mack turned, giving Jude an eyeful of his junk before he walked out of Jude’s line of vision. For several heartbeats, Jude didn’t move. Then he figured it was safe to come out of the tent.

      A large cinnamon-colored bear was ambling away.

      Fear spiked through him, even though he knew it was Mack and Mack’s brain was in there. How would he know it was Mack returning? “What’s the signal?”

      The bear stood on its hind legs and gave Jude what appeared to be the middle finger with both front paws before dropping to the ground and continuing on its way.

      Jude guessed that wasn’t natural bear behavior, but he really had no idea. He glanced around the campsite. He was totally alone with not even his phone for company.
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        * * *

      

      Mack ran, and he scratched, and he re-marked what he considered his territory. He didn’t smell any other bears in the area, which was a relief. There was something so right about being able to bound through the woods on four legs. Even better when there weren’t any humans about. He had the forest to himself.

      Except for Jude.

      Jude lingered in his thoughts even when he should think only of finding the perfect tree to rub against. The witch’s rapid, lust-filled heartbeat had given away that he’d been watching from the tent. Jude knew what he was and still wanted him. And Mack didn’t know what to do with that.

      The sun was high as Mack circled back to camp. He had no doubt that a creature that could track his truck to his house could find them out here. It was better to pick the location of the fight than to get ambushed, and out here innocent, non-paranormals wouldn’t get in the way or get hurt.

      He approached the camp quietly then sat and watched Jude.

      Jude sat by the fire, but he wasn’t napping or reading one of the cheap thrillers that Mack had thrown in the bag. Sitting and reading by the campfire was another thing Mack loved to do when he went camping. Usually he’d get himself a fresh fish or rabbit for dinner, but he didn’t think Jude would appreciate the effort, so he hadn’t bothered. Sparks trailed over Jude’s skin, and the campsite smelled like a storm. A sapling was now a twisted burned matchstick, and there were scorch marks on the ground. He hadn’t seen or heard anything, so Jude must have kept his storm small.

      Mack got up and meandered toward the campsite. Jude stood, his fingers crackling with static. His hair had lifted, and his eyes were bright. He looked dangerous.

      And hot.

      And Mack was in entirely the wrong body to be having those thoughts. He stood and gave Jude the finger.

      “I think it was both paws,” Jude called.

      Mack growled, a low rumble that had the power to make people run—he really tried not to chase them, most of the time. Jude spread his hands, and white arced between them. Mack put up both paws, middle claw extended.

      Asshole.

      But there was no hiding from Jude now. Mack should’ve shifted behind the bushes and walked back to the clearing as a man. He didn’t need any heightened senses to see the curiosity in Jude’s electric-green eyes.

      “If I pat you, will you bite me?”

      It was so very tempting. But there were other things he’d much rather do to Jude. No one who’d seen him as a bear had ever looked at him with anything other than fear, or the desire to kill him and claim the trophy. To other bear shifters he was nothing special.

      You don’t like the wild. Why do you like me? But Mack shook his head. He wouldn’t bite Jude and he didn’t want the witch to fear him.

      Jude took a few more cautious steps closer. “I’ve only ever seen bears in zoos. You seem bigger.”

      He wasn’t that big. His father was massive. He didn’t move as Jude stepped within touching distance. For half a second, he was tempted to roar, just to see if Jude would run, but he didn’t.

      Jude reached out a hand and touched the fur on his shoulder. Mack swung his head around. The least Jude could do was scratch his ears. Jude’s eyes widened, but he seemed to get the hint, because his fingers found the spot, and he scratched.

      No one had ever done that, and Mack leaned into it, enjoying the touch.

      Jude started to smile. “I can’t believe I’m touching a bear.”

      You aren’t, dumbass. A real bear would’ve mauled you by now.

      But for Jude, who lived in a city and didn’t like ‘the wild’ as he called it, this was probably as close to nature as he liked to get.

      Jude brushed his fingers over Mack’s snout. “Your eyes are the same.”

      Mack licked Jude’s hand. Even like this the witch’s skin tasted good. His nose was more sensitive than even his human nose, and Jude’s worry and desire eddied around him.

      “Can I watch you shift this time? I won’t interrupt you. I swear.”

      No. Shifting wasn’t a trick he performed for people. The body did things. It warped and twisted, and for a moment he was half man, half bear before the shift was finished. He didn’t want anyone, especially not Jude seeing him like that. But Jude had already seen him stuck with paws, and he hadn’t run away in horror. He’d been there to help. It was Mack who’d pushed him away.

      Jude’s hand fell away. “Or not.”

      The brightness of Jude’s eyes shuttered, and even though neither of them moved, Mack could feel the gap widening like a maw that would swallow them both. He didn’t want the distance. He shouldn’t want Jude, and he shouldn’t be encouraging the bond. But he also wanted to survive…and maybe explore what was possible. This was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and Jude was right about them needing to be together.

      They needed whatever gifts the familiar bond would bestow. He’d proven he could get out of a partial shift and he could do a normal shift just fine. He nudged Jude’s thigh with his head, hoping that Jude would understand that was a yes. He’d let Jude watch, and if it gave the witch nightmares, then it wasn’t his problem.

      He took a few steps back, stalling because he’d never done this with an audience before. His fur bristled and his skin twitched. What if he couldn’t shift with an audience? Even an audience of one trusting witch?

      Tension thrummed in his body, and he wished he’d let Jude be disappointed. While running around the forest was freedom, having someone see him as he was and not run from him was a freedom he’d never expected to find.

      He closed his eyes, not wanting to see if Jude was revolted by the sight of him shifting. But he was aware of the witch’s heartbeat, his breathing and his anticipation. The scent of his skin, the worry and lust.

      His own heart fell into rhythm with Jude’s, and for one bright heartbeat he felt the bond pulse and draw tight as it thickened and strengthened. It was there, a real and living magic between them that was terrifying and wonderful.

      Then the shifting heat washed over him, his skin tingled, and his bones ached. The snapping of tendons and the cracking of joints were all familiar to him.

      Jude gasped.

      Mack kept his gaze lowered, both hands on the ground where he crouched, now fully human. He clawed his fingers into the dirt and forced himself to look up.

      Jude hadn’t fled or even stepped away. He was crouching, his elbows resting on his knees, staring at him. “Does that hurt?”

      “Yes, a bit, but I’m used to it.” He was not used to this.

      Jude reached out a hand. Mack took it without hesitation. He was afraid of the changes the bond would bring, but he was more afraid of failing. They were a long way from town. They were the only two people around. And they could die tonight. If that was the case, he didn’t want to waste such a beautiful afternoon when he had a beautiful witch right in front of him.

      They stood and ended up toe to toe, Jude fully dressed and Mack naked. If he was all alone, he didn’t bother putting on more clothes. His body betrayed how he felt, and he didn’t have any clothes to hide behind. He wished he did.

      Jude lifted his hand to cup Mack’s jaw. Static leaped between their skin, then Jude kissed him. His lips tasted like a summer storm, sweet and deadly.

      “You were okay here on your own?” What kind of host ditched his guest to rub up against trees for the morning?

      “I was working on my magic. With no electricity around, there’s nothing I can damage. I like it.” Jude glanced away.

      “I like you. With the magic in your eyes and the sparks on your skin…” As much as he wanted to touch Jude like that, he knew better than to unless he wanted to get a shock.

      “And my hair all standing on end.” Jude raked his fingers through his hair, still not meeting Mack’s gaze.

      “Yes.” Mack finally let himself reach out and brush the blond strands off Jude’s face so he couldn’t hide behind them. He dropped his hand lower to undo the buttons of the old shirt, wanting Jude as naked as he was. “I owe you.”

      “I’m not keeping count.”

      But Jude’s fingers were undoing the buttons from the bottom of the shirt while Mack worked from the collar down. He was never washing this shirt. It smelled of Jude and him and would always be a reminder of when he’d been a familiar to a witch. Although right now that didn’t seem like a bad thing, or something that should end. All he wanted was Jude, and Jude wanted him.

      Jude’s clothes came off swiftly with both of them helping. Jude’s body was lithe and pale. Mack kissed his way down until he was again kneeling in the dirt.

      He breathed in the scent of Jude’s skin and wanted to taste him all. He went slow, licking and kissing as if they had all the time in the world. They had this afternoon. Come dusk, they needed to be on alert.

      Mack cupped Jude’s ass cheeks as he licked along the witch’s hard length before taking him in his mouth. It had been a while since he’d done this with someone new. There weren’t that many new people in his life, and no one ever came here. No one had ever shared a shift with him. He glanced up to find Jude watching. Pink flushed Jude’s cheeks.

      Mack took him deeper and drew back slowly.

      Again their racing heartbeats synced. It was unsettling, and he lost his rhythm.

      “Let’s go to the tent,” Jude whispered.

      “No one will catch us here.” He teased the head of Jude’s shaft with his lips. His own dick was hard and aching to be touched.

      Jude shook his head. “I have condoms…”

      Oh, well, that was interesting. “I didn’t realize you were so well prepared.” He nuzzled into Jude’s balls and licked. The taste of the witch was like ambrosia. Right now, he didn’t even care if it was the magic making them want to spend the afternoon naked and exploring each other’s limits. There were much worse ways to waste an afternoon.

      Jude sucked in a breath. “It’s called hope.”

      Mack was never that hopeful. He skated his finger down Jude’s ass crack. “Lube?”

      “I was very hopeful when I went to the shop. Unless you aren’t, then this is fine. I’m not trying to take advantage of this.”

      “I’m happy shocked.” He hadn’t packed anything because he’d been trying to deny what was between them.

      Jude gave him a tentative smile. “I thought after last night...”

      Mack licked the head, tasting the pre-cum seeping from the slit. He should’ve given in last night. His fear of the bond was less than his fear of the aufhockers. Now he wanted whatever this meant.

      With a final kiss on the tip, Mack stood and led Jude to the tent. It took Jude several minutes to find what he wanted, but Mack was doing a good job of distracting him with his hands and mouth.

      Jude held his prizes. “We can go back out if you want.”

      “Do you want to?”

      He hesitated before finally nodding. “I’ve never…outside.”

      Mack had, but it had been an innocent camping trip, no shifting involved. It had nearly killed him. He’d broken up with Ned soon after. “The breeze on the skin.” Mack trialed his hand down Jude’s side. His nails were filthy after running around the woods on all fours. “The tiny risk of someone walking past.”

      Jude’s eyes rounded.

      “I was joking. There’s no one around for miles. That wouldn’t stop me anyway. But I do need something.” He reached for the pocket in his pack where he kept the wipes, for emergency camping cleanups. He pulled one out and washed his hands, removing the worst of the dirt.

      Jude took the opportunity to tease. His mouth was a warm, wet heat that engulfed his length with no warning. Wrappers crinkled, then Jude released him and rolled the rubber on before taking Mack in his mouth again.

      He took far longer than he should wiping his hands, so he could watch. Jude underestimated his abilities; he didn’t need magic to tame Mack, just his tongue. It would be too easy to stay there and let Jude continue, but he wanted more. He pushed himself up to sitting. “Outside.”

      Jude turned and crawled out of the tent. The lube was between Mack’s feet. He picked it up and followed. The small fire crackled, and sunlight danced over the ground. Mack didn’t crawl, he got up and walked to the camp chair. If they were sturdy enough to take his father’s bulk, they wouldn’t collapse under the two of them. He sat and beckoned Jude over.

      He half expected Jude to crawl, but he didn’t. That had been for effect only, and it had worked. The way his ass had wiggled as he’d left the tent was a tease Mack didn’t need. Jude slid onto his lap like he’d done it a hundred times before and knew exactly how to wrap his arms around Mack’s neck and where to press against him.

      Mack knew what Jude wanted. Not in the vague take-me-now way, but the way he wanted to be touched. It was magic. It had to be the magic. He either fought it—which he’d done last night—or he surrendered to it. Surrendering was the much better option. Maybe the Fates weren’t trying to mess up his life, and this was meant to be a good thing.

      He slicked his fingers with lube and teased Jude’s tight hole. Jude rolled his hips or pushed back, wanting more than a tease or one finger. His moans were muffled by the kisses. It was Mack who broke first, needing more, but Jude who sank down, taking him deep. He was hot and tight around Mack, then he started moving. Like this, Jude had the control and Mack could see his face. This wasn’t a nameless random he’d picked up in a club and never wanted to see again. Jude was his witch. His mate.

      Mack kept one hand on Jude’s hip and used the other to stroke his dick. Jude’s eyelids lowered, and his breathing quickened. He put one hand on Mack’s thigh for leverage and rode him harder. Mack’s hand became slippery. The heat lodged in his balls spread. Lust tumbled through him. His or Jude’s?

      Jude bit his lower lip as though worried about being too noisy, then he shuddered and came, splashing on Mack’s belly and chest. And Mack let go with a growl. Slowly, he was able to separate his desire from Jude’s, but their heartbeats still kept time.

      “That was worth waiting for.” After several heartbeats, Jude kissed him and got up.

      It was only then Mack realized that Jude had most definitely been in charge the way a witch should be with their familiar…and he hadn’t even cared.

      “Yeah,” he said too softly for Jude to hear. He’d given in to Jude at every turn, and there’d been no magic involved. No, that wasn’t true. He’d resisted last night, he still had control over his own actions. He could’ve taken Jude in the tent or his knees. He could’ve done any number of things differently, but he hadn’t because on some level he’d known this is what Jude wanted.

      Did Jude have the same sense about him?

      He watched Jude head for the tent to get cleaned up with his wipes. Next time it would be different. He’d wait and see if Jude could feel what he wanted—though to be fair, he’d gotten what he wanted. And he shouldn’t be thinking about next time.

      He should be thinking about survival.
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      As soon as the sun dropped behind the trees, the shadows darkened, and the temperature fell. Jude tossed another branch on the fire. He doubted the little flame, that was barely big enough to heat their dinner, would keep any animal away, definitely not an aufhocker.

      “Did you pack a gun?” Jude glanced over at Mack who was putting two steaks into a pan.

      “Don’t own one.”

      We’re going to die. Jude dropped another stick into the flames and wished the fire was about three times the size, or that they were in a building, or even miles from here. This wasn’t a problem he could fix, familiar or not. They were too vulnerable.

      Something rustled, and his heart nearly exploded in fright. Being here in daylight was almost fun—or maybe that was because of what they’d been doing. Being here at dusk, or night, was about as far from fun as Jude could imagine.

      “Besides,” Mack said. “Why do we need a gun when you can throw electricity and I can turn into a bear?”

      “Was the aufhocker bigger than you when it grew? Are you bigger than a cow?”

      Mack fiddled with the fire, poking it until he was happy, and then put the pan on some kind of contraption. Cooking steak would draw every meat eater to them. “Size isn’t everything. We know how it kills.”

      “And if they hunt together?” One aufhocker, they might have half a chance. But two? He could make a circle, but it drew energy from him.

      “Maybe they only come together to mate.”

      “Or maybe they mate for life.”

      Mack put a hand on his shoulder. “Would you like to catch one to study it?”

      “No. Though that would be useful.” Jude rocked back on his heels, then sat. His jeans were grubby anyway, so what did a little more matter? “Maybe we should’ve made our way back to the car. If one of us gets injured, what will the other do? Do you not think of these things when you’re up here alone?”

      “I don’t let it bother me. Hunters and their guns scare me more than mischance.”

      “More than size-changing hellhounds?”

      “No, I’ve added them to my list of things I don’t like.” Mack flipped the steaks. “What bothers me is why they’ve woken. Do spells run out?”

      Jude shook his head, then sighed. “Sometimes. The protection circle vanishes in daylight, and some spells have a time limit. But that kind of spell should’ve held.”

      “A sleeping spell lasts forever? Did a prince kiss them awake?”

      “That’s not how you break a sleeping spell.” Fairy tales lied, for obvious reasons, as no witch wanted humans learning how to actually break spells. “There’s a physical setup that binds the sleeper.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Jude grabbed a rock, a branch, and the tray the meat had been in and put them around himself. “Usually there’s five things. The witch, or witches, then uses the items as a focus for the sleeping spell which is an elaborate binding spell. To break it, the items need to be disturbed.” He knocked the rock away.

      “So someone or something woke them up.”

      Jude nodded.

      “So we hold them still and put them back to sleep.” Mack grinned like it was the obvious answer to their aufhocker problem.

      “I can’t do that magic. I mean, I know how it’s done, and I understand the theory, but it’s not something I was taught.” He’d read lots about magic, though he’d never put it into practice in case the Coven told him off for dabbling in things he shouldn’t be playing with.

      “Because they already think you’re dangerous.”

      “Yeah. How did the witches—because I don’t think it was just one—keep them still, trapped in the first place?”

      Mack scowled as he flipped the steaks onto the plates. “We’ll never know how they did it. And since we can’t put them to sleep, we need to find a way to kill them.”

      Jude looked at the meat on his plate. “Got any sides?”

      “There were two foil-wrapped potatoes in there, but all your poking around seems to have buried them.”

      “If you have more potatoes, I can zap them.” It would give him something to do besides waiting to die.

      Mack lifted an eyebrow.

      “Well, I can try,” he said with a smile.

      By the time they’d finished eating, several potatoes had exploded, but some had been edible. As the fire burned down, Jude found the ones he’d accidentally buried. They’d be inedible now, so he left them in the coals.

      The fire and the stars were the only light. While he supposed he should marvel at the beauty of the sky without light pollution, he was missing home and the city and the constant noise of civilization. He was sure it was so quiet he could hear Mack’s heart beating from the other side of the fire.

      “You should get some sleep. I’ll stand watch.” Mack took Jude’s plate off him and started cleaning up, carefully packing away all the rubbish.

      “I’m not going to be able to sleep. Nor do I want to be lying there wondering if it’s jumped on your back and silently killed you. We should sit back to back.” He hoped he didn’t sound like a whiny baby who was afraid of the dark. It wasn’t the dark he was afraid of, it was the things that lived in the dark.

      The tension left Mack’s face, and he gave Jude a small smile. “Okay.”

      “You’re agreeing with me?” Why was Mack agreeing with him? They didn’t agree on anything, well, maybe a couple of things. But when they were both fully dressed there was usually no agreement. Was Mack just as terrified of aufhockers as he was? In which case, why didn’t they pack up and run? In the next breath he knew Mack would never do that. He wouldn’t leave his town to be overrun by hellhounds.

      “I think it’s a good idea.”

      That made Jude even more suspicious. “Should I put a circle up?”

      “That would be going too far. We want it to come to us. What about some kind of magical warning when it gets close?”

      Jude shook his head. “I can’t do that. And tonight is not a good night to learn.”

      “What can you do?”

      “Electrocute things and make a protective circle.”

      Mack considered him for a moment. “Try not to electrocute me.”

      “I won’t.” Or at least he’d try not to.

      “I’m going to shift. I’d rather have claws and fur between me and its teeth.”

      “Aren’t you lucky?” He was the bait, that was what Mack wasn’t saying. Sit out and wait, Jude. Look like something delicious a hungry, vengeful aufhocker would want to eat. “Should I dab some tomato sauce on to make myself more enticing?”

      Mack grinned and kissed him. “I prefer barbeque.”

      “We won’t be able to talk if you’re a bear. When it attacks, how will we know what to do?”

      Mack’s hand lingered on his shoulder. “I know that you’re worried, I can feel it. I felt more than that earlier. I think we have to trust the bond.”

      The bond that Mack had never wanted in the first place. Not even Jude had that much faith in magic. But he bit his lip and nodded.

      Mack stripped and shifted and took his place at Jude’s back, but he was careful to leave a gap so he didn’t get a shock when Jude arced up.

      When the Coven had sent him to Mercy, he’d never thought he’d end up sitting back to back with a bear in the middle of a forest waiting for an aufhocker to sneak up on them.

      With Mack in bear form, there was no one to talk to, but every so often the bear turned his way as if checking he was awake. Which, of course, he was.

      The fire burned down to little more than embers, but neither of them stirred. Tension thrummed it the gap between them. For all of Mack’s casual attitude, he was far from calm. It was reassuring that Jude wasn’t the only one freaking out. It was probably better that he had no one to talk to. He might have said too much.

      This afternoon had been perfect. He hadn’t wanted the sun to set and he didn’t want what he had with Mack to end, which it would once his job here was done. He sighed and let a small arc of electricity form between his finger and thumb. He liked Mack too much. He shouldn’t have let himself start liking him, but it was hard not to, because even when he was being gruff he was a good person.

      Because of the bond, there was more between them than he’d ever had with anyone. He felt the heat before Mack shifted. Heat wasn’t quite right, there was more to it, a lust to break free, a howling in his blood for something he’d never experienced.

      Cold swept across the back of his neck. The bear hardly moved, but there was an alertness that had been missing before. Jude played with the charge in the air and the ground so it was ready to be used. Then he saw the creature. The glint of eyes between the trees as something small came toward them.

      “I see it,” he whispered.

      Mack huffed out a breath in acknowledgement.

      The aufhocker drew closer, still small. It circled around as though looking for a way to attack. Jude’s heart beat so fast he was sure he would pass out. He forced himself to breathe. At least if he died the Coven couldn’t take his familiar away or strip his magic. But he didn’t want Mack to die just because he’d failed. They both had to live.

      And the creature needed prey before it would attack. It needed one of them to get up. Jude wanted to put up a circle and hide, but that would only delay the inevitable for another night. It had to be him who moved. He was the bait.

      “I’ll give the aufhocker what it wants.” Jude got up before Mack could argue.

      The bear’s head swung around, but Jude wasn’t totally suicidal. He walked in front of Mack and prayed that a bear could bring down an aufhocker.

      Jude pretended to tend the fire, but he could feel the creature’s eyes boring into him. He was sure he could sense each step it took toward him. Or was he picking up on what Mack was seeing? He knew the moment the creature leaped, and swelled, doubling in size. Jude turned, and lightning tore upward and caught it in the belly. The air cracked at the sudden change. Jude’s heart hammered, and he prepared to strike again. Then Mack was on the aufhocker before it hit the ground, very much alive. Both animals were struggling to get good bites. Claws and teeth raked fur and flesh.

      Jude winced, sure he could feel each scratch. He needed to do something, but he didn’t want to accidentally fry Mack. He kept a charge ready, the spark dancing on his fingers. The fight became more vicious. He couldn’t stand there and do nothing. So he did the only thing he could that wouldn’t be fatal. He covered his fingers with his shirtsleeve, picked up a hot rock from the fire, and hurled it at the beast. The rock was actually a rather overcooked foil-wrapped potato that hit the beast and scattered. But it distracted the aufhocker for long enough for Mack to bite it and bring it to the ground.

      He hadn’t lost his throw, even though he hadn’t played baseball in years. The smile of satisfaction faded fast from his lips.

      The aufhocker changed size, growing again. Bigger than the bear until Mack could no longer hold on and he was thrown off. Mack had enough sense to back away nimbly. His sides were heaving, but Jude couldn’t take his eyes off the aufhocker for long enough to see how badly Mack was hurt.

      The aufhocker slunk forward, not ready to give up. There was enough of a gap between the two animals that Jude could act. The charge in the air was something he could taste. His hair, every hair on his body, was drawn up. The strike hit the creature in the chest and threw it backward. Mack followed in a few bounds, and so did Jude, ready to throw again if it got up.

      Which it did. Mack kept just far enough away for Jude to try again. Try was all he could do.

      ‘Hard to kill’ was an aufhockers most common description. But it wasn’t as big this time, and he remembered Mack saying it took energy to shift. The aufhocker wasn’t naturally big. It was small. That was a huge discovery. He threw lightning again before Mack could close in.

      “It’s tiring. Being big uses up its energy,” he called out, knowing Mack could understand him. How long until it gave up and retreated for the night?

      Mack attacked, not giving the creature time to recover. If it fled, they’d never be able to go after it. It would vanish into the night. Part of him wanted that, the rest of him didn’t want it to run off and get reinforcements.

      Mack’s flanks were heaving. He was tiring. They couldn’t keep this up.

      “Let go, I’ll stop it from running.” He didn’t know how to do that except by throwing bolt after bolt. There had to be a way of using a circle to trap something. He could trap it in the clearing, but it would be trapped with them. “I’m going to put up a circle, trapping us all. If you think it’s a bad idea, growl or something.”

      Mack was silent. Had he heard him? Or was he agreeing?

      Damn it. It would be worse if the creature took off and recuperated for a second try or came back with its friend.

      Jude glanced around the clearing, using the trees as reference points for the edge of the circle. Then he drew it up in a flicker of blue, praying that he wasn’t sealing their deaths.

      The circle snapped closed.
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      Mack put himself between the aufhocker and Jude, knocking the witch to the ground. The aufhocker threw itself at the wall of blue, but the magic held. From what Jude had told him it would hold until dawn, or until Jude became exhausted or died. Mack wasn’t sure which would come sooner.

      “You’re hurt,” Jude said as though surprised.

      He knew that. The aufhocker had almost gotten a good bite on him. Its teeth had punctured the skin in his shoulder, and its claws had scored his thigh. He’d be fine when he shifted back to human. Did he dare?

      Why was Jude not zapping the thing and finishing it off? He understood why Jude hadn’t while Mack and it had been fighting, but now? The aufhocker was a clear target. He gave Jude a nudge and hoped he’d get the hint.

      The aufhocker ignored them as it tried to find a way out, but that wouldn’t last for long, and Mack didn’t know how smart it was. He wasn’t bleeding that much and shifting to heal would take energy he didn’t have. Nor could he leave Jude vulnerable. His unprotected human skin would be too easily torn apart.

      And if Jude died, he was screwed. Not for the first time Mack cursed the familiar bond. There was always a trade off with magic—in this case, it was with the binding of their lives.

      The aufhocker paced the edge of the circle, its gaze on them. For the moment it was the size of a large dog, but that could change in a blink. It could shift as it moved. And it healed when it shifted, much the same as he did.

      At the moment, the aufhocker showed no sign of injury. Its black fur bristled in annoyance, but there were places where there was no fur. Its skin was tough like hide or scales. He needed to go for the soft parts, or at least the furred parts. It was one ugly dog-thing.

      Mack kept himself between Jude and the aufhocker. It would’ve been better if Jude could’ve trapped the beast in the circle so they could rest. Mack had thought the aufhockers hard to kill reputation was overstated. It wasn’t. But without his human mouth, Mack couldn’t convey those thoughts. He could only respond with a nod or a shake of his head.

      The aufhocker stopped pacing and stared at them as though preparing to attack.

      “I can’t throw lightning while in the circle,” Jude murmured.

      Mack didn’t take his attention off the aufhocker, but he growled his displeasure. Why the hell not?

      “If I do, everything in the circle will get electrocuted.” Jude kept his voice low as though trying not to provoke the aufhocker.

      It had followed them and would keep following them until they were dead, because they’d found its lair and made a mess. Mack totally understood why people upped and left when an aufhocker showed up. It was easier not to tangle with them.

      Too late for that now.

      He cursed the Coven for sending Jude and threatening to strip his magic if he failed. Mack’s stomach grumbled as though he hadn’t eaten all day. The tent and the food were on the outside of the circle, so he’d have to tough it out. And so would the aufhocker.

      They were both tiring; it was just a question of which one of them gave up first. Mack glanced at Jude. There was no point in giving the aufhocker more of a rest while he dripped blood on the dirt.

      Before he could reconsider, he charged the beast.

      The creature grew to match his size, but Mack barreled it into the blue wall of the circle. Static burned along Mack’s skin, and the creature snarled, kicking him away. The claws scratched Mack’s belly.

      There was no reprieve this time. The aufhocker seemed to know it wasn’t getting free. Whenever Mack got a grip with his teeth or a dug his claws in, the creature changed size. It kept trying to reach Jude, knowing he was the weak point.

      Mack’s body ached from the fight, and his skin burned from the many cuts. His breath came in hard pants, and all he wanted to do was eat and shift and rest. In that order. He needed energy to shift and heal.

      Every so often a rock hit the aufhocker, perfectly aimed and timed to stop it from getting a bite on Mack. Jude was doing what he could. Right now, Mack would be willing to get electrocuted to stop the creature. He struggled to get a bite, and the thick hide that protected the creature’s shoulders and neck tasted rank.

      When they drew apart, they were both breathing hard. The many scratches and punctures from its teeth burned, and blood matted Mack’s fur. The aufhocker had stopped shifting to heal. It paced, more wary now as it dripped blood that smelled of metal and sulfur, not like animal blood. But then it wasn’t a true animal. It was something else. Maybe it had come from Hell.

      He didn’t know how long he’d been fighting for when he noticed the aufhocker no longer matched his size and harried beneath his throat instead of trying to get on his back. He reared up in annoyance and swept it aside with a paw. It hit the wall of the circle but didn’t stay down.

      Something rippled over him, and the circle came down.

      Lightning tore through the night, catching the aufhocker in the belly. It whimpered, the first sound Mack had heard it make all night. He shivered at the animal sound of pain.

      Jude threw another bolt, and this time the creature didn’t move.

      Mack lowered his head. The relief that it was over didn’t rush through him the way it should. They’d survived, but all he felt was exhaustion and sadness that the aufhocker had died. Wild animals were always trouble when they got too close to humans. This was no different.

      Many people would hunt and kill him if they knew what he was, even though he didn’t kill cows or stalk people.

      Jude put a hand on his shoulder. His fingers caught in the blood-sticky fur, but he didn’t pull away. “What do you need?”

      Food. Rest. A way to forget.

      It took a moment for him to gather the energy he needed to shift back to human. The pain as the injuries healed with the shift had him gritting his teeth and sucking in short, sharp breaths. Where his skin had been torn open, it burned. When he was human again, he was smeared in blood but no longer bleeding. He remained kneeling, letting the dizziness pass. He was lucky he hadn’t passed out while shifting.

      Jude swore. “Do you have a first-aid kit?”

      “I’m fine.” The wounds might have healed, but the scars would remain for longer. He rubbed at the blood to prove they weren’t open wounds.

      Jude’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know you could heal like that. The way the aufhocker did.”

      As much as he didn’t like to share shifter secrets, it was clear Jude had worked it out. “It’s a kind a shifter and followed shifter behavior. Conserve strength by being in the natural form. Shift to heal.” Being a bear took strength. It was why, when he went to sleep as a bear, he woke up human. The body was just conserving energy. “If a shifter doesn’t eat to replace the energy they’ve burned, they won’t be able to shift and heal. The shifting made it hard to kill.” Aside from that ability, the aufhocker was just another ugly hellhound. “It’s also why all suspected shifters were tortured in the middle ages. It was the only way to prove what they were and kill them.”

      “It wanted to kill us.”

      “I know.” But was hard to remember that the aufhocker would’ve killed them without a second thought now it was dead. He’d hunted, but only for food. He’d never had to fight for his life or the life of someone else.

      Jude helped him up. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Mack’s muscles protested the movement, and he winced. “As good as I’m going to be.”

      Jude embraced him and squeezed a little too hard. Mack leaned against him, unwilling to move when for the moment all he wanted was to be held and told it was going to be all right.

      A faint sound drew his attention. A heartbeat so soft he’d almost missed it. The aufhocker wasn’t dead. He walked over to the fallen aufhocker, Jude at his heels. Lying on the ground, it wasn’t terrifying. The animal was small and ugly, almost pitiful. And it was alive. It’s flank barely moved with each breath, and its heart beat faintly as it died.

      “It’s…” Jude couldn’t even finish saying what they had both realized. “How is that possible?”

      Mack shook his head. He didn’t know, but he couldn’t leave it to die in pain. He looked at his hands, not willing, and not able to do another full shift.

      He could do this. He had to.

      His hands grew the claws of the bear, and he kneeled, finishing the aufhocker off.

      Then he threw up.
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        * * *

      

      Jude drove with shaky hands. He was tired. Holding the circle was draining, but not as draining as what Mack had done. Mack was pale and exhausted, and even though he’d cleaned off most of the blood with the hand wipes, there’d been too much. And he was still freaked out about what might have happened if Mack had died. The threat of death if his familiar died was no longer a vague what-if. It could actually happen.

      He needed to do a better job of protecting Mack, and his own life. He needed to trap an aufhocker without trapping them in the same circle. He needed to learn magic that he’d never thought of doing before. And he didn’t have long to do it.

      Jude had packed up the camp, messily, while Mack had eaten the rest of the food they’d brought with them. Then they’d made their way back to the car with very few words. Neither of them had wanted to stay just in case the other one had turned up. They were in no state to fight, and while hiding in a circle was the emergency plan, it wasn’t something Jude wanted to do either.

      The aufhocker was an animal, doing what it did, hunting the two people who’d disturbed their home. Killing cows was the aufhocker making breakfast the way cats killed birds and dogs went through bins.

      There had to be a better way of dealing with an aufhocker than killing it or surrendering the town. Jude pulled into the drive-through of first takeaway joint they passed and ordered one of everything off the breakfast menu plus two coffees, one black and one with sugar and creamer. If the teen at the service window was surprised, she was smart enough not to show it when she handed over three paper bags worth of food.

      Mack ate two of the breakfast burgers and drank the cup of coffee before he spoke. “I don’t think we should do that again.”

      “I agree.” Jude took another bite of his first bacon and egg wrap.

      Mack nodded and stared out the window, his hands perfectly human after the partial shift. If he hadn’t realized the aufhocker was still alive, would it have survived to hunt them down again? How it had survived direct hits with as much charge as Jude could pull, he didn’t know.

      They reached the outskirts of Mercy as dawn was breaking. The tension Jude had been holding on to eased. Hellhounds hunted at night. He’d been checking the mirrors, half expecting the other one to be chasing them down the road. They were safe for the day.

      Come dusk, they were in a kind of trouble that he had no idea how to deal with.

      Mack wound down his window. “Slow down. There are cop cars and police tape out the front of the bar.”

      Jude had planned to drive straight by. He needed to rest. While he didn’t need to eat the way Mack did, he still needed to sleep like a normal human being. An exhausted witch was pretty much useless. He’d been next to useless last night, not wanting to kill Mack as well as the creature. However, he slowed the truck.

      There was blood on the ground and one large dog-like footprint.

      While they’d been fighting one, the other had been hunting in town.

      Mack sniffed. “It was here, and that’s human blood.”

      While there was very little traffic on the road this early, one lane was closed, so they had to wait to be allowed to pass. Mack waved to one of the cops, and Jude inched the truck closer.

      Jude glanced at what they were wearing and the takeout wrappers in the car. Did they look like they’d been up to no good last night, or was the cop going to assume they’d been out? Out together?

      The cops nodded to Mack and glanced at Jude. If he thought anything was amiss, it didn’t show on his face.

      Mack forced a grim smile. “What happened here?”

      “Can’t say. But it’s a murder investigation.” The cop’s gaze drifted over to Jude again. “What have you been up to?”

      Jude felt the accusation in those simple words. The cop knew something wasn’t right even if he couldn’t work out what. Jude was used to those looks. Humans could sense magic in the air and grew wary.

      “Just grabbed some early breakfast. Showing my buddy from the city around the place.” Mack put a hand on Jude’s leg and gave him a very fixed grin.

      “Been here long?” the cop asked Jude.

      “A few days.” Just in time for a cow kill and murder. But the cow killings had been happening for weeks before he’d arrived.

      “Watch yourselves if you go camping. There’s some rogue animal out there at the moment.” The cop glanced at the taped-off scene.

      Even he knew it wasn’t out there anymore. The aufhocker had come to town to hunt.

      “Looks like you can drive on.” The cop stepped back, and Jude drove forward as another cop waved him through. His gaze slid to the footpath and the one bloodied footprint.

      It had all been for nothing.

      “We should’ve been here, protecting them,” Jude said. “Not trying to lure them out of town.”

      “We killed one.” But Mack didn’t sound happy about that either.

      “And while we were miles away, the other one made merry.”

      Mack’s scowl deepened. He had three new scars on his neck where the aufhocker had nearly gotten him. “That’s not normal animal behavior. It came to the bar where we met. They’re smarter than we think.”

      “When this one realizes its mate isn’t coming home, there will be hell to pay.”

      They drove the rest of the way to Mack’s place in silence.

      Jude parked in the driveway. “We can’t do this on our own. I need to call the Coven.”

      Mack rested his head back and closed his eyes. “We can do it. We need a better plan.”

      “No, we need help.” Jude knew the cost of that help, but he was willing to pay so no one else died.

      “Didn’t you say that if you fail you lose your magic? Doesn’t calling for help count as failure to them?”

      He nodded. “Better than losing my life or killing you.” He’d rather be human. The pain of losing his magic would be nothing compared to the pain of losing Mack.
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      Mack turned the water up as hot as he could tolerate. He needed to scrub the night’s misadventure from his skin. Jude helped peel his shirt off, but there was no hunger or desire in his touch, and Mack didn’t have the energy to send him away. He needed to sleep and eat, again. He’d need his strength as there was still one out there, and now it had killed someone.

      But he had also killed.

      He didn’t mind catching and eating fish or the occasional rabbit, but last night had been something else entirely. He got under the water even though no amount of scrubbing would remove the stain embedded on his soul.

      Jude slid in behind him and kissed between his shoulder blades. “It will be fine.”

      Mack hung his head, so the water drummed on the back of his neck. How would it ever be right? “If you call the Coven, you lose.”

      “If I don’t, we could both die. Others will die.”

      Jude was right, and it wasn’t Mack’s problem. It was Jude who’d been sent here to sort out the creature. And Jude would’ve been killed last night without Mack’s help. No matter what Jude had done in the past, he didn’t deserve to die trying to stop these creatures. “We know more about aufhockers now. We can find a way to stop it from killing again.”

      “We only have until dusk. Will the other one come after us or go into town to hunt? We don’t know. No one is safe. I was sent to fix it or fail. I never expected to fix it or to have any chance.”

      Mack turned. “Neither of us expected this. I didn’t ask for this, but the Coven is wrong if they say you’ve failed.”

      Maybe they could negotiate with the Coven.

      If Jude lost his magic, there’d be no bond, and his life could go back to how it had been. Where no one knew what he was, and he could never share. It was that truth that had been missing from every part of his life. Without magic or the bond, would Jude even want to be here with him?

      Probably not. His home was in the city.

      Mack brushed Jude’s hair aside. There was no smile his green eyes now. No come on or tease. Jude’s worry radiated off him in waves. As unnerving as it was to be able to sense someone so deeply, he liked it. “Let me get some sleep. Then we’ll plan.”

      Jude nodded and put his arms around Mack’s neck. “I couldn’t have asked for a better familiar. I don’t think the Fates messed up or were having a laugh.”

      Mack almost smiled. “As witches go, you’re okay. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      Their lips met. Jude traced his fingers over the new scars. “You were so lucky.”

      “I know.”

      There’d been a few moments when he’d thought the aufhocker had him and it was going to be all over, but then he’d found an extra burst of energy. He rested his forehead against Jude’s, unwilling to move and break the embrace but not having the energy to do any more than stand there. They lingered in the shower until the water cooled before going to bed for much-needed sleep.

      Jude getting out of bed woke Mack. He listened to Jude pad down the stairs and pause when he stepped on the creaky spot. The pause roused Mack further and put him on alert. Was Jude trying to be sneaky? What was he up to? After a moment Jude continued walking. Then there was silence.

      Jude wasn’t leaving the house. He just hadn’t wanted to wake Mack up. Reassured, Mack turned over with a wince caused by sore muscles and started to drift back to sleep. Jude’s voice dragged him fully awake. He couldn’t make out the words, but he felt Jude’s pain and the knot of anxiety that made it hard to breathe.

      Mack got out of bed and ran down the stairs. His body ached from fighting with the aufhocker, but he didn’t care. Jude had called the Coven.
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        * * *

      

      Jude turned at the sound of footsteps. He thought he’d been quiet enough not to wake Mack. Mack didn’t want him to call the Coven, but there was no other option.

      Mack looked as though someone had punched him in the gut and stolen his truck. “What have you done?”

      In Jude’s ear, Landstrom confirmed that the three Coven members would arrive in the morning.

      “That will be too late. We need help tonight,” Jude said. He hadn’t called to confess his failure, just to get backup. No witch could deal with an aufhocker on their own. Even Landstrom should realize that.

      “That keen to lose your magic?” Landstrom said. The smirk was clear in voice. He didn’t care about the aufhocker problem, only the electro-mage problem.

      Jude wasn’t that keen to lose his magic, but if that was what it took to prevent more deaths, that was what he’d do.

      Mack snatched the phone off him. “No, he isn’t keen to lose his magic. We need help to stop the second aufhocker. Did he tell you we’ve already taken down one? It’s a breeding pair, and we don’t even know how many cubs they have.”

      Jude shook his head. He hadn’t told the Coven about Mack.

      Jude couldn’t hear what Landstrom said, but Mack’s expression went from horror to a ferocious scowl that made Jude want to hide. “I’m his familiar, and this was a setup from the start.”

      Mack didn’t listen to whatever Landstrom said next. He hung up but didn’t return Jude’s phone. “I thought we’d agreed not to call those assholes?”

      “I called for help. We can’t do this on our own. This was meant to be my mission, my problem. You didn’t ask for any of this.”

      “It’s my town. I would never stand by and let something kill people.”

      “What had you done before I arrived?”

      “I was paying attention, but I wasn’t worried as they were staying out of town.”

      “Well, now it’s coming into town, and people are a lot easier to kill than cows. I think we’ve solved why North is a ghost town.”

      “But not why they’ve woken or why the Coven is keen to make you human. What did you do to piss them off?”

      Jude glanced away. Mack’s happy family photos were on every wall of the living room. How could Mack understand what it was like to not know about magic until things went wrong? “The first time my magic bubbled up I was getting an MRI and I shorted a hospital. I knew nothing about witches or magic or shifters.”

      “How could you not know?”

      “Because my mother ditched me at a fire station when I was a week old. I don’t know who my parents are. I grew up in foster care. Some were great, others not so much. My last family were good, and they did their best, but I knew early on they wouldn’t like that I was interested in guys. That didn’t stop me from getting a few sneaky dates in. I don’t speak to them now because I won’t renounce my life of sin. If they knew the whole truth about what I am, they’d be horrified. They’d probably think I was possessed.”

      It was only because of the Coven covering up his screwups that no one knew he was a witch.

      “How did you learn the truth?”

      “The MRI incident got the Coven’s attention. That was the first of many mishaps. I accidentally blacked out a small city before I learned control. I’m in trouble this time because I got lucky in Vegas.” He smiled, he couldn’t help it. “I won the jackpot by giving the slot machine a friendly nudge.”

      That had been the most useful thing his magic had ever done. But he understood why it was something the Coven wouldn’t encourage. Too many people had asked why the machine had gone off, and somehow those questions had reached the Coven.

      “I bet the Coven loved that.”

      “Not so much. I was told not to do it again, and this is my penance to prove I care about the paranormal community and that I don’t want to start another round of witch hunts.” He stared at his bare feet. “They offered me a job if I succeeded. Maybe it wasn’t a setup.”

      Only Landstrom was keen to see him fail. Had the other two known his mate was here?

      “A job? Doing what?”

      Jude shrugged. “As an investigator…doing this.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I don’t know. I was planning on traveling to get away from all of this. I was waiting for my passport when they called me in. I worked hard to win that jackpot. It took me months to figure out how to manipulate the machines. I need to use my magic for more than charging my car and phone. I didn’t expect my win to land me in trouble that would get me sent here and mess up your life. You have a place, a home, and you know what you are and always have.”

      “But no one else does,” Mack whispered.

      Mack’s loneliness hit Jude hard. There were no other paranormals in town. No one he could share anything with. Seeing Mack in his bear form had been amazing and terrifying and he’d never forget it, but Jude didn’t belong here. He didn’t belong anywhere.

      Jude pushed it all aside. He shouldn’t have let himself grow fond of Mack. But what they had…he bit his lip…losing that would hurt more than losing his magic. He understood why witches wanted a familiar, not for the power, but for the connection. A connection Mack had never wanted.

      “When the Coven gets here, they will break the bond. I’m sure they’ll be happy to do it as it gives them another reason to take my magic.” They’d probably do it even if Mack didn’t ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You can petition for your freedom, but there is a cost. I lose my magic.”

      “That’s not right.”

      “That’s the rules.”

      “It wasn’t in what I read. You should’ve told me.”

      “Why? The odds are I’ll lose it anyway. I’m not leaving here with my magic.” He’d go back to the city magicless and mateless. “I’m trying to be okay with that.” He’d rather get eaten by an aufhocker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mack made himself a pile of sandwiches and ate without tasting. Jude was making a horrible mistake in trying to be noble. There was no glory in being a dickhead. And Mack didn’t want to be saved.

      “We still have to survive tonight before the Coven gets here.” And stop the remaining aufhocker from killing any more people. Which meant they couldn’t hide in the house.

      Jude strolled into the kitchen from the living room. “I know. I was thinking we could go back to North and trap it before it goes hunting.”

      Mack nodded. At least Jude hadn’t completely given up. “If you hadn’t called the Coven, I could’ve asked a few more bears to come down.” He couldn’t ask them to fight, but they could be backup and help contain the creature.

      “We can’t involve others or ask them to put their lives in danger. I shouldn’t have involved you.”

      “You think you could’ve avoided what the Fates planned?”

      “If I hadn’t gone to the bar.”

      “Then we’d have met some other way. The kiss was always going to happen. I liked you the moment I saw you.” But Jude was going back to the city then going traveling. The distance was already forming, and this time it wasn’t his fault.

      “Lust.” Jude shoved his hands into his pockets. He was trying to appear unbothered, but the misery was there, threatening to drown him and take Mack with him.

      He couldn’t let Jude have his magic stripped. It wasn’t his fault he’d screwed up. The Coven should’ve trained him better or given him more help or something.

      Mack studied Jude. “Do you really want to leave Mercy and go back to Seattle?”

      Jude hesitated and wouldn’t meet Mack’s gaze.

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “I thought I belonged in the city around all that electricity—it feels so good on my skin. I missed it out here. Hated it at first. But now I love the silence. Yesterday there was nothing. I had the same experience at North, too. I’ve never been able to play with my magic like that.” He shrugged. “Not that it matters.”

      “It does matter. It matters to me.” Do you want me? was the question he couldn’t ask, or was this nothing to Jude?

      “When the bond is broken, you’ll be free again.”

      Which is exactly what he’d wanted at first. How could he have been so blind to what was in front of him? “And so will you.”

      “I’ll be human.”

      “But you’ll know the truth. You don’t have to leave.” Mack had said too much. He shoved a sandwich into his mouth to stop more words from tumbling out.

      Jude looked at him. His eyebrows drew together. “I’ve messed up your life enough, don’t you think?”

      Mack swallowed, the bread like wool clogging up his throat. “You’d mess it up more by leaving.” Mack put the empty plate in the sink. “I’m going into town to get supplies for tonight.”

      “Like what?”

      “Dunno yet.” But he couldn’t stay here another minute. He wanted his life messed up because it was better that way. Jude couldn’t see that because he was too busy trying to be a martyr and save everyone but himself. As Jude’s familiar, it was his job to stop his witch from doing something stupid. “But if we can stop the aufhocker tonight, you get to keep your magic.”

      “Do you want to die? We barely survived last night.”

      Mack crossed the small kitchen and backed Jude up against the wall. “Do you want to quit? Or do you want to fight? Why have you given up? You’re rolling over for the Coven and letting them have their way.”

      Jude blinked up at him but didn’t answer.

      “Do you want to lose your magic?” Was that what this was about?

      “No. But the Coven is right. I put others in danger.” Jude placed his fingers on the scars on Mack’s throat. “Just being my familiar is putting you at risk. We’re bound—”

      “I know the risks. We’re going out to North this afternoon before it gets dark. I suggest you research ways to bind an aufhocker. If you need anything, let me know.” Mack hesitated, caught between needing to kiss Jude but being too annoyed to even want to touch him. He didn’t want to go out there for round two with an aufhocker while being irritated with his witch. He pressed a hard, angry kiss on Jude’s lips then stalked out of the house, swiping up his truck keys as he went.
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        * * *

      

      The slamming of the front door echoed through the house. Jude kept his back to the wall and blew out a breath. He felt Mack’s anger vibrating like a swarm of wasps. It wasn’t until the truck pulled out of the driveway that the emotions that weren’t his faded.

      What was left was the discovery that Mack was fighting for him.

      No one had ever fought for him.

      No one had so completely accepted him for who he was.

      He pressed his hand to his crushed lips. No one had ever been quite so furious with him either. He needed to fight for himself and his right to hold on to the magic he’d been born with.

      Slowly, he peeled himself off the wall. They didn’t have to kill the aufhocker, they just had to hold it until the Coven arrived. They needed to trap it somehow, and he didn’t think the aufhocker was dumb enough to fall in an animal trap— and if it did it would change size to get free. It would have to be a magical trap.

      To find that he’d have to do to the dark Coven sites as there were no spells on the Coven database. He’d need time to practice because trialing a spell on a deadly creature wasn’t the smart thing to do. And he’d need to make sure it was simple and that the things he needed could be bought in town.

      He checked his phone. He had about four hours before they needed to leave.

      He needed four days.
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        * * *

      

      Mack drove out to Morris’s farm. He parked and let the engine tick and cool for a few minutes before he got out. Morris wasn’t the type to ask too many questions, but he’d still want to know what was going on. Mack didn’t know how to tell the farmer that there was an aufhocker making trouble. Most rational people would laugh and then whisper behind Mack’s back.

      He couldn’t sit for much longer without looking like an idiot, or suspicious. If there was anyone else he could ask, he would. He’d even thought about breaking into the vet’s, but that would only set off alarms, and the cops wouldn’t be interested in anything he had to say about hellhounds.

      With a growl, he got out of his truck—which now smelled of Jude and his deodorant and hair product—and marched up to Morris’s door. He wasn’t expecting the farmer to be in, but he was hoping his wife was.

      Morris answered, and his eyebrows shot up as though Mack was the last person he was expecting to see on his doorstep. “I got no more dead cows.”

      “I know. Someone got killed last night.”

      “Was only a matter of time.” Morris pulled out a cigarette and lit up. “So what do you need from me? Where’s the investigator?”

      “He’s investigating.” Jude had better be doing something other than wallowing in self-pity. Mack pressed his lips together. He needed to be smart about this. “He was wondering if you had a tranquilizer gun so we could remove the problem.”

      “And does that problem have a name?”

      Mack considered Morris for a moment. “No, but it was put away once before, and something woke it up.”

      Morris took a drag on his cigarette and let the smoke coil out of the corner of his mouth. “It’s that damn fracking. It would wake Satan up.”

      Fracking. Mack hadn’t thought of that. But if the ground shifted and the five objects used to bind the aufhockers were no longer in the right position, that could explain how the spell had been broken. “You might be right about waking Satan. A tranq gun would help us put him back to bed.”

      Morris nodded. “Pity the vet took off. All I’ve got left is two doses.”

      “I guess that will have to do.” It was still better than nothing.

      Morris went into the house while Mack waited. He could feel the sun inching across the sky as the seconds ticked by. They had to survive the night.

      They had to capture the aufhocker so the Coven could splutter and concede defeat.

      If they did all of this and they still called Jude a failure, Mack didn’t know what he’d do. He didn’t care if Jude was no longer a witch, but he didn’t think he deserved to be human either.

      Morris came back with a gun and two cartridges. “I’ll say a prayer.”

      “Thank you.” But he put more faith in the gun and its ability to put cows to sleep.

      On the way back into town his phone buzzed with a message from Jude.

      Kerosene, salt (lots), box of nails, roll of string, pepper, cloves.

      That didn’t sound much like a shopping list for a spell. But then he wasn’t used to helping a witch. He replied. How much salt? Big box of table salt or a bag of salt? How much pepper? Are you sure you aren’t cooking dinner?

      Jude’s reply came straight back. Bag of salt, only need a packet of pepper and cloves. You bring dinner home. I’m busy. FYI, you have no salt or pepper left in the pantry.

      That he had none left hopefully meant that Jude had been working on something. Mack parked at the store. Most of what was on the list he could get here. The nails would probably be in his father’s shed, but he wouldn’t take the chance when the hardware store was up the block.

      He bought the supplies and new salt and pepper for the pantry, then tossed them in the bed of the truck before walking up the block for the nails and salt. It took him a few minutes to find the bags of cattle salt, and he hoped fifty pounds would be enough. He got the biggest box of nails, too. Just to be on the safe side.

      The clerk looked at his purchases and lifted an eyebrow.

      “I’m picking up some things for a friend,” Mack muttered. Next time Jude could do his own damn shopping.

      With his arms full and halfway back to the truck, he saw Ned walking toward him. Ned was the last person he wanted to see today. Mack crossed the road and walked faster to his truck. So did Ned. He was waiting by the truck when Mack got there and dropped the salt in the back.

      Ned looked at the bag then back at Mack. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, just picking up a few things.”

      Ned crossed his arms. “It’s not like you to close the garage.”

      “I was pretty sick.”

      “Yeah? I thought I saw you heading out of town.”

      “Had to go to emergency in the next town.” The lies piled up around him, but he couldn’t tell Ned what was going on. They were friends, but even friends who were sometimes lovers were allowed to keep secrets from each other.

      “You seem fine today.”

      Ned had no idea how far from fine he was. “Got some pills, so I’m feeling a bit better.”

      “I saw that guy from the bar driving your truck. You don’t even let me drive your truck.”

      “I was pretty out of it.” That wasn’t a lie. He hadn’t been up to driving after fighting the aufhocker. Walking back to the truck had been hard enough. He’d never been so exhausted in his life, and there was a good chance he’d have to do it all again tonight if Jude’s magic didn’t work.

      “He shows up and suddenly he’s staying at your place. Are you in some kind of trouble?” Ned leaned closer. “He didn’t bring drugs, did he? Are you taking drugs?”

      “No. Jesus, Ned. Like I said, I was ill.”

      Ned shook his head. “You haven’t been acting yourself, Mack. This guy has changed you, and you’ve only known him five minutes.” And in those five minutes they’d become closer than Mack had ever been with anyone. “It’s not right, Mack, and I’m worried about you.”

      Mack forced a smile. “There’s nothing to be worried about, but I appreciate your concern.”

      “Do you? Really?”

      Did Ned still hope that they’d get back together? He didn’t need this right now. Even if he had been able to share the details of his life with Ned, he couldn’t see them working out. They’d been young, and they’d only really had sex in common. Mack had moved on. He’d thought Ned had—he’d certainly gotten out and about more than Mack had.

      Mack’s phone buzzed. He checked the message.

      What about cages for the cubs? If there are cubs.

      Shit. He hadn’t thought about that. The one he’d killed had been male. That meant they’d be facing a pissed off and protective mommy if there were cubs.

      Mack glanced at Ned. He didn’t have time for this today. “You’re my best friend.” Ned knew him better than most people in town, but he didn’t know Mack the way Jude did. “But I think it’s time that’s all you are. We both need to move on.”

      Ned pushed away from the truck. “He’s not good for you. He’s not even your type.”

      “Maybe not. Maybe the type I thought I wanted wasn’t what I needed.”

      But Ned was already walking away. Mack doubted they’d even remain friends.
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      Jude faced the mine entrance. The sun hitting his shoulders was reassuring. Everything they knew about aufhockers said they only hunted at night. Which gave him about an hour of daylight to get a head start.

      “So do you actually know what you’re doing?” Mack dropped the giant bag of salt at Jude’s feet.

      “I hope so. I was able to bind the bird.” But a bird was not an angry aufhocker after their blood and defending her cubs. If they were lucky, she’d still be pregnant.

      “It was eating bread,” Mack said as though not sure that this magic would work.

      Jude wasn’t sure either. “I had to get it to land somehow.”

      He’d needed to run through what he was going to do once. Just because he’d read it online and understood the theory didn’t mean he could do it. Testing new magic on an aufhocker seemed like a dumb way to get him, and Mack, killed. So he’d sat in the yard and tried it out on an unsuspecting bird who’d traded a few minutes of freedom for some breadcrumbs.

      “Are you sure it wasn’t waiting for more bread?” But Mack was smiling this time, teasing him.

      It would’ve been funnier if Jude was completely sure that he could do this. He was giving himself an eighty percent chance of success. Mack and the tranquilizer gun filled out the other twenty percent.

      All they had to do was keep the aufhocker bound for the night. Then the Coven would roll into town, or three members anyway. It had only taken three witches to sentence him and send him to Mercy. Would it be the same three who came to sort out the aufhocker?

      If it was, at least he knew who he was dealing with.

      He’d used more magic since coming to Mercy than he usually did in a year. He was stronger and had a better understanding of what he could do. And he had Mack. Well, he had him for a one more night.

      Mack put a hand on the back of Jude’s neck. “Don’t fret about tomorrow. We could die tonight.”

      “That’s not helpful.”

      But Mack was no longer smiling. “I meant it. We might only have tonight. Who knows what the Coven will do tomorrow.”

      Jude turned to face him. “I don’t want to have this conversation. We need to do as much as we can in daylight.”

      “I wasn’t going to start a conversation. I was stating a fact.” He took Jude’s hands in his. Mack’s skin was warm and rough. “If we survive, we can talk about what happens next.”

      For a moment Jude was sure that Mack wanted there to be something after this. There could be, couldn’t there? As long as they survived, there was a chance. There was a peace to being out here, away from the constant buzz of the city and all of its grids and circuits. The quiet no longer scared him. He didn’t need to be connected to, or surrounded by, electricity to use it. He had more control out here. Or did he have control because of Mack and the bond?

      Jude gave Mack’s hands a squeeze. Would he be able to wake up next to Mack if he was no longer a witch, or would being human be a constant reminder of the magic he’d lost? There’d be no bond, so he wouldn’t be able to feel Mack’s emotions, his desire or his concern.

      His fear that this might all be for nothing.

      If he wasn’t a witch, he wouldn’t be able to look Mack in the eye without feeling like he’d failed everyone and everything. But he didn’t say that. He smiled instead. “Let’s start ringing this mine in salt.”

      That was backup plan number one.

      Mack took the salt and made his way around the mine at a jog, leaving a trail of salt behind him. It wouldn’t be a perfect circle, but that didn’t matter. It was the intent. While he could make a binding circle that would last until morning, they needed something more to hold it come dawn, when daylight had a way of disrupting magic, so he could claim success.

      He also didn’t trust the websites that said aufhockers only hunted at night. They were in its territory, and the usual rules wouldn’t apply. He also wanted the chance to go into the mine and examine the original spell. For that they needed the aufhocker out here and trapped.

      While Mack walked, Jude got out the pepper. The salt made a more solid protection circle, trapping them all inside, but a pepper circle had binding properties, so he should be able to trap just the aufhocker in it. He had practiced, but in daylight it had fallen as fast as he could build it.

      He made a large pepper circle that started at the mine entrance and almost reached the truck. Standing in the middle, he pushed a little magic into the circle. A little of himself. The circle formed but could still be crossed. However, it wouldn’t take much to raise when the time came. But he didn’t know if it would work.

      The final plan, plan three, involved the nails and a lot more effort and magic. He laid out six pentagrams made of nails and with a little spark of electricity joined the point of each star. He couldn’t do a sleeping spell, but he could lay these out and make them into a net to capture the creature. The net would survive dawn, because he would power it. With the metal still warm in his hands, he placed them in a circle near the entrance. It couldn’t be too small or the odds of the aufhocker stepping into it would be too slim. Too big and it would drain him too fast.

      He glanced up as he placed the last one. Glowing yellow eyes watched him from the entrance. The sun had almost set. Cold raked down his back. He shifted electrons so his fingers crackled with sparks. The creature didn’t move.

      It was waiting.

      So was he.

      He sent lightning through each pentagram, binding it to the ground so it couldn’t be kicked out of place, therefore ruining the net.

      Mack returned with an almost empty bag. His gaze turned to the mine entrance. “We have an audience.”

      “Yeah. If she doesn’t come out, she’ll still be trapped here.” He’d need to activate the salt circle, and he wasn’t ready to trap Mack and him in it with the aufhocker—yet.

      “Unless there’s another exit.”

      Which there probably was. He didn’t know if she’d be able to escape underground. There was undoubtedly a dig yourself out clause to a salt circle. There was always an out clause with magic. Nothing was ever total. “That’s why you’ve got the tranquilizer.”

      “We don’t even know if that works on aufhockers. They aren’t your average cow. She might shake off the drug like a bee sting.”

      “Better than nothing.” One of their plans had to work. If not, they were back to fighting like last night.

      Mack bent to look at the pentagram at his feet. “You made that. You welded the points?”

      “I guess. Metal melts in the heat of the lightning.”

      “Can you control the heat?”

      “That depends on your definition of control. Not to within a degree, but I can make the strikes hotter or colder. It’s about how much energy is in the charge.” He’d never thought of it as welding before.

      Mack stood. “Did you want me to stop her from running back into the mine? Test out the tranquilizer, or do we keep that as a last resort?”

      He wanted to say use it now, but if it failed…

      Seconds ticked past. “I don’t know.”

      If it worked, they could drag her into the net. Problem solved. Except he had to put magic into these spells to keep them active. The longer he did that, the more it would take from him. He didn’t want to activate them too early.

      “I don’t know how to do this. I’m not even sure that I can hold it all night.” That the creature had watched him set up was unnerving, but how could it know what he was doing? Even if she was just assessing her prey, it was no less concerning.

      “You can. You’re a witch with a familiar.”

      Jude pressed his lips together in a tight smile. For tonight he was.

      Mack turned his head. “Shit. There are cars coming up the road.”

      “What?”

      “It’s Saturday night. Kids will be coming up here to drink. I need to scare them off.” Mack pulled off his shirt.

      Jude didn’t need to ask what Mack had in mind. He knew. Mack’s clothing fell to the ground, and before Jude heard the cars or saw their headlights there was a bear standing next to him. Better the teens saw the bear and run instead of getting eaten by the aufhocker.

      He glanced back at the rubble-filled mine entrance. She’d moved. She was now in front of the rubble. Black against the deepening shadows. Behind her were two more sets of glowing eyes.

      The cubs.

      He’d watched enough wildlife documentaries to know that when baby big cats were old enough, their mothers taught them to hunt. Mom had decided tonight was the night. Had they gotten a taste for human last night? He suspected that all those missing cattle hearts had been brought back for the cubs to eat.

      He tapped Mack on the shoulder. The bear tilted his head and flinched. Jude was sure if Mack were human that he’d have sworn. Jude moved away from the mine entrance and closer to the car, without taking his eyes off the aufhockers. He considered getting into the car, just to be safe. But he needed to be out of the car to activate the magic.

      Mack walked down the road to get rid of the teens.

      If they came here every Saturday night, then Mommy aufhocker would’ve been expecting dinner to arrive for her cubs. As the cars turned on to the main road through North, Mack stood. The headlights hit him and limned him in their glow. Then he growled loud enough to make the marrow in Jude’s bones melt. The lead car stopped.

      Mack moseyed closer as though curious.

      Jude kept glancing between Mack and the aufhocker. She had gotten no closer, but the two cubs were scrambling over the rocks. They were still small, literal ankle-biters. Did they already have the power to change size or did that come later?

      He looked back at Mack. There were now three cars…would they try to run the bear over? Did anyone have guns? His stomach knotted as Mack moved closer to the cars.

      Air brushed past him, then the aufhocker was on him, knocking him to the ground. He couldn’t breathe with its weight on him. He scrunched his shoulders up to protect his neck, but the creature’s jaws didn’t close around his throat. It got off him. He tried to scramble away, but her teeth sunk into his calf. He cried out as she dragged him toward the cubs. Every movement he made tore at his flesh.

      He stopped, not to play dead—that would never work—but to make a charge. If Mack had been zapped from contact with him, then so would the aufhocker. It was hard to concentrate through the fear and pain. His heartbeat was erratic. And he was getting far too close to the hungry little cubs. Who no longer looked so little.

      Electricity flickered over his skin, but it wasn’t enough. He needed more.

      He was in his own net now. The cubs edged forward. Did Mom plan on holding him still so the cubs could practice neck biting? Hell no!

      He kicked, catching her in the face, and yanked his leg back, ignoring the tearing through his ankle and the wet heat of his blood on his skin. She lunged, and he threw a protection circle around himself. Jude collapsed onto the ground.

      Fuck. Hell. Damn. Mack.

      He twisted around to see where Mack was. The bear was chasing the cars as they reversed down the road. At least no one else would get bitten tonight. Blood poured out of his leg. He should’ve asked Mack to buy a first-aid kit. Why hadn’t he thought of that?
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        * * *

      

      Mack smelled the blood before he’d even turned. It wasn’t aufhocker blood that tasted sour and smelled like sulfur—he’d gotten more than a mouthful of that last night. It was human blood.

      Jude’s blood.

      He raced back to where Jude should’ve been. Instead, Jude was much closer to the mine, and the two cubs circled the prone witch while Mom watched. Mack snarled, and they backed away.

      Mom got bigger. He really didn’t want to fight tonight. He stood and growled and tried to be as threatening as possible. The cubs ran behind Mom. Mom didn’t move.

      “I’ll drop my circle if you can get me to the truck.”

      That wouldn’t do any good. They had to stop the aufhocker from leaving, but he couldn’t tell Jude that, as a bear and as a naked human he didn’t think the aufhocker would be very afraid of him. He shook his head and tried to think.

      Jude had various circles and backup plans. All untried on aufhockers, and some of them would fade in sunlight. If they were still alive, they could worry about that in the gray predawn light.

      How bad was Jude hurt? Did he need a hospital? Screw the aufhockers and the Coven, there was no glory in dying trying to hang on to magic. As a bear, he walked over to the car and opened the door. The paint near the handle had a few claw scratches, and he added a couple more. With the door shielding him, he shifted and grabbed the gun. He loaded it then pulled himself onto the step, so the cabin and door could offer some protection.

      He figured he’d get one shot before the creature was on him.

      Mom saw him. Her ears flicked forward, and her posture shifted. Mack swallowed and tried to ignore the rapid beating of his heart. He’d never been prey until meeting aufhockers and he didn’t like the feeling at all. He had no defenses. Even as a bear he had to fight for his life.

      He exhaled and focused. He knew how to shoot, but he chose not to hunt like this. As Mom started to circle around, wanting to attack from behind, Mack kept his gaze on her flank. He wanted a nice rump shot.

      Come on Fates, give me something.

      Mom checked on her cubs—who were inching closer to Jude—then switched her attention back to Mack. He fired. The sound cut the night, but the shot was true—he hoped it worked. But he didn’t wait to find out. He slid into the cab of his truck and slammed the door. She launched herself at the truck, first into the bed rocking the vehicle, then above his head. Metal buckled; claws scraped then broke through the roof.

      Mack melted down in the seat. He was still safer here than out there. How long would the tranquilizer take to work? She jumped onto the hood and pressed her forehead to the windscreen to glare at him. Her eyes were luminous, almost pretty if she hadn’t been trying to kill him. Her claws squealed over the metal, ruining the paintwork and scarring the hood.

      His heart was going to burst.

      When they found his naked body, the cops would wonder what the hell had happened out here. Even though clothes wouldn’t protect him, it would be nice to die wearing underwear.

      The aufhocker blinked, and the light in her eyes dimmed. Then she slumped onto the hood of his truck and grew smaller, back to dog size. Her magic only worked while she was conscious. Mack uncurled his fingers from the gun. He sat for a few moments, enjoying being able to breathe, but not the scent of fear-sweat that now filled the cab of his truck.

      His skin was slick, and it wasn’t over yet. Mom could wake up at any time. And there were still the two cubs to contend with and Jude’s injury.

      Mack loaded the second cartridge and got out of the truck. He picked his jeans up off the ground and pulled them on as he walked over to Jude. “How is it?”

      The cubs drew closer, sniffing as though they weren’t sure what he was. He growled and hoped they’d back away, or at least not take a bite.

      “I don’t think it’s that bad,” Jude said through clenched teeth, his face pale and pained.

      This was too much for a witch and a shifter. Aufhockers needed a team of witches. Witches with different magics and a proper plan, not an afternoon of reading spells on dodgy websites.

      The cubs circled around behind him and pounced, landing near his bare feet. They already knew to attack from the back. He glanced at them. They had doubled in size, testing out their magic and their hunting skills.

      “Drop the circle and let me look.”

      “What about Darkness and Evil?”

      “You’ve named them?”

      “I needed to do something while you tried not to die.”

      Mack glanced back at Mom. She was still out. “We need to do something about her, too.”

      “Can you put her in the pepper circle?”

      Mack glanced at the aufhocker again. Sure, he could pick her up, the weight wouldn’t be a problem, but he didn’t want to. What if she woke up in his arms?

      “Let’s sort you out first.”

      Jude sat up. “No. It’s not that bad, and she’s the bigger problem.”

      “Drop the circle and let me at least confirm your diagnosis. Remember, if you die, I also get to die.”

      “Pine away,” Jude corrected.

      “Die slowly.” Mack flinched as a small wet nose touched his foot. But no teeth nipped at his skin. The pup was just curious because he didn’t smell human.

      “Darkness is the braver of the two.” Jude dropped the circle, and the cubs were straight to his wounded leg to sniff and taste the blood.

      Mack brushed them aside, repeatedly. Jude’s damn boots seemed to have saved him from too much damage, but his jeans were dark with blood. The top of the boot had puncture marks, as did Jude’s calf. But it could’ve been so much worse. The leg of his jeans was shredded as though he’d dragged his foot free. “We can go. Get you to emergency. The cubs won’t hunt without her, and you can bind them with the salt.”

      “I’m not leaving. And I have to be in the salt circle for it to work.”

      “Magic is shit.” He pushed his finger through his hair with one hand and brushed Evil and Darkness away with the other. One of them snapped at his fingers. They were getting too brave. “You’re bleeding, and we’re out of our depth.”

      “You’re the one who told me to fight instead of letting the Coven take over. I’m fighting.”

      “You can’t fight if you’re passed out.” It wasn’t just Jude’s fear racing through his blood, it was his own. He’d turned his back and gone after the kids, and in that time, Jude could’ve been killed. So much for only hunting at dark. It had barely been dusk when Mom had attacked Jude.

      “I’m not going to pass out.”

      Fear scented Jude’s skin. Mack pulled him close. If the aufhocker hadn’t been getting dinner for her cubs to play with, Jude would be dead. The bond between them had never been so fragile. “I shouldn’t have chased the cars away.”

      It was his fault the aufhocker had attacked Jude.

      “It would’ve been worse with the kids here. Deal with Mom. I can fend off the cubs.”

      Mack handed Jude the gun. “It’s loaded.” Then he took a moment to locate the pepper circle. Jude was inside it. “I’m getting you out of the pepper before I move her.”

      He helped Jude up, and they made their way to the edge of the pepper. “What’s so different about this?”

      “In theory, pepper has binding properties. I was playing with yours, which is why you’re out at home. So I should be able to contain her in the circle without being in the circle.”

      Should. “And if you can’t?”

      “Put her in the center of my metal stars as well. I should be able to contain her in that.”

      Should, again.

      “And the kerosene?”

      “That was just in case we had to set fire to things. Animals don’t like fire.”

      Mack pressed his lips together. He wasn’t going to say anything. He had to have faith in Jude’s abilities or he had to kill another aufhocker, and the babies. He couldn’t do it. They might be demon dogs, but they were still animals.

      He stalked over to the car and hesitated for a moment before he lifted Mom off his hood. She was heavier than she should be for her size and she smelled far worse than any dog he’d ever met. Her body was limp in his arms, but her head was far too close to his neck and face, so he moved as fast as possible and placed her within the metal stars, then backed away.

      “Call the cubs over, maybe we can trap them all,” Jude said, his voice carrying in the quiet night.

      “What? Come here, Evil and Darkness. Who’s a cute little aufhocker?” Mack clicked his fingers.

      Jude laughed. The cubs ignored Mack and tugged on the bloodied led of Jude’s jeans. They were not leaving a wounded dinner to play with the man who smelled like bear. Jude stumbled but steadied himself before Mack got there.

      “Why don’t you do the star thing now?”

      “Because it will use too much energy. Even the pepper will use energy, but less. External magic has a bigger cost than simple protection.”

      “So you need to be awake to make it work.”

      “Yeah.”

      Mack glanced at his hands and then the sleeping aufhocker. He could kill Mom now.

      Jude put his hand over Mack’s. “Don’t even think about it. I dragged you into this. I can’t ask you to kill again.”

      “It would be safer.” Did the shadow just move? It definitely moved. “Get that circle up.”

      The tranquilizer had barely lasted fifteen minutes.

      Jude bent and put his hand on the line of pepper. A faint crackle raced around the edge and something dark shimmered up. The hairs on Mack’s arms lifted. The scent of that magic was like dirt that hadn’t seen daylight in centuries.

      “Oof.” Jude was knocked off his feet by a cub. He tried to fend them off as they went for his throat.

      Mack plucked one up. It had no scruff on the back of its neck, just thick hide. “Stop it.” Then he had an idea. Jude had packed food because Mack needed energy to shift. There was a pile of ham and cheese sandwiches and a flask of coffee and Mack’s camping water container. “If you behave, I’ll give you some ham.”

      Jude got hold of the other pup. It snapped and wriggled as though it still thought it could take on Jude.

      Mack held out his other hand and helped Jude up.

      “I think I should seal us all in so the cubs don’t wander off.” The salt line was a yard from the tray. He handed Mack the other cub which was a snappy sack full of hate.

      Mack nodded, but he could feel the tiredness creeping around the edges. Jude was injured and pouring his own energy into the magic. There was nothing Mack could do to help.

      Jude touched the salt line, and the circle came into being.

      Mack released the hell puppies and helped Jude onto the bed of the truck. He took off Jude’s boot. It was no longer shiny-new but scuffed and battered and bitten. He tried to push up the leg of Jude’s jeans, but it was too tight. The partial shift of his nails to claws was more useful than he’d ever thought, and he tore the fabric to inspect the wound. Jude groaned.

      “You okay?”

      Jude looked worse than he had a few minutes ago, but he forced a smile. “They were my favorite jeans.”

      Mack shook his head. As much as he liked them on Jude and the way they cupped his ass, this was not the time to be wearing favorite clothes. “Buy a new pair.”

      The wounds were deep and still bleeding, but they didn’t seem too bad. Though what the risk of infection was, Mack had no idea. His ability to shift meant that infection wasn’t usually an issue. It took a lot to make a shifter sick. For all that Jude had magic, he was still human. More so than Mack. “I’m going round the front to grab my shirt. I’ll use it to wrap that up.” It was all he could do for the moment. “Do you need to do anything to the circles?”

      “No, as long as I don’t pass out, it’ll be fine.”

      “Good to know.” He took two steps. “But at my house you slept, and it didn’t fall.”

      “That’s different.” Jude drew his leg up to get a better look.

      The cubs had crept closer, as though this was their first time out of the mine and they didn’t want to be alone. Had they also slept for two hundred years? He picked up his shirt and risked a glance at Mom. She’d pulled herself to her feet and was still wobbly. Mack wasn’t sure how much faith he had in Jude’s magic when she glared at him. He went back to Jude. Blood dripped from Jude’s leg, and the cubs jostled for a place beneath.

      Mack’s stomach turned. He used his foot to nudge them aside, and they snarled and attacked his foot in return. “Little shit. Where are those sandwiches?”

      “Cooler.” Jude pointed to the cab.

      Mack picked up the whole thing, then slammed it down on the bed.

      The cubs licked the dripping blood. It was gross, even though he knew that was what they ate. Hopefully they liked ham sandwiches. Jude took the sandwich off him and held it so the blood dripped on it. “Might as well make it appear like dinner.”

      “You were almost their dinner.” Mack took back the sandwich, now stained red, tore it in two, and tossed it away for the cubs to chase. Which they did.

      Now he could concentrate on Jude.

      “This’ll sting.” Before Jude could agree, he doused Jude’s leg in water, which drew a hiss of pain. Then he tore up his shirt and wrapped his calf up, hoping that it was tight enough to slow the bleeding but not tight enough to cut off circulation. He’d be much happier leaving North and taking Jude to the next town to get this dog bite looked at.

      “Why don’t you tell me about this other stuff you set up.”

      Jude explained the different ways to bind, but also how he’d have to put his own energy into it. Mack wished he had gotten a dog crate to put the cubs in when they ran back for more food. What Jude had planned didn’t seem like a great idea.

      “So when you get exhausted, that’s it. The magic fails.”

      “Yeah. So I don’t want to activate the net until close to dawn.”

      “That’s a whole lot of puppy playtime.”

      “Hungry puppy playtime.”

      Mack watched as a cub dragged his socks away from the pile of clothes. The other cub joined in. The fabric tore before Mack could even yell stop. He ran over and snatched up his clothing, what was left of it, and his shoes, and dumped them on the bed of the truck. The cubs followed him, nipping at his heels.

      He turned and growled at them, very aware that Mom was watching and acting as though she’d like to tear his throat out. Her lips drew back into a silent snarl. If she got free, it would be a fight to the death. She pressed up against the barrier but couldn’t cross it. It was only then Mack breathed a small sigh of relief.

      Jude put a hand on his arm. “I’ve got this. Sit and eat.”

      Mack sat on the edge of the bed eating the sandwiches and throwing bits to the cubs. “They are kind of cute in a fugly way.”

      “Yeah, they won’t win any prizes for their looks.”

      But they played like any puppy and squabbled over food. Darkness was the slightly bigger cub and the more aggressive one. Evil was more friendly, trying to lick his toes, not bite them.

      “What’ll happen to them when the Coven shows up?”

      “I don’t know. You aren’t worried about them, are you?”

      “They haven’t killed anyone, they’re just babies.”

      Jude grinned. “Aww. I didn’t think you were a dog person.”

      Mack glared at him but didn’t answer. Generally, animals didn’t like him. They could smell that he wasn’t human. He swung his legs to stop Darkness from biting him then tossed another piece of ham into the night. The cubs chased after it. He was still hungry; he’d done more shifting in the past few days than he usually did. “Did you want a coffee? It’s going to be a long night.”

      Jude nodded. “And a longer day.”

      They sat with their cups and watched the cubs until they got bored and lay down near their mom, unable to cross the barrier to be with her.

      When dawn came, they’d have to be ready to take on Mom if the magic failed, unless she retreated into the mine. When the Coven came, they might have to take them on. Mack wouldn’t let them steal Jude’s magic. Or Jude.

      “I’m not going to petition the Coven for my freedom.” If he did, Jude would lose his magic, that and Mack had kind of grown used to the bond and what it meant. He trusted Jude not to misuse that magic.

      “You have to.”

      “Do I?” Did Jude want rid of him? “Do you want me to, really?”

      Jude studied the cup in his hand. “No. I have never been more alive or more…anything than here. I came here resenting that I’d been sent. Expecting to hate every moment. But I don’t know if I want to leave.”

      “Then don’t.” Mack put his hand on Jude’s leg. “I might even let you get a puppy. A real puppy, not a hellhound puppy.”

      Jude leaned in and kissed him. “You really want a semi-competent electro-mage living in your house?”

      “You’re the only witch I want.”
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      Jude sipped coffee that was barely lukewarm. His leg throbbed on the outside and burned on the inside. Blood had seeped through the make-do bandage, and there was still another hour until dawn. His leg needed medical attention, that much was clear. Though he had no idea how he’d explain the injury, and there was no way for him to leave to get it seen to.

      Not getting killed by the aufhockers was not the same as success. Success was capturing the creatures and handing them over, and there was no way he was failing this close to the finish line. He wanted his magic, and he wanted Mack, and he wouldn’t let the Coven take that. That was all that kept him awake. That and the fear that if he slept the pepper circle would fall and Mom would eat him and Mack.

      “Hey.” Mack nudged him.

      “I’m awake. Just thinking about what might happen.” If he succeeded…what then? He’d come here expecting to fail. He wasn’t sure he wanted to travel if that meant leaving Mack. But he couldn’t sit around and keep house either.

      “When the Coven sees how good you are at catching aufhockers, they’ll beg you to be a full-time investigator.”

      “I don’t even know what that involves. I might have to travel all over the country.”

      “Isn’t that what you wanted? To travel?”

      “It was… It still is, but it’s not just me anymore, is it? What do you want?”

      Mack glanced at the horizon. “Maybe you need to do this. I’m not going anywhere and I’ll always be able to find you.”

      Jude buried his disappointment in a sip of the coffee. He’d been hoping Mack would tell him to stay.

      Mack put his hand on Jude’s thigh. “If you don’t come back, I will hunt you down and drag you home,” he said with a grin.

      “You want me to stay and go?”

      “Something like that. I’m not used to living with someone…neither of us are used to this, and I think if the Coven wants you on their side, you should take that opportunity. It might keep you out of trouble.”

      “Yeah.” That would be a good thing.

      “When do you think the Coven will get here?”

      “I don’t know. They won’t be far away; they probably just want to see what I’d do.” One big test. Had he protected the paranormal community from exposure? Mostly. Without Mack he’d have failed. “Thank you for helping.”

      “I would’ve had to do something when the creature came into town to hunt. Call Coven, track it myself…get eaten.”

      “Maybe it wouldn’t have come to town if we hadn’t led it.” That death was on his conscience even though he hadn’t even witnessed it.

      “You can’t blame yourself.”

      “Neither can you.” Jude drew in a breath then slowly exhaled. “This net, when the sun comes up it’ll take more effort to keep it up.” He was dreading the next part and asking Mack for help, but it was why witches liked to have familiars. “Can I draw on your strength?”

      Mack was silent for a moment, then he nodded. “We’re stuck here together.”

      That was also true. “Okay. I’m going to use the remaining nails to make a chain if you want to catch the cubs.”

      “I’ll just dangle my leg off the side and wait for one to bite.”

      Jude smiled, but it was strained at the edges. He wasn’t sure how much magic he’d be able to work. Throwing around lightning, that was easy, but doing this other stuff was draining. And every move he made was guesswork. The Coven hadn’t taught him anything but the basics because they didn’t want to make him more dangerous, or maybe because his kind of witch was so rare they weren’t sure what to do. Maybe that had been their mistake, and if he’d had more training, he’d have been fine. Back then, though, he hadn’t wanted to learn. He’d been horrified with his new ability and the trouble it caused.

      Vegas had changed that. This test had made him think about what he wanted his life to be like. He wanted family and to be able to be himself, something he’d never had. The Coven was offering him that chance. Mack had offered him a home.

      Mack braved the cubs and retrieved the box of nails. Together they made a length of chain. Mack bent each nail, and Jude linked them up, welding each one closed. Then Mack grabbed a cub, and Jude put the chain around its neck like a collar and with a small zap welded it closed. With a cub on each end of the chain, Mack looped the chain around the tow ball so the cubs couldn’t go anywhere.

      Jude lowered himself off the bed and carefully put weight on his bad leg. He was sure something tore and more blood oozed out. He pressed his teeth together and sucked in a breath. Mack put his arm around him and helped him over to where Mom stood. She was still pissed.

      The sky was now gray not black. Dawn was coming, and the magic binding her was already weakening. He needed to act now, not wait until there was nothing holding her, even though Mack had the tranquilizer. “I don’t know if this will work.”

      “Then I’ll put her back to sleep and we’ll run.” He cocked the gun.

      The aufhocker tilted her head, like she knew what it was and wouldn’t fall for the same trick twice.

      “If she steps back a few paces, she’ll be in the net.”

      “You should’ve made them the same size.” Mack lifted the gun as though he intended to shoot her.

      “Too much energy required.” Even this one might be too big. He threw out a few sparks, hoping to scare her back, but she could feel the magic fading and prowled closer. Sweat beaded on his back. He’d zap her. He’d have to.

      He gathered up energy ready for when the circle fell. As the sun crested the hill, the circle melted. She jumped, and he threw. The electrical energy hit her in the chest and knocked her down. Mack didn’t hesitate. He shot her with the tranquilizer and half carried Jude away from the groggy aufhocker. Maybe the sunlight affected her, because she didn’t fight off the second dose the way she had the first. When it was clear she was asleep, Mack dragged her into the net then helped Jude over.

      This was it.

      He had to do this. He didn’t want the Coven to turn up and see another one of his messes or hear them condemning his use of magic. He pulled the last pentagram out of his pocket. Mack’s arm around his waist was solid and stable, even though the tension was evident in the tightness of his jaw and the way he watched the aufhocker for any sign of waking.

      Jude ignored the burn in his calf and the grit in his eyes. He was going to sleep for a week after this. He let himself imagine waking up in Mack’s bed and curling up next to him. That was what he wanted. No one could take that from him, even if they stripped his magic.

      He moved electrons and sent a spark leaping between the pentagrams on the ground, then threw the last one up and over the aufhocker. It didn’t sail over but stopped as the electricity arched up and caught it, forming the cage.

      Mack whistled. “That’s a handy trick.”

      Jude basked in the glow for a moment, but he could feel the energy draining out of him. Trickling free like his blood.
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        * * *

      

      Jude sat on the ground. Coolness seeped from the dirt and into his bones. Mack leaned against him. They didn’t need to be touching for Jude to draw strength along the bond, but he liked it anyway.

      In daylight the aufhockers didn’t change size, they slept mostly. But Jude wasn’t brave enough to drop the net. Nocturnal animals could still kill in daylight. And even if the magic aufhockers used to change size didn’t work during the day, in much the same way the simple protection circle didn’t, Mom would still be able to deliver a nasty bite.

      His calf was hot to touch and throbbed with every beat of his heart. Every time he moved it sent a new stab of pain through his body. Mack could feel it, too, from the way he grunted as though he were the one in pain.

      They’d been sitting there for about three hours, waiting for the Coven to show up.

      “Maybe they won’t show?” Mack said with a sigh. “We’re tired and exhausted. We need an exit plan.”

      “I know.” Jude only had a few hours left in him, even drawing on Mack’s strength. He wasn’t a high-level witch who’d been practicing for years. He was nothing, clutching at straws and hoping to hold on to as many as possible. They were sliding through his fingers. They’d stopped the aufhocker problem, but it was only temporary. The Coven needed to finish the job. “I’ll call them again. Where’s my cell?”

      “In the car.” Mack got up.

      Jude wasn’t walking anywhere. He peeled the leg of his jeans back while Mack wasn’t paying attention. The ground where his leg had been resting was dark, and the bandage was soaked. He was still bleeding. Maybe aufhockers had something in their saliva that stopped blood from clotting. It made a sick kind of sense.

      But Mack wasn’t bleeding where the cubs had bitten him. Jude glanced over. Mack was checking on the cubs. He’d given them some water earlier and more sandwich. But Evil and Darkness were pretty much comatose in daylight. That was probably for the best.

      Mack returned with the cell phone and the last of the coffee. He took a sip then handed it over to Jude. Mack’s nose wrinkled, and he stared at Jude’s leg.

      Shit. He’d forgotten to cover the wound up.

      “I thought you said it wasn’t bad.” Mack squatted and took a closer look. “And it smells odd.”

      “It’s just a little seepage. Smells infected?”

      “Not infected. It’s been bleeding all night, and that’s not a little blood. You should’ve said something.”

      “We can’t do anything about it right now.” And whatever was making it smell odd—though it smelled fine to him—would also have to wait. He dialed the Coven, so he didn’t have to answer any more questions about his leg. Thinking about the bite made it hurt more.

      Landstrom answered the phone with a curt hello.

      Jude didn’t give him a chance to say anything else. “It’s Jude. Just wondering when you’re going to show up and collect the aufhocker and cubs that I’ve caught.”

      There was a choking sound. Finally, Landstrom spoke. “Where are you?”

      “Mercy North, the ghost town. It’s about ten miles from Mercy South, so I guess you’ll be here inside of half an hour.” He hung up. Talking was taxing, and the net was wavering without his full attention.

      “He didn’t sound thrilled you were still alive.”

      Jude nodded. There were other witches who were less than good and honest, but his mistakes had been public and inconvenient, which in the Coven’s eyes was a worse sin. Maybe he’d more than made up for it this time.
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        * * *

      

      Mack lifted his chin. He’d been trying unsuccessfully not to fall asleep. He’d never been so tired or weak in his life, and it was partly Jude’s fault. The witch was using the bond between them to draw energy. He was being drained like a battery, and he was sure he could feel the trickle of magic.

      He listened again, wondering what had made him jerk awake. The rumble of engines increased. Several cars were heading this way. Hopefully they weren’t coming to scare away the bear. That he was actually hoping it was the Coven didn’t sit well at all. He forced himself up. Jude tilted as though he was about to fall over.

      Mack caught him. “You’re not asleep?”

      “No.” But Jude looked and sounded exhausted. His face was pale and drawn, and there was no spark to him at all.

      “We’ve got company.”

      That made Jude perk up faster than the last cup of coffee. The aufhocker also realized something was up, because she lifted her head and gave a yawn before getting to her feet.

      Three cars drove up the main street and parked several yards away. They were not the cars that had belonged to the teens. They were nice cars, expensive cars, and not ones that he recognized from town.

      Mack was expecting flowing robes and pointed hats, maybe even a broomstick or two, but the two women and a man who got out of the cars seemed like average, suit-wearing people. None of them appeared threatening, yet there was something about them that made him wary. The way they coolly assessed the situation, or maybe the way magic clung to them.

      Their magic smelled different to Jude’s. One was earthy, another’s was bitter and sharp. The hairs on the back of Mack’s neck lifted as something seemed to brush against his thoughts. An oily sensation as though something was trying to get in his ear. He shook his head, and the sensation slid away.

      The man with the bitter magic stepped forward. “I never thought I’d see this.” He crossed his arms. “We sent you here to stop the problem and instead you got yourself a familiar.”

      “You never said I couldn’t have help.” Jude reached out a hand.

      Mack pulled him up without taking his eyes off the other three witches. He didn’t trust them. Jude’s pain radiated through Mack’s body. Jude was in worse shape than he’d said, or Mack had realized, and neither of them was in any condition to be fighting three Coven members if it came to it. He didn’t release Jude’s hand. They would face them together.

      “I expected you to run,” the man said.

      “I never planned on running. I was always going to go down fighting.” Jude’s grip on Mack’s hand tightened.

      The woman with the earthy magic nodded. “You did as asked and stopped the creature problem. The familiar we must consider.”

      “The familiar is standing right here and has no plans on going anywhere. So how about you take your aufhockers and leave Jude and me alone?” Mack glared at each witch in turn. “Would you dare to defy what the Fates have created?”

      The man glanced at his companions. He’d been thinking about doing just that. “Jude has a history of being reckless. It would be better if he was no longer a witch.”

      “You’re far too keen to strip my magic, Landstrom.” Jude spat the words. “I thought at first it was because you hated me…but I wonder if it’s more about my magic.”

      Mack glanced at Jude, not sure what he meant. The two women glanced at Landstrom who looked ready to let loose with more bluff and bluster.

      Mack got in first. “The words you witches are searching for are ‘Thank you, Jude, for stopping the aufhocker from terrorizing Mercy and revealing the existence of the paranormal to the good folks who live there’.” Mack smiled, but it was as feral as he felt. They were one wrong sentence away from staring down an angry bear. He didn’t care how tired he was, these people didn’t get to make executive decisions about his life, or Jude’s.

      “You’re welcome,” Jude said as though the Coven had already thanked him.

      “We need to examine how this investigation was run and get statements from you both,” the oily magic woman said.

      “Creating a familiar bond is very serious. Not something to be taken or considered lightly,” the dark-haired woman said to Mack.

      “This has clearly been taxing, on you both,” the other woman said.

      Mack didn’t think for a moment that she cared as much as her slick tone implied.

      “If you wait too long, you won’t be able to change your mind. The bond will be too hard to break,” the man said as though he were concerned. Though he was probably more worried about Jude having a familiar and access to more power.

      After everything that had happened over the last few days, Mack was sure it had already reached that stage.

      Jude swayed. He was still containing Mommy aufhocker.

      “Don’t faint. We have an aufhocker at our backs,” he muttered. Then louder for the other witches, “One of you might want to take over the containment before Jude runs out of energy.”

      That got their attention. The dark-haired woman walked over and stood on the other side of Jude, helping to support him, leaving the man and the other woman to sort out the net.

      “Give us a few minutes to figure out what we’re going to do.” The man seemed to resent helping.

      “You may not have a few minutes, Landstrom. I told you we should’ve come straight here,” the dark-haired woman said.

      “I didn’t know you cared, Holling,” Jude said with a smile, but there was no light or laughter behind it. His eyes were dull and his skin ashen.

      If Jude died, Mack would make sure these witches knew exactly how angry a bear could get before he died.

      Mack looked at Holling. “You’d better be able to help him.”

      “I’ll do my best, but no hospital will be able to treat that bite.”

      “Break the bond. I don’t want Mack to die,” Jude murmured to the woman.

      Mack glanced at the woman as they got Jude into the car. Was it that bad? Mack didn’t want to die, but he didn’t want to lose Jude either.

      “You’re not going to die.” But Mack wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince.

      Mack went to get into the car, but the woman put her hand on him. “You can’t come.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there are things we must sort out. You need time to figure out if you want to be bound to a witch. Most shifters don’t. Many would shun you. And once healed, Mr. Sullivan has Coven business to attend.”

      “I know that this was a test, and that you offered him a job.” What else was being hidden from him?

      “Let me sort this Coven business out, Mack. I’ll call you.” Jude’s words were soft. He was lying on the back seat with his eyes closed.

      “You won’t break the bond without me knowing?” Mack glared at the woman. “Or strip his magic?”

      The woman hesitated. “No. You will be called to attend if things get that far.” She leaned in closer. “If we’d known it was an aufhocker—”

      “Two plus cubs.”

      “This wouldn’t have been the test.”

      “Why test him at all?”

      “Because we needed to know if he could act as an investigator. We need an electro-mage.”

      “But you wanted to take his magic.”

      She stared at him, and Mack was forced to look away first. There was something about her stare that was just as unnerving as Jude’s. “Witches’ business.”

      Not Coven, the Coven included all paranormals.

      Mack wasn’t sure he trusted her. They could stand here and argue all day about familiars and what was right, and what might happen, but that wouldn’t help Jude now. He needed to get the bite treated. Then they could worry about the future. Mack took a step back. “Fix him.”

      She nodded and got into the car.

      He changed his mind as it pulled away, and took three steps after it, but it didn’t stop. And he didn’t know if he’d ever see Jude again.
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      Jude paced in the reception area. Once again, he’d been summoned to face the board. They’d given him three days of rest since getting out of hospital—where he hadn’t been left alone for even a second. Did the Coven think he’d fry another hospital? He hadn’t. He’d been a model patient and had acted completely human.

      The stitches in his leg itched, but at least the wound no longer bled. He didn’t remember what Holling had told the doctors, but he knew he’d asked for Mack, only to be told that he wasn’t allowed to speak to him until after he’d see the board.

      He took that warning seriously and didn’t call him, because he didn’t want another strike against his name.

      But the need to see Mack or at least hear his voice grated beneath his skin. He was too far away. The city was closing in around him, but he couldn’t skip town or leave the country even though his passport had finally arrived. He was sure the Coven was watching and waiting to see if he’d do something stupid.

      What was more stupid than trying to take on an aufhocker? He’d done his quota of dangerous and dumb for the rest of the year, maybe even the next decade.

      He glanced at the receptionist, willing her to look up and summon him into the room. She ignored him. The electrical hum of the city was like bees in his ears that prevented him from sleeping. Where once he craved the static, now all he wanted was the peace of the small town and the woods.

      His apartment was packed, and he’d already spoken to an agent about renting it out. It wasn’t home. Maybe it never had been. He’d lived there since his win, but it was cool and sterile. All he needed to do was to finish this with the board.

      The receptionist typed, her fingers flying over the clacking keys. He wasn’t even temped to screw with her computer—well, maybe only a tiny bit.

      She glanced up. “They’ll see you now.”

      He would never get used to that. He walked over and opened the doors to the boardroom. As usual, there was one vacant chair for him. He took a moment before stepping inside and shutting the doors. His heart was beating hard. There was a chance they would still want to strip his magic. But even if they did, he hadn’t lost everything. He didn’t fear that possibility. If they took it, they would have no hold over him at all.

      With measured steps that tugged at the stitches in his calf, he made his way to the chair and sat. He didn’t fear losing his magic, but he didn’t want to lose it either. He didn’t want to lose the bond he had with Mack, and it had nothing to do with the extra power a shifter could give a witch. It was the connection. He was sure some of his worry was actually Mack’s. But at least he could feel him.

      Landstrom pulled a face like he’d swallowed something unpleasant. Tomlin’s thoughts slithered around his mind as she read what he was thinking, and Holling waited quietly. Jude looked at each of them in turn.

      They were elected to the Coven, but that didn’t make them the best at what they did. It made them the most popular. Which didn’t explain how Landstrom had gotten the position. No witch ever had someone with the same magic reviewing their case—conflicts of interest and things like that. Who was the electro-mage in the Coven?

      “There has been some debate in the Coven about the events at Mercy South. Despite your efforts, someone was killed.”

      While he and Mack had been fighting the male, the female had gone hunting for her cubs. Maybe they should’ve stayed closer to town. “The aufhockers were hunting us. We tried to draw them away from town. I explained that in my statement.”

      He’d had to write down everything on the trip back to Seattle. He’d left out some of the more intimate details. They really didn’t know how close he was to his shifter, although Tomlin probably knew everything. Warmth rushed up his neck, and there was nothing he could do about it. The urge to fidget coursed through him, but he forced himself to be still. They wanted him to be anything but comfortable.

      Holling tilted her head. “Why didn’t you call for assistance when you knew you were dealing with aufhockers?”

      “Because you said I’d lose my magic if I failed.” Was not calling for help also considered failure? Was there no way he could’ve succeeded? Probably not.

      “Aufhockers are endangered,” Holling added as though he hadn’t spoken.

      “That wasn’t on the Coven database.” Also, who actually cared if aufhockers went extinct? But killing an animal, even though it had been attacking him, didn’t feel good. Mack had hated it. Jude was glad they’d been able to trap Mom and the cubs. His lips twitched into an almost smile.

      “Would that have stopped you from killing the male?” Holling asked.

      “It was trying to kill us.” And it had nearly been successful.

      “Everything you do ends badly. Why not surrender your magic and be done with the trouble?” Landstrom’s words were short, as though he was offended that Jude was still a witch. A witch with a familiar.

      They hadn’t mentioned the bond yet.

      “Because I’m learning, and I will not surrender a part of myself. I wouldn’t cut off my leg because of a few bites and stitches. Nor will I willingly give my magic.” Hope blossomed. It didn’t seem like they were going to strip his magic. “Why do you want to take it so badly?” As much as he wanted to accuse Landstrom of being a collector of magics, he didn’t, as Landstrom still held power over him, and he had no proof that Landstrom wanted his rare and powerful magic.

      “Electro-mages have no use. What do you plan on doing for the rest of your life?” This time the sneer was evident in Landstrom’s voice.

      “I’m accepting the job of investigator.”

      Landstrom’s mouth hung open. Tomlins tried to suppress a smile, and Holling looked far too pleased with herself. This had been a setup from the start, but not in the way he’d thought. It had been a test, to see if he could be an investigator. Although if he had screwed up, they probably would’ve stripped his magic without blinking.

      “I’ll be based out of Mercy. I hope that won’t cause any problems? We can talk remuneration today and get it all settled?”

      Holling glanced at Tomlin, and something passed between them.

      Landstrom glowered. “I still vote for removing his magic. It’s only a matter of time until he ends up back here because he’s exposed us all. Another witch could use his magic.”

      Jude drew in a breath. Landstrom knew that magic could be transferred.

      Holling glanced at Landstrom. “I vote against.”

      “As do I. His thoughts match his words. His bond to his familiar is strong and grounding. I believe he will make an excellent investigator.” Tomlin’s voice was like the whisper of leaves. Her words were a blessing.

      “He’ll become more powerful,” Landstrom snapped. “This is a—”

      Holling held up her hand. “Jude Sullivan, welcome to the Coven.”

      Jude let the tension he’d been holding tight ease. He got to keep his magic, and his familiar. And now he was an investigator for the Coven. He was one of them—though not on the board.

      One thing bothered him. “What happened to the aufhockers?”

      “There is a reserve for hellhounds well away from humans where they can be protected.”

      That was enough to send a shiver down Jude’s spine. Somewhere out there was a collection of hellhounds roaming around. A pack? A tribe? A terror of aufhockers, that sounded about right.

      Landstrom scowled. “I have no doubt you will make a mess of this.”

      Jude held his stare and stood. “It’s been a pleasure, as always.”

      He walked out without glancing back. It was only when he was out of the building that he allowed himself a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Without Jude around, Mack’s house was empty. The Coven had called him a few days ago to ask if he’d changed his mind and to get his statement about what had happened. He hadn’t changed his mind, and he’d given them a reasonably complete statement. They didn’t need to know every detail. But he took the call as a sign that Jude was alive, even if he wasn’t answering his phone. That had been on Wednesday. It was now Sunday. He was sorely tempted to close the shop tomorrow and go to Seattle himself, except he didn’t know where Jude lived or where the Coven met. He didn’t know much about Jude at all.

      But he knew enough.

      And he’d know if something had happened, wouldn’t he? He’d feel it if the Coven stripped Jude’s magic? Or if the witches severed the familiar bond on the sly? He didn’t trust Landstrom. That guy was sneaky and had fully expected, or hoped, Jude would fail or die trying. Something had smelled off about his magic, too. The other two had clear scents, but Landstrom’s had been muddled.

      It had been a whole week since they had taken Jude. How long did it take to face the board?

      Unable to sit at home any longer, he went to the garage to do some work. He hadn’t had the most productive week. That Ned had come in to ask where Jude was hadn’t helped. Mack had lied. Mumbled something about Jude having to go back for work.

      Ned hadn’t believed him, and Mack wondered if Jude would be back.

      He was a city boy.

      An electro-mage.

      Jude didn’t belong here anymore than Mack could roam the streets of Seattle as a bear. But he’d thought Jude wanted to be here with him.

      The ranger had gone up to North to search for the bear, but nothing had been found. He’d gone back out there to have a look around, but not even an aufhocker paw print remained. The Coven had cleaned up most thoroughly.

      By the time he’d finished putting the car back together, it was getting dark. The owner would be happy to get their car back a day early. He thought about dropping into the bar but couldn’t face it. The sidewalk was still stained and he had no desire to flip a coin with Ned again.

      So he went home. When his parents had first left, he’d valued having the house to himself. After having Jude stay, it was a reminder of what was missing. He turned down the street and saw a bright-blue car in his driveway. One he didn’t recognize. As he got closer, he realized it was an electric model.

      His heart stopped then raced to catch up on the missing beats. He wouldn’t start hoping, but it was already too late. Hope was quickly followed with a wash of anger. How dare Jude turn up after a week without calling? Mack had spent the week worrying.

      Mack pulled in behind the car and got out.

      Jude sat on the front steps. His hair was immaculate, his checked shirt far too pressed, and the sleeves were neatly folded up, not scrunched like Mack’s. He’d clearly spent the week updating his wardroom with new jeans and…and boots.

      Gone were the pointed toes, replaced instead with brown hiking boots that looked like they could do with getting dirty.

      Jude stood, not putting too much weight on the leg that had been bitten. “I wanted to surprise you. Ta-da. Here I am.” He smiled, but it was tight, as if he expected to be turned away.

      Mack blinked, not sure what to say.

      “You aren’t happy to see me.” The smile left Jude’s face.

      “I’ve spent all week wondering what the Coven was doing to you. Why didn’t you call?” The words came out gruffer than he’d intended.

      “I couldn’t. They took my phone and all. I got your message yesterday, then decided it was better to be here than to call. The Coven only got through with me yesterday.”

      “What took so long? Did they…?”

      Jude opened his hand, so sparks danced between his fingertips. “I got to keep my magic and my familiar. That you didn’t want the bond broken counted in my favor. They think having a familiar might be good for me.”

      Mack took a few steps closer to stand at the bottom step and look up at Jude. “You don’t know how worried I was.”

      Jude came down a step. “Yes, I did. I could feel it.” He touched his chest above his heart. “I had surgery on the bite and treatment for the poison that female aufhockers have. Everyone found that discovery most fascinating. It would’ve been more interesting if it wasn’t happening to me.”

      “But you’re okay now?”

      “Better than okay.” He stepped down again to stand in front of Mack. “I’m home.”

      Relief flooded Mack as he took Jude into his arms.

      Jude leaned into him. “I missed you. I would’ve called if I could.”

      Mack nodded and hugged him harder. He didn’t want to admit how much he’d missed Jude. How empty his house and life had been. He never wanted to go back to that.

      “I’ll call when I have to go away for work.”

      “You accepted the job?”

      Jude nodded. “You’re okay with that?”

      “Yes.” Mack kissed him, a light brush of lips. “As long as you come back.”

      Jude’s hand snaked around the back of Mack’s neck and held him there for something much deeper and hungrier. He pressed close, leaving no doubt about how much he’d missed Mack while they’d been apart. “There is nowhere I’d rather be.”
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