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About Forbidden Witches

In a week, straight A student and total good girl Leah Todd is supposed to graduate with her bachelor’s degree. Then she receives a mysterious tarot card in the mail…and everything changes.

The tarot card seems to serve as a VIP ticket into a show by a metal band called The Forbidden. She’s never heard of them before, but the instant she lays eyes on the lead singer, Rage, she knows that she’s much more than a fan. She’s found where she needs to be.

Weirder still, the band agrees. They’ve been waiting for a tarot witch like Leah to save Graham, a dying werewolf, by mating with him. The problem is that Leah’s not a witch, she doesn’t believe in magic, and she quickly falls for the wrong werewolf. But Donne doesn’t seem to return the feelings. In fact, he might kind of hate her.

As high priest of his coven, Rage has solutions for Leah. All she needs to do is surrender her life to the coven, the werewolf pack…and to him.


The Hierophant (V)

The fifth card of a tarot deck’s major arcana, The Hierophant possesses divine insight that allows him to form a bridge between Heaven and Earth. He is a teacher shining a light upon paths to righteousness. His words impart the deepest truths to his followers, if only they will have wisdom enough to listen.

Drawing The Hierophant is a call to reexamine the world and search for faith. To obey The Hierophant is to obey destiny. To disobey him is heresy—and disaster.

















I




The girl in the mirror looked nothing like me.

There was no way that my reflection was showing Leah Todd, who was a gawky, awkward nerd. This was a woman with curves. She had cleavage, for goodness’s sake—two great big boobs squeezed together and pushed up under her chin by a corset. I didn’t have boobs like that.

A lacy black choker suspended a ruby in the shockingly deep valley between those breasts. The corset cinched her waist into an hourglass shape, exaggerating the flare of her hips.

A tiny plaid skirt barely covered her jiggly thighs. I twisted to peek at this stranger’s butt and found that the skirt was not doing the job that I expected skirts to do. The globes of this woman’s ass were hanging out just as much as her knockers.

Reflection-woman was voluptuous, sexy, and showing off everything that would have made my mother faint from horror.

That woman in the mirror wasn’t Leah Todd. She wasn’t me.

“No way,” I said. “I am not wearing this in public.” I twisted my arms behind me to try to unlace the corset.

Chad slapped my hands away. “You look fabulous. Stop obsessing.”

He attacked my hair with a brush and I jerked away from him. “Ouch!”

My best friend gave me a horribly offended look. “You’re not going out with your hair like that. Let me fix you.”

“I’m not going out like this at all. My mom would kill me.”

“Felicia is in North Carolina, which is like hundreds of miles away. She can’t kill you if she doesn’t see what you’re doing.” He winked at me. “And if she figured it out, it would take a while for an assassin to get here anyway.”

“But this isn’t me, Chad.”

“This is the ‘you’ that has been screaming to get out for years,” Chad said.

It was easy for him to be so relaxed about this. He had already gotten dressed for the concert without struggling with any angst or guilt, and he looked fantastic. Nothing new there, of course. Chad always looked fantastic.

He wore a see-through mesh shirt that showed off his pierced nipples, six-pack abs, and the dramatic vee of his muscular hips. The leather pants looked like they’d been painted onto his body. His eyes were encircled in dramatic eye shadow, and the glitter in his hair sparkled every time he moved the tiniest bit.

We were a matching pair, Chad and me. Gothed out and glamorous.

I still couldn’t help but try to smother my cleavage with my hands, hiding it from my own eyes. It didn’t work. There was too much boobage going on.

Chad shoved my hands away again. “Stop that! Don’t you trust my sense of style?”

“Yes,” I said reluctantly. “Mostly.”

My friend was only Chad during the day. At night, he was Twilight Destiny, a six-and-a-half-foot-tall drag queen in go-go boots with incredible makeup and the kind of sparkly dresses that I could only ever dream of pulling off.

He was an amazing singer, too. He’d started getting invited to a lot of clubs to perform, and even had a regular gig at The Leather Strap.

If fabulosity and rainbows could be distilled into a single human being, the result would have been Chad. He was everything I would never be, no matter how hard he attempted to transform me.

It didn’t help that I couldn’t fit into his drag wardrobe. He was tall and skinny. I was a couple inches over five feet and more than a few pounds over my doctor-recommended weight. I’ve got at least two or three rolls on my back, but I can’t say exactly how many because I make it a habit not to look in the mirror. My thighs could probably crush skulls if I tried hard enough—not that I would, mind you, because nobody gets between my legs ever, not for skull-crushing and not for more enjoyable activities.

Yet Chad was still trying to squeeze me into his clothing. On my short figure, his underbust corset was long enough to cover my breasts, but there was a three-inch gap on my back where it laced. Everyone would be able to see my squishy back.

And my butt. And my thighs. And…

“No,” I insisted, ducking away from the hairbrush again. “Help me get this off.”

Chad caught my hands and held them in his. His fingernails were painted to sparkly perfection. “Leah…”

“Chad,” I said, mimicking his serious tone.

“You are gorgeous. You need to show off your gorgeousness. It’s a community service.”

A nervous giggle escaped me. “But I’m fat.”

“You’re right. You are fat. You’re also gorgeous and doing the world a disservice by hiding your perfect knockers. Anyway, you’ll embarrass me at the concert if I let you dress yourself. You don’t want to embarrass me, do you?” He didn’t give me a chance to answer. “So the boobs are coming out to play whether you like it or not.”

“You don’t want anything to do with my breasts.”

“Are you kidding? I’d motorboat the hell out of you. Even gay men love boobs.” Chad dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s a secret. Don’t tell anyone.”

Another nervous giggle. I even snorted.

God, I was such a dork.

“Can’t I at least wear a t-shirt? Like a band shirt or something?”

“No,” he said gravely. “No, you definitely cannot.” He brushed his fingers through my hair, piecing the locks out. “You don’t feel confident because your look isn’t complete. Once I do your hair and makeup, you’ll see that this is what you’ve been waiting for your entire life. Okay?”

Ugh, what a waste of time. “Okay.”

Nervousness thrilled through my stomach as Chad sat me down to work on my hair again. I kept my eyes firmly shut so that I wouldn’t have to look in the mirror.

All I had to do was survive this makeover, and then Chad would realize what a mistake he had made.

The thrills of nervousness were quickly turning into big, queasy knots. “Maybe I shouldn’t go to the concert,” I muttered. “It’s a school night. I have finals in the morning.”

“I’m not listening to this total absurdity. You could skip all your tests and still graduate with a four-point-oh GPA.”

As always, Chad had a point. I was going to finish up my bachelor’s degree two years early no matter what I did at this point. I already had the cap and gown hanging in my closet—an outfit that I was much more excited about wearing than the concert gear.

I didn’t need to worry about my grades.

If I was going to be honest with myself, I didn’t want to miss the concert anyway. Ever since I’d gotten the invitation to attend, I’d been kind of obsessed.

That mysterious invitation was currently sitting on Chad’s vanity. I’d tucked it underneath his Naked eye shadow palette, afraid that it would get lost if I let it out of my reach.

I picked it up and my fingertips traced over the waxy texture of the tarot card. I’d already memorized what it looked like, what it was called, the number on the bottom.

It was The Hierophant: a man in holy raiments with a scepter, uplifted hand, and worshippers at his feet. The imagery didn’t mean anything to me. But there was something entrancing in The Hierophant’s expression, and I’d spent hours gazing at him. Literally, hours.

I wished I could crawl into the card and kiss his feet.

Crazy, I know, but the art was that cool.

That card had arrived in my mailbox at the dorms last week, and I’d known instantly that it meant business. It had been safely ensconced in a thick black envelope sealed with crimson wax. My name had been written on the outside in fancy calligraphy—not a computer font, but handwritten. No address or anything. Someone must have delivered it directly to my mailbox.

The Hierophant hadn’t been the only thing in that black vellum envelope. There had also been a slip of yellowed paper with a short poem on it: “The wheel of life turns / and the Forbidden yearn / for a world that no longer exists. / Solve the card and you’ll find / you can leave this behind / and join the rest of us in the mists.”

“The mists?” I’d said aloud, stepping into my dorm room again after checking the mail.

“Oh my gosh, is that a ticket to The Forbidden concert?” Lily had asked. She was my roommate and a huge music fan.

“Huh?” I’d turned the card over to inspect every inch of it again, as if I hadn’t already memorized it on the stairs between the first floor and the fourth. There was no sign of a band logo anywhere on The Hierophant. “What are you talking about?”

“Look at this!”

She’d opened the Facebook page for a band called The Forbidden, and I was stunned to see that their band picture was trimmed by the same pattern on the back of the card.

The elaborate abstractions were breathtakingly beautiful. A little bit steampunk, a little bit art deco.

It was no coincidence. That card, and this poem, belonged to this metal band called The Forbidden.

“I guess it must be,” I said.

A ticket to a concert. Who knew? I must have won a prize that I didn’t know about.

According to their page, they were going to be in Portland a week after I’d gotten the card. Tickets were being scalped on eBay for literally thousands of dollars. Guess there’s something exciting about a farewell tour for a big band like that—everyone and their cousin wanted to go.

Yet I was the one who’d gotten a personalized invitation to attend.

Lily had been so excited that she’d told Chad. Chad had revealed to me that he already had a ticket of his own, which he’d earned by giving singing lessons to a budding drag queen, and he was jazzed by the idea of us going together.

Long story short, that was how I had ended up at my best friend’s mercy.

“There!” Chad said. “You’re done!”

I opened my eyes.

While I’d been lost in thought, he had finished up my hair and done my makeup.

Now the woman in my reflection really didn’t look like Leah Todd.

But she did look incredible.

“Wow,” I breathed. I didn’t feel silly anymore. Chad had been right about that, at least.

“That’s what I thought.”

He pulled me to my feet and started cinching the corset tighter. It squeezed my chest. I gasped for air. “Are you sure this is right? I can barely breathe. What if we start…moshing?”

“Honey, you’re about as likely to mosh as you are to fail your advanced calculus test. Don’t worry about it. Your job is to look beautiful tonight and enjoy the music. That’s all.”

“That’s all,” I echoed.

Chad brushed a kiss over my cheek. He was gorgeous and perfect in the reflection, and you know what? I almost matched his gorgeous perfection, too.

“Think you can handle this?” he asked, massaging my shoulders.

“Yeah.” I managed a smile that didn’t look nervous, but sultry. This woman was Leah. Sexy, confident concert-goer Leah, who was going to dance with her boobs out and enjoy herself the whole time, darn it. “I can handle this.”

















II




I’ve been to concerts before. I saw Matchbox 20 with a friend when I was in elementary school, and that was pretty cool. I also got to see the Backstreet Boys when they were on their Millennium tour, which eight-year-old Leah had thought to be pretty much the best thing ever.

There had been fire and explosions on stage when I’d seen the boy band. Considering that every live performance I’d attended before then had been the temple’s holiday show, featuring the wild and exotic stylings of Baby Jesus birthed in a manger, the fire had been a pretty intense experience for me—even if the performers had been crooning nonsense pop lyrics about baby this, baby that, baby I want you, whatever.

I had a feeling that The Forbidden was going to be slightly more intense.

Outside the stadium where the band would be performing, the queue was lined with flamethrowers (which my internal eight-year-old Leah also squealed over). Lasers danced over the clouds and swung down to illuminate the lengthy queue, populated by people who looked a lot like me. They were all dressed in outrageous, sexy costumes, with giant wigs and fishnet everything and the kind of makeup that would have given Mom an aneurysm.

The band was already blasting music from speakers twice my height. I didn’t know if that rock music belonged to The Forbidden or not. I’d never heard them before. The depth of the bass rolling through my chest and forcing my heartbeat to sync with its cadence made me sway on my feet.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I whispered, gripping Chad’s arm.

My confidence had withered and died a horrible death on the drive to the venue. I felt naked.

Everyone else was so exotic: the women with nothing covering their breasts but electrical tape, the guys with stripes of paint down their faces and onto their chests, all the tattoos, the shining muscles, the incredible costumes.

I’d stepped out of my safe college world and entered a wild place filled with wild people nothing like me.

I needed to leave.

But when I tried to turn back to the parking lot, Chad propelled me to the end of the line. “Don’t even think about it, little Miss Leah. We are here and we’re going through with the concert.”

“I can’t do this!”

“I already talked you into it once. I’m not doing it again.” He dragged me into the line. It wrapped around the building, contained by a silver chain as thick as my arm instead of the traditional velvet rope. As soon as we got in line people lined up behind us, too, blocking me inside the press of bodies.

Chad was riding high on adrenaline, totally in his element. He belonged with all of these other people.

The smell of sweat and smoke and alcohol was making me dizzy.

It felt like being trapped in a dream.

“You’ll have fun,” Chad said, using a tone like he was trying to soothe a wild animal. Like I was a deer that might bolt.

Maybe I was.

If I was the prey animal, then it was easy to pick out the predators. Not the people in line, but the men in black t-shirts unloading equipment from the buses. They rolled studded metal cases through the staff door and barked at anyone who tried to jump ahead in the queue.

The staff looked like a pack of dogs keeping the sheep attending the concert in line.

One of the men in a black t-shirt stopped beside me, and his gaze penetrated deep into my soul.

I looked up at him—and up, and up. His broad chest was marked with white letters that said “Road Crew,” embellished with designs similar to the art deco card back. Then my eyes made it all the way up to his square jaw, the cut of his cheekbones, the short mohawk sprayed red for the night.

His piercing golden eyes were focused on my chest.

It should have embarrassed me to realize that someone was enjoying the sight of my body. I’m a sweater, leggings, and Uggs kind of girl. Every inch of my body that can be covered gets covered. Given the opportunity to wear a burka, I probably would have tried it out at least once or twice.

But I wasn’t embarrassed by Road Crew’s lengthy examination.

No, the sensations I was experiencing were a lot more…carnal.

His eyes felt like hands as they roved over my body, focusing mostly on the mounds of cleavage offered up to him by the corset. Heat rushed over my skin. Goosebumps crawled down the back of my neck.

Then I looked down and realized he wasn’t looking at my cleavage, exactly, but something that had wormed its way free of my cleavage: The Hierophant tarot card, which I had stuffed down the corset for safekeeping.

Now my cheeks started burning.

Of course this muscular, mohawked god hadn’t been checking me out. With all these half-naked skinny girls around, who would care about the fat girl in a corset?

“What is that?” he asked.

“Um…” I fumbled for the card, pulled it out of my cleavage, and lifted it with a trembling hand so that he could see. “I got this in the mail last week, and…”

“It’s her ticket.” Chad gave Road Crew a sultry smile, batting his glittery eyelashes. That was the kind of smile that guaranteed we would know if Road Crew was gay in about two seconds flat.

Tragically for Chad, Road Crew seemed to be straight. Tall, dark, and hunky never stopped looking at the tarot card.

“The Hierophant,” he muttered.

I don’t know why, but the way he said that made me even more embarrassed. Like he was insulting me.

His gaze sliced from the card to my face. He studied me closely.

“I thought it was a ticket,” I said meekly. “I’m sorry, I was assuming, and—I don’t know. I can leave.”

Road Crew grabbed the chain, pulled it off the pole, and stepped aside, leaving a big gap for me to step out of line.

He was clearly telling me to leave. My eyes burned. I hung my head and sidled toward Road Crew, trying to edge past the pole so that I wouldn’t have to get any closer to him than possible.

“Hey!” Chad protested.

As soon as he closed the line again, Road Crew’s hand clamped down on my wrist. His skin burned like a brand against mine.

“No,” I gasped as he pulled my hand toward his face, taking a closer look at the card.

I didn’t take a single breath while he examined the image of The Hierophant, the text at the bottom, the abstractions on the back.

Then he pressed his nose to the inside of my wrist. The stubble on his upper lip scraped along my tender skin, and he inhaled.

Was he smelling me?

Road Crew exhaled a hot breath down my delicate forearm and then inhaled again, even deeper, as if he couldn’t get enough of the scent.

Oh yeah. He was smelling me.

Before I could think of how I should react to that, Road Crew lowered my arm. “This is a VIP ticket.” His voice was suddenly huskier than it had been before. “We have a special seat for you. And you get to meet the band.”

“M-meet the band?” I stuttered. “But—”

Chad’s jaw dropped. “Oh. My. God. You lucky bitch!”

Road Crew was already dragging me away from the line—away from the crowd, away from my friend. He pushed me toward the staff door instead.

“But I wanted to see the show with Chad,” I said weakly.

Road Crew didn’t listen to me.

He shoved me through the staff door, and the real world vanished behind me.







 

The darkness swam past me. In the half-light, I glimpsed men at work, their muscles rippling as they lifted amps and guitar cases onto the back of the stage.

A man with jaw-length hair turned to watch me pass. I only glimpsed him for an instant: a tall, muscled god wearing hip-hugging leather pants and a loose black shirt.

He looked at me like he recognized me.

I had no idea who he was, but I felt like I should have known him too.

Then Road Crew was marching me up a set of stairs to a balcony overlooking the entire stadium. We were literally right on top of the stage. I could see the final preparations for the concert below, including a huge drum kit that looked like it should require a dozen drummers to play.

Beyond the edge of the stage, the floor was already full, and the seats around the edges were filling too. Knowing that the concert was sold out and seeing what a sold-out stadium looked like were two totally different things.

Somewhere among them, my friend Chad was about to enjoy a normal concert experience seeing one of his favorite bands. He’d probably have a lot of fun. Have a few drinks, get all sweaty from dancing, take someone home—he always managed to take someone home. The kind of guys that he could attract were embarrassingly hot. Underwear models and stuff.

Chad would have loved the VIP booth, but I was the one Road Crew shoved out onto the platform.

Other VIP fans were already gathered for the concert. These people wore the most outrageous costumes of all those I had seen. They sprawled across two huge velvet couches in leather and lace, platform boots, buckles, fishnets.

A low table held multiple bottles of alcohol—way more alcohol than a dozen people should have been able to drink in a month.

A dozen people, plus me. Out of thousands who were going to see a concert.

Talk about VIP.

“Hey, baby,” purred a girl sitting on the arm of one of the couches. Was she talking to Road Crew, or to me? I couldn’t tell. Her white-streaked pigtails dangled with beads and bells that jingled as she shifted.

Road Crew surveyed the gathered fans with eyes as cold as his hand was hot. His gaze didn’t linger on Jingle Bells for very long, and it made me feel good to see he wasn’t interested in her.

“This girl will be with you tonight.” He all but tossed me onto the velvet couch between two of the women. I sprawled between them, off-balance in Chad’s epic boots. “Take care of her.”

The girl with the beaded pigtails grabbed me like I was a welcome addition to the party. “Oh, we’ll take care of her, all right. Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not,” Road Crew said.

He shot a final, lingering glare at my exposed legs, then stomped back down the stairs.

One of the remaining guys rolled his eyes. “Such a fucking ray of sunshine.” My nose wrinkled at the swear word, but he didn’t notice. He offered a hand with black fingernails to me. “Pleasure to meet you, New Girl. I’m Storm.”

I was tempted to ask for his real name. I highly doubted that his mother would have named him Storm, after all. But I resisted the urge and shook his hand awkwardly.

“Leah,” I said.

Giggles spread through the fans. Why? Because I had the audacity to have a name that a sane person might put on a job application? Or because I’d actually shaken his hand?

Ten seconds alone at a concert and I’d already humiliated myself.

“I’m Ravyn, and I’ll be your host for the duration of the concert.” That came from the girl with the crazy pigtails. She poured a tall glass of alcohol, mixing it with something violently red. “How did you get hooked up with us?”

“I got a special ticket.” My cheeks were burning under the scrutiny of the fans. I couldn’t tell if Chad’s game of dress-up met their approval or not.

“Won it on the radio? Gift from a friend?” asked another guy. His shirt had freaking ruffles all down the front, like he was nineteenth-century nobility. That is, assuming that nineteenth-century nobility had really been into BDSM, because he was also wearing assless chaps. “I have never met someone whose ticket allowed them to party with us, you see. Nobody’s that important.”

Then why in the world was I lucky enough to be stuck with the Year-Round Halloween Club?

“It just showed up in the mail. To be honest, I’ve never heard any music by The Forbidden before.” At their stunned looks, I quickly added, “I’m sure it’s awesome. I like all kinds of music.”

“So you haven’t heard about the after parties.” Ravyn’s eyes sparked with wicked mischief.

“After parties?”

She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “The band doesn’t just sing about black magic and sacrifices. They really are witches. They cast spells that feed off the energy of the audience, and they can do anything with all that power.” The corner of Ravyn’s mouth lifted. I had a feeling that she was teasing me. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

“You mean like Wiccans,” I said. “I’ve heard of Wiccans.”

Ravyn pushed her fingers through my hair, combing it out of my face. “Oh, honey.”

“She’s the cutest,” Storm said.

Cute? Cute?

After all those hours being squeezed into a corset, I hoped that I was slightly more than cute.

“If they’re not Wiccans, then what?” I demanded.

“Witches. Just witches,” Ravyn said.

I snorted despite myself. “I think you guys are taking a marketing line too seriously. The magic…thing…is a part of the band’s mystique, that’s all. Sending out random tickets to people. The costumes. Everything.” I shrugged. “It’s okay to be fans, but you can’t take that so seriously.”

Ravyn turned to the others. “She thinks we’re fans!”

They laughed all together like a family sharing a private joke. It was a warm, welcoming laugh—or at least, it would have been warm and welcoming if I’d been included, rather than the target.

“Have a drink.” Storm pushed a goblet into my hands. The handle looked like silver claws gripping a glass bulb, and the fluid inside was slightly warmer than my body temperature.

I smelled it. I’d had wine before, but the odor of this alcohol was much sharper.

“Oh, no thanks,” I said. “I appreciate it, but—”

“You’ve never been drunk before, have you?” Ravyn asked, toying with the hip of my skirt, lifting it enough that she could slip her fingertips along my exposed flesh. Goosebumps followed the place her fingers trailed. “Oh, darling. We can get you water. It’s okay.”

For some reason, her sympathy was so much worse than the accusation that I’d never drunk alcohol before, which I totally had. I’d had a drink once with a boyfriend when we found my dad’s boxed wine.

“No, I drink all the time,” I lied.

Then I threw it back all at once, turning the glass almost upside-down so that it drained into my mouth.

Bad idea.

The alcohol burned all the way into the pit of my stomach. I coughed and spluttered. Almost half of it ended up back in the glass.

Ravyn laughed as she patted me on the back. “I think we’re going to like you, Kitten, and I think you’re going to grow to like us. I think you’re going to find our company very educational.”

By the way she said that, it kind of sounded like she expected me to spend a lot more than a single concert with them.

What I’d managed to swallow of the drink was quickly scorching a path to my extremities. I felt it in the tips of my fingers, all the way down to my toes. The smiling faces of the people around me seemed to blur, their dark eyes hungry.

The stadium seats were completely full now. The lights began to dim. The audience seethed with glow sticks and cell phone screens.

“Here, you need a better view.” Storm yanked me into his lap right on the edge of the velvet sofa. He was a thin guy, all bony edges. The buckles on his pants bit into my almost-bare butt, too. Those were going to leave a mark.

The view really was better, though.

Another goblet made its way into my hands.

“Slow with this one, sweetheart,” said the woman who had given it to me. “My name’s Desdemona. I make a strong drink.” She had curves almost as big as mine, but she looked so much more comfortable in them. She had a mesh shirt like Chad’s. I could actually see her nipples.

Oh my goodness.

Desdemona was smiling. They were all smiling. They didn’t think I was weird in my corset and mini skirt.

I wanted them to keep smiling. I wanted these people to like me.

This time, I drank more slowly and kept it all down. The drink still vanished quickly. I felt like I was going to fall over the side of the railing onto the stage below.

Desdemona hadn’t been kidding about the strength of her drinks. Only Storm’s arm around my waist held me steady.

“I like it,” I gasped as I lowered the glass. “It’s kind of…fruity.”

“More!” Ravyn sang. “Get Kitten some more!”

All of the lights went out in the stadium. The remaining alcohol glowed with its own light.

A spotlight blazed to life on the stage.

And then the concert started.
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Did I mention that the last concert I’d seen outside of my temple’s holiday productions had been The Backstreet Boys? Because that was the last major concert I’d seen.

It didn’t prepare me for watching The Forbidden perform.

The music began with heavy drums. Lights blazed to life underneath me, revealing a man sitting at the center of the drum kit. He only had two arms and two drum sticks—hardly the dozen drummers I’d imagined would be required to play such a huge instrument.

His hands moved so fast that it looked like he had a thousand limbs. He slammed out a beat that I could feel deep in my chest, pumped out over the giant speakers, magnified for the entire stadium to hear.

That primal sound set my blood on fire and sucked all my breath away.

Distantly, I was aware that I was leaning so far forward that I had almost fallen off of Storm’s lap. He chuckled. The drums were loud enough that I could only feel the motion of his chest behind me, not hear the sound.

I didn’t care if he was laughing at me. The alcohol was too heady, the music too overwhelming.

Now there was a bass line with the drums, and a man sauntered onto the stage who looked a lot like the drummer—narrow-shouldered, pale-skinned, and dark-eyed. Both had hair so long that it brushed their knees. But their coifs weren’t ratty, like the hippie guys at my college. These guys had hair like sheets of shimmering silk. All that hair should have made them look feminine, but it didn’t. Even with makeup, they were incredibly masculine.

My heart had skipped a beat or six at the music they created together. I gripped the edge of the balcony, gasping for air as I watched the bassist’s fingers pluck out a rhythm in time with the drums.

Fire erupted at the edge of the stage. It was so hot that I could feel it all the way up in the balcony. My internal eight-year-old Leah had completely vanished sometime around the first glass of liquor, so all I felt was an overpowering sense of awe.

The audience in the stadium screamed. They weren’t awed. They were exhilarated.

It sounded like they were about to riot.

When the fire finally dropped again, there was one more man on stage.

I had never seen a guy more gorgeous than this one. He looked like a painting rendered in adoring detail by one of the great masters, with all of the perfect musculature, the full lips, the dimpled chin. His eyes were rimmed with black kohl. His hair, long enough to brush his chiseled jaw, had been smeared with glitter that made him shimmer under the stage lights.

His bared chest muscles were completely covered in tattoos, all the way from collarbone to the place his waist sloped into his hips. They curved in abstract patterns around his abs and made spikes digging into his ribs. His arms were covered, too.

I wondered what other tattoos his leather pants might be hiding, and immediately blushed for thinking such a thing.

I’d seen him backstage, although he’d been wearing a shirt at the time. It was the man who had been staring at me as Road Crew led me up to the VIP balcony. Now he wore a guitar slung low over his shoulder so that the instrument was by his hips.

He was the lead singer.

“Rage,” Storm whispered into my ear. “His name is Rage.”

Rage caught the microphone in one hand, and he began to sing.

The words didn’t make any sense to me. I’m sure he was singing in English. I’m sure they were words that I knew, too. I was an English major, after all, and my vocabulary was a force to be reckoned with.

But my brain didn’t want to process the lyrics. It was like he sang pure emotion into my chest.

I understood why they called him Rage.

The song he played on his guitar, backed by those wicked drums—it made rage build in my chest like I was angry for whatever crimes had been committed against this guy. I felt his anger and I liked it.

It wasn’t just anger. His power chords switched to flats, making a bittersweet melody that evoked an aching deep within my heart.

I lost myself in that music. And I lost myself in the sight of Rage’s face as he chugged on his guitar. He was beautiful to behold, like a work of art come to life.

The music built toward a crescendo as he screamed. My legs clenched together, and I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to suppress the climax that I felt building.

Oh my goodness. Just the freaking music was going to make me orgasm.

Here. In front of all these people I didn’t know.

I’d only ever touched myself a couple times, hesitantly exploring the parts of my body that my roommate’s steamy romance novels called “rosebud” and “moist center,” things that the anatomy books gave much uglier names. It was too overwhelming for me to have done anything more than a once or twice.

Now I was on the brink just by listening to music.

Oh. My. Goodness.

A feminine voice whispered in my ear. “You’re thinking too much. Stop thinking.” It was Ravyn. She tried to hand me a drink, but my hands were shaking too hard to take it.

She laughed at my awkwardness, the sound inaudible under the pounding music, and tipped my chin back with a finger so that she could pour the alcohol into my mouth.

At first, I balked. I tried to close my lips. Liquor slid down my chin.

Then I drank.

Oh my gosh, did I drink, taking long swallows that filled my stomach with the heat of the alcohol. I was so thirsty.

The alcohol hit me immediately.

The balcony blurred as someone took my hand, spinning me off of Storm’s lap into a dance. I glimpsed Ravyn’s face flashing through the strobe, reducing her joyous laughter to a jerky motion play.

Hips ground against mine from behind, driving someone’s erection hard against my pelvis. I knew what that was. I wasn’t that innocent. But my normal embarrassment was nowhere to be found, and I pushed back, dancing in time with him.

Ravyn’s hands clutched my waist, pressing her breasts to mine.

My head fell back, and I laughed.

The music went on for what could have been an eternity.

Rage rocked through me. Rage and exhilaration and excitement and…hunger. A deep, carnal hunger that I’d never felt before.

For some reason, I found myself thinking of Road Crew with his black t-shirt and red mohawk staring at my chest. I thought that if he’d joined us up on the balcony at that moment, I might not have been able to resist the urge to dance with him, too. Maybe do a lot more than dance.

Liquor flowed. Bodies danced.

I forgot my shame, my fear, and all I knew was the music.

If only Chad could see me now…

Time faded into a blur of music, alcohol, and dancing. I fell from the arms of one fan to those of the next—Ravyn and then to Storm, then over to a woman calling herself Phoenix, and a man who didn’t tell me his name. I let the beat move me. I’d always been too self-conscious to dance, but it felt good with these people. It felt right.

At some point, I thought that maybe, just maybe, Chad had been right to drag me out of the house after all.

We were having so much fun that I didn’t notice when the music stopped. It was easy to miss, since the fans never quit dancing. The drinks still flowed, and now we moved to the beat of our blood.

Only the touch of firm, rough hands on my arms brought me down from my high.

I twisted to see that Road Crew had come back again. It was hard to focus on his square features through my tipsy haze, but my cheeks immediately flushed at the sight of him.

I’d been thinking about Road Crew ever since the moment that he left me with the fans. Those thoughts had become increasingly dirty with every ounce of alcohol Ravyn poured down my throat.

Now he was here again, holding on to my arms, and he was even more ruggedly handsome than I’d remembered in his absence. It seemed impossible that a man could be so darn chiseled.

My thighs were clenching at the sight of him. His eyes were so penetrating that it felt like he should have been able to look through my skull and see all those dirty thoughts.

It was so presumptuous of me to think about climbing into Road Crew’s lap, grinding myself against him, exploring the parts of his body I’d always been too embarrassed to explore on my ex-boyfriend. I mean, it’s downright rude to fantasize about someone you’re not involved with. Isn’t it?

But my fingers crawled up his neck, tracing his cheekbones and ears and hairline. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t get him out of my mind and I didn’t want to get him off of my skin.

I wasn’t shy about touching what I wanted to touch now. Ravyn and Storm and the gang had taken my sense of shame away for the moment.

His expression remained rigid as I touched him.

“Is it over?” I asked, stumbling over the words. “Is it time to go home?”

“No,” Road Crew said. He steered me back toward the stairs, and I stumbled after him, held upright only by the mercy of his incredibly thick biceps.

Ravyn noticed that I was being abducted. She cried out with complaint. “The kitten’s having fun! Let her stay and have fun!”

Road Crew’s response was curt. “Rage wants to examine her.”

A giggle slipped from my lips. “Examine me? What, is he a doctor or something?” Goodness, I was drunk. “I had this really hot doctor once. Um, he was actually a pediatrician—the guy I saw when I was like, you know, sixteen years old, and ancient Dr. Ermine retired, so the new guy wasn’t even thirty, and…” What in the world was I saying? “Rage can totally examine me. That’s what I’m getting at.” Yeah, I didn’t sound drunk at all.

I almost slipped down the stairs. Blame Chad’s stupid drag queen heels.

Road Crew’s steadying grip kept my ankle from twisting.

“Careful,” he growled, fingertips digging into my elbows. He looked angry that I’d almost fallen. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry. Be careful trying to handle me. We don’t want your mohawk getting hurt.”

“How much did they give you to drink?”

“I don’t know. A couple.” Another giggle. I couldn’t stop giggling. I might never stop giggling. “I feel nice, Road Crew. Really nice.”

“Road Crew,” he muttered, hefting me off of my feet.

Oh my goodness. I weighed a lot, and he could pick me up like I was nothing.

He practically carried me down the stairs into the darkness backstage, barely allowing the soles of my shoes to brush the floor.

The post-concert disassembly was chaotic. Reporters were cordoned off behind a line of tape, prevented from entering the crew-only area by a bunch of muscular men.

Those reporters had cameras. Someone could easily take my picture and publish it somewhere, in some newspaper or on some celebrity blog, and my mom could see it. She could know that I’d been drinking.

Luckily, I’d had enough to drink that even that thought didn’t bring me off of my high.

The crew that wasn’t holding off reporters were already breaking down, packing up, taking the equipment back out the way they had come. The tour buses would be waiting in the parking lot, along with a lot of eager fans desperate to meet the band, and—hopefully—my friend Chad.

Yet I wasn’t guided back to that dark hallway and the freedom beyond. I was taken to another room in the back corner. Its walls were painted black. The floor was concrete. There were a couple of folding tables in the corner.

Road Crew stepped inside with me. He cupped my face in both of his hands, searching me with his eyes. “Calm down, kid. You need to be calm. Can you do that for me?”

Somehow, I stopped giggling. “What’s going on?” I asked, swaying against him.

Road Crew gently dislodged me. The fact that he could handle me like that, firmly but without causing any pain, seemed incredible given his raw size. “Rage is going to inspect you. Wait for him here.”

He shoved the door shut again.

Suddenly, I was alone.

“Hey, Fabio, where’d you go?” I asked, trying to open the door.

It was locked from the other side.

The warmth of alcohol burned from my veins awfully fast, and worry filled the void where that buzz had been. I’d been having so much fun with the fans upstairs that I’d forgotten how weird the whole situation was in the first place.

I wanted Chad. I wanted the safety of his car. I wanted a ride back to the dorms and to snuggle up under my down comforter.

But the door wouldn’t open.

“What did you think of my show?”

I whirled, flattening my back against the locked door. Ooh, don’t move that fast. Whipping around made my head swim like I was on a cruise ship rocked by a storm.

“Your show?” I echoed. The room was too dark for me to see who had spoken.

Soft footsteps, like bare feet padding against the carpet, whispered through the shadow. “I saw you on the balcony with my people. I watched you, watching me. Did you like it?”

That deep, husky voice. I recognized it even through the alcohol’s fog.

I swallowed hard, but my mouth was almost too dry to speak. “Are you…?”

A man slipped into the edge of the single floodlight brightening the room. It illuminated his feet first, then slid up the black leather pants that hugged his thighs, his hips, and then highlighted the curves of his muscular chest.

My heart started pounding when I saw those distinctive tattoos. They curved around his pectorals, scraped at his ribs with sharp fingers, outlined his abs. It drew my eyes from the dark circles of his nipples down to his navel.

Then he took one more step forward, and I could see his face.

My eyes snapped up to his. There he was—this man that I had just been watching below me on the stage, his image projected a thousand times on giant screens as he screamed and sang into a microphone, pushing my body toward an unwilling climax.

He looked even angrier up close. I guess that was why they called him what they did: Rage. Like he wasn’t a man at all, but a force of pure anger locked inside a human body.

A really sexy human body that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the cover of my roommate’s romance novels.

This was the guy who all those reporters were dying to meet, but weren’t permitted to approach. Chad would have sawed off a body part to be in that room with him. Or sucked off a body part.

But the reporters and Chad and a million loyal fans of The Forbidden weren’t in that room.

It was me. Just me.

Leah Todd, too drunk to say anything that wouldn’t sound stupid.

Somehow, I managed to talk. “Thank you for the ticket.”

He prowled toward me, allowing me to get a closer look at the sleeves tattooed from his shoulders, down his biceps, to encircle his wrists. On his right arm, he had jagged forests, a dark sky, a full moon. All of it swirled with inky smoke as though the entire mountain was on fire.

These weren’t abstractions, like what he had on his chest. They were masterful works of art that evoked a frightening night in the wilderness as fire closed in on me. I could almost hear the howling of wolves over the crackling of flames.

And then Rage was there. Standing right in front of me. So close that I could feel his breath, so close that I could have touched him if I lifted my hands.

His face was shadowed as he gazed down at me. The spotlight shining behind him rimmed his hair and shoulders.

“Ticket?” he finally asked.

Did he want to see it? Proof that I was allowed backstage to meet the band?

I pulled The Hierophant out again. “This…” I couldn’t manage to get more than a single word out. I couldn’t feel my cheeks. Or my teeth, for that matter. Could I ever feel my teeth?

What I wouldn’t have given for a little more sobriety.

Rage, oblivious to the worrying status of my teeth, sucked in a breath at the sight of the tarot card. “May I hold it?”

Why was he asking me? “It’s your ticket.”

The lead singer took it from me, almost reverently. The tattoo sleeve on his other arm, the left one, didn’t match the right. It had a group of indistinct human figures swirling around a five-pointed star.

There were flames, sure, but there were also crashing waves, clouds, flowers sprouting from the earth. Blood dripped from the humans onto the pentagram.

Wolves on one side, witches on the other. This guy was occult all over.

I was never going to invite him to spend Thanksgiving with my family.

He studied the card as closely as Road Crew had, like there was nothing in the world but him and The Hierophant. “This is no ticket,” Rage said. “This is an invitation.”

“To your concert?”

“To something much, much greater than that.” He handed the card back to me and brushed his lips over the back of my hand. “Take care of the card. It came to you, and it’s yours now—for the rest of your life.”

His lips lingered on my skin. It was like he’d kissed me somewhere much more intimate. My knees pressed together, squeezing my thighs.

“Why? What does it mean?” I hoped he didn’t notice how breathy my voice was getting.

“It means that you’re like me.” Rage brushed his knuckles along the line of my jaw. My eyes fell shut. It was too overwhelming to look at him when I could already feel his touch throughout my entire body. “We’re the same. But you—you’re so much more. You have The Hierophant. You’re one of us, and one of them.”

I was pretty sure that I had absolutely nothing in common with Rage. I definitely wasn’t better than him. I wasn’t a rock star who could fill entire stadiums with my presence.

But I didn’t want to argue with him. I wanted him to like me the same way that I wanted the people in the booth to like me.

He hooked his arm around my waist, pulling me flush against his chest. I was locked in place as his other hand took possession of my body.

Rage explored my curves as though we’d already been involved much more intimately than as lead singer and new fan. His fingers darted between the laces of my corset and raked the furrow of my spine. He cupped my ass, crumpled my skirt in his fist, jerked my hips hard against his.

It was the inspection that Road Crew had promised. An incredibly physical inspection. I had a feeling Chad would have approved of it.

My whole body was burning hot. Embarrassment coupled with arousal. Nobody touched me like that, not even my former boyfriends, but Rage made it seem so casual. He wasn’t offering to have sex. He was sizing me up, taking stock of my body, seeing what he had to work with.

“Not a mark on your body—or on your soul, for that matter. You’re still so pure. So human.” Before I could ask what he meant by that, he abruptly changed the subject. “I’m going to show you something. Do you want to see?”

The good girl inside of me who had fought so hard against coming to the concert was dwindling rapidly to nothingness. She was being replaced by a wilder woman, a woman who hungered for Rage’s touch, someone who wasn’t afraid of anything.

It was that woman who groaned at his knee pushing between my thighs, hands splayed over his tattooed chest.

“Yes,” I gasped. “Please…show me everything.”

The fire in his eyes told me that I was going to get exactly what I had asked for.

















IV




Road Crew was waiting for us outside the door, and he took possession of me as soon as I emerged with Rage. He shackled both of my wrists in one of his massive hands. Being touched by him again was better than any amount of alcohol. My mind was immediately spinning.

“Is she?” Road Crew asked, pulling me against his chest.

A strange kind of elation filled Rage’s eyes. “Yes. Yes she is.”

“Then let’s take her to him.”

To be honest, I was still too drunk to make much sense of that short exchange.

Steered by his grip, we followed Rage’s bare, muscular back out of the stadium, through the warm night, and out into the parking lot.

We walked right past the reporters on the way out. I was dazed, woozy, confused—still very drunk and way too disoriented to think about concealing my face with my hands. But Road Crew shielded my face from their cameras with his body, rendering me anonymous.

They were far more interested in the rock star walking ahead of us anyway. As soon as Rage hopped into the tour bus, the cameras stopped flashing.

It was super dark inside the bus, especially after all the camera flashes that I’d been evading outside. Black light bulbs were strewn across the roof, making everyone’s skin and costumes glow in shades of purple.

Under that black light, lines of powder on a table looked like burning phosphorous. The Forbidden’s bassist lowered his head to that powder, rolled dollar bill cupped in his hand. The powder vanished when he inhaled.

Was he snorting drugs?

I know I’d heard that those things went together—sex, drugs, and rock and roll—but that had always seemed like a myth to me. Just a way to glamorize the job and sell more tabloids. It was as much an elaborate fiction as Ravyn’s claims that The Forbidden were witches who could cast magic.

Yet everywhere I looked, I could see exposed skin, writhing bodies, white powder, needles, glowing blue cubes.

My head was still spinning from the drinks even though I hadn’t had anything in almost an hour, and now I wondered if it had just been alcohol in my cup or if there was something else going on. Something that involved that glowing powder.

Could Ravyn have drugged me? Was that why I was so far out of my mind?

If she had, I didn’t care. I spread my hands in front of me to gaze at the glow of my skin, and it felt like I had phosphorous in my veins too.

No, it was better than phosphorous. It was the music, the magic of it all, the heady desire flowing like honey through my veins.

It felt like I’d been sleeping through life and hadn’t come alive until I heard The Forbidden play.

Road Crew pushed me toward the back of the bus to make room. More people were climbing onto the tour bus behind us, climbing onto the furniture, climbing onto other people. We were being joined by the fans I’d been drinking with on the balcony—all twelve of them in their fishnet-and-leather glory, welcome among the band as though they were family.

Rage plopped onto the couch at the back of the bus. The sight of him shirtless under the black light stopped me in my tracks.

Sweat glistened on the bare planes of his tattooed chest. His skin glowed underneath the tattoos, while the ink itself looked completely black. The tribal marks on his pecs and abs accented the lines of his muscles in that stark lighting.

He looked surreal and strange, but he also looked kind of familiar, glowing like that.

I’d stopped walking, so Road Crew almost ran into me. His hands curved around my shoulders from behind. They were big enough to engulf the entirety of my upper arms and cover every inch of freckled skin bared by the corset.

“What’s your name, kid?” Road Crew’s breath warmed the back of my neck, raising goosebumps all the way down my spine.

I had a name. It was a pretty good name, too. Until the moment that he had rested his hands on me, I had definitely known what that name was.

Now, my brain was completely blank.

“What’s your name?” I asked, shooting for a flirtatious tone. The sensation of Road Crew’s muscles behind me was almost frightening, but my desire for him overruled my more rational senses.

His fingers clenched on my arms. It didn’t hurt, but I could tell that he was holding back immense strength. A tiny gasp escaped my lips. “I asked you a question. You’d be smart to answer.”

“Relax, Donne,” Rage said lazily, eyes closed, head drooping back against the couch. He’d only gotten on the bus a few seconds before we had, but he looked so comfortable that he might have been lounging around for hours. “You’ll scare her off.”

Donne. Road Crew’s real name was Donne. Such a refined name for someone who got dirty and schlepped equipment for a living.

“She’s not going anywhere.” Donne jerked my arms back and I had to arch my spine to stay on my feet. The position pushed my breasts up. They strained dangerously against the corset, threatening to pop free. His stubble scraped along the length of my neck. “Is she?”

My knees trembled. My eyelids fluttered. “No, I’m not going anywhere,” I whispered.

Ravyn pushed past us, flashing a sultry smile at Donne and me before joining Rage on the couch.

I’d been meaning to ask her what she put in my drink, but I suddenly didn’t care anymore. Donne’s rough jaw burned against my throat again. He was rubbing against me like some kind of animal.

My eyes shut against my will, leaning back into the solidity of his grip.

Donne’s name made me think of poetry. Not the kind that was written in words or spoken aloud, but the kind of poetry that came from two bodies colliding, the stroke of flesh against flesh, the cadence of whispered sighs as lovers approached climax. The poetry that a man in faithful ecstasy might write to his God.

Donne.

Ravyn crawled between Rage’s legs, tugging his fly open. The rock star sucked in a hard gasp. His hands clutched at her white-streaked pigtails.

Once I realized what Ravyn was doing, my cheeks lit aflame.

She had exposed his full, erect length to the humid air within the tour bus.

I wasn’t new to the naked male body. I’d had boyfriends. Like, two of them. And I’d even had sex with one of them, sort of as a secret act of defiance against my parents. But I’d only done it once. I hadn’t gotten much out of the experience.

The point was, I’d seen erections before. I’d even had one in my mouth. Until that night, I’d thought that made me kind of a bad girl.

But I didn’t think anything could have prepared me for the sight of Rage in all his glory.

His appendage was long, thick, and hard, corded with veins, a shade of red that almost looked painful. He was completely shaved, too. It exposed another tattoo on the muscular skin just north of his sex—a pentagram of some kind. I was too humiliated for his sake to look very closely.

What kind of person tattooed their privates?

The kind of person whose singing could bring me to the brink of orgasm, I guess.

Ravyn wrapped both hands around his base of his shaft and licked all the way up the length, lapping from the place that her fingers could barely encircle him up to the turgid head. She left a long trail of saliva in her wake.

Rage’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. A groan ripped from his throat.

He fisted her pigtails and forced her mouth down on him. She seemed all too happy to comply. Ravyn swallowed him, closing her lips around his head, sliding down until she gagged.

I had almost forgotten that Donne was holding me. Now he pulled me tighter against his chest, sliding a hand down the stomach of my corset. His fingers pressed into my hips. He forced my butt against his pelvis.

Oh my gosh. He was hard, too. And it wasn’t like when I’d been dancing with Storm in the VIP booth, where it seemed like he’d been as aroused by the music as I was. This was much more personal. Much more intimate, somehow, even though we were on a bus filled with people who were doing equally dirty things.

Was Donne excited because of what Ravyn was doing to Rage…or was it because of me?

“Donne,” I whispered.

His hand curled around the hem of my skirt. His knuckles grazed the inside of my thigh. “Your name.”

Why did it matter? Names and words seemed so meaningless. All I heard was the music, felt the magic streaking through my veins, pushed from my heart to my extremities. The taste of alcohol seemed to have been permanently imprinted on my tongue.

Donne pushed himself against me harder. It almost hurt to have him shoved against my ass like that, but I didn’t want the pain to end.

Heat pooled between my legs. I was growing moist, swelling in preparation, ready to take him inside of me.

Everything I’d ever read about in my roommate’s dirty romance novels but was afraid to try.

“Name,” he said again.

Ravyn worked her hands and mouth at the same time. Her fingers twisted around Rage as her head lifted and dropped. Faster and faster. She left him shining, made him swell beyond the point where it should have been possible, until Rage’s abs were clenched and the veins on his neck were bulging and his jaw was tense.

He was about to orgasm, and I was watching from just a few feet away, close enough to reach out and grab one of Ravyn’s ponytails if I wanted to. How was I supposed to remember something stupid like my name under conditions like that?

Donne wasn’t happy with my lack of answer. I could feel it in the arm he locked across my chest, shackling me against him. The tension spoke of danger. Like he could have broken my ribs if he flexed hard enough. But his other hand roamed freely, more gently.

His first finger toyed with the upper edge of my panties, tracing a line along my bare flesh.

“Now,” he said. “Tell me.”

The command in his voice triggered something inside of me. I needed to obey him.

“Leah,” I finally said.

He echoed the syllables. “Leah.” The music they were playing on the bus was so loud that I could barely hear his voice, but I felt it rumbling in his chest.

My name belonged on his lips. It belonged to him.

Tonight, everything about me belonged to him.

Rage was breathing hard, and I couldn’t tear my eyes from Ravyn as she worked at him. Her gaze was locked on his face as she sucked him off, cheeks hollowed from the suction. She looked content between his legs like that, as though she couldn’t imagine anywhere she would rather be.

I thought that I knew what she was feeling. I never wanted to be anywhere but in Donne’s arms again.

Donne’s finger skimmed down the hem of my panties. I wanted him to push his hand inside, but he only traced the outside, skirting the edge of my nether lips. If he moved a millimeter to the left, he’d be able to tell that I was soaking wet for him.

I whimpered.

“The coven is watching Ravyn and Rage,” Donne murmured into my ear. I could hear him clearly now, even though the raucous partying hadn’t grown any quieter at the front of the bus. “Nobody’s looking at you. Nobody can see how dirty you are. Nobody knows how much you want that big dick of his.”

What was he talking about? I didn’t want Rage. I wanted Donne to stop teasing me. I wanted his fingers inside my hot, aching body. I wanted him to thrust against me and relieve all the aching tension that was building within just from the heat of his body against mine.

I couldn’t tell him that, though—language had left me completely.

His thumb momentarily slipped underneath my panties. He grazed my curls. They were damp, and now he would know.

Donne tensed when he felt it.

“You’d like it if everyone looked at you,” he said. “Dirty girl.”

He shoved his thumb into my mouth. I had no choice but to taste my own fluids. The flavor wasn’t so bad, sweet and salty. There was also a faint hint of grease in the taste, but I thought that was from all the equipment that Donne had been hauling. The fluids of his job mingling with the fluids of my body.

“You like all of this, Leah.” The way Donne said my name was like the dirtiest of all the dirty words.

He was right, though. I was loving every minute on that tour bus.

There were no boundaries here. We were all naked.

Forbidden.

Rage climaxed with a shout, shoving his hips off of the couch, pushing himself hilt-deep into Ravyn’s mouth. Her throat worked, but she couldn’t swallow it all, and his juices dribbled back out of her lips. She groaned at the taste of it.

That. I wanted that. Maybe not from Rage—or, heck, maybe not from Rage first.

I also wanted the bassist snorting white powder off my ass, like he was doing with a woman on a couch closer to the front. And I wanted the bassist to dribble vodka into my mouth straight from the bottle so that Donne could suck it off of my lips. I wanted to kiss Ravyn and taste Rage’s sweat and cum on her tongue.

I wanted it all.

Most of all, I wanted Donne to stop freaking teasing me and get inside my body. Like right now.

But he still didn’t penetrate me, not with his fingers or with the bar of his erection pressed tightly against my ass. Donne pushed me onto the couch next to Rage, facing the vocalist.

Donne jerked my left leg off the couch, spreading my knees. My skirt hiked all the way up my hips, and it was only then that I realized I was more exposed than I’d realized—my panties were gone. I didn’t know what had happened to my underwear. Judging by the faint pain in my right hip, I thought that Donne might have ripped them off.

However he’d done his magic, I wasn’t wearing panties anymore, and my skirt wasn’t doing any favors for me, either. Everyone would be able to see everything. Every inch of my bare, jiggling skin, the red curls between my legs, and the obvious signs of arousal that said I was enjoying it.

God help me, but I loved it.

Rage smiled at the sight of me trapped within Donne’s arms, put on display for him as Ravyn lapped at his hips with her tongue, cleaning his fluids off of his skin. He stroked her hair like a beloved pet. “This new girl is pretty, isn’t she?”

“She smells amazing,” Donne said. My heart skipped a beat with the compliment. “I can’t think with her nearby. You were right. She’s one of them.” That felt like such a private confession, something Donne meant only to share with Rage.

I’m one of “them”? One of what? I didn’t understand what he was saying. I wasn’t anything special at all.

As if Rage could read my mind, he said, “You’re forbidden.”

“I’m not even a fan of the band,” I said.

I hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Rage seemed to think it was hilarious, though. He barked a laugh, eyes brightening in the black light.

His hand found its way to the back of my skull. He gripped my hair the way that he had held Ravyn’s braids, and I had no choice but to let him pull my head back to expose my throat, lest he yank my hair out by its roots.

He pulled me far enough back that I could see the line of Donne’s square jaw above me. Rage’s lips skimmed my pulse. I was trapped between the two men, totally helpless, and completely thrilled about it.

When he spoke, I felt the words in my jugular.

“Ravyn,” Rage said, “bring me the knife.”

The knife?

Adrenaline scythed through me. I went cold all over.

I struggled against Donne’s arms uselessly. “What are you doing?”

“Relax,” Donne said. “Rage isn’t going to hurt you. You’re much too valuable. If you’re what we think you are, then we need you like this—alive and whole.”

Was there an alternative to alive and whole? Like, dead and dismembered?

What did I get myself into?

Sheer panic rolled over me. I flashed back to everything that Ravyn had said about The Forbidden being witches that cast spells in honor of dark gods.

My parents had always warned me to be careful about the occult, but I’d never listened to them. It didn’t seem like a very real threat. I mean, witches, right? Silly Halloween stuff.

Now Ravyn was approaching me with a jagged-bladed knife and I think I owed my mom an apology.

If I survived.

“Stop fighting,” Donne groaned into my ear. The fact that I was struggling against him seemed to only make his arousal harder. It was impossibly thick behind me. I had no idea how a man could stretch so large without exploding.

I twisted in his arms. He might have been impossibly strong, but…okay, there was no “but” about it. He was much stronger than I was. I couldn’t get any leverage.

My heart was a panicked bird beating against the cage of my ribs. “Oh my God,” I whispered as Rage took the knife, black lights and strobe glimmering on the blade. “Oh my God.”

Donne gripped my shoulders and twisted me around so that I had to look at him. He fixed his eyes intently on mine.

It was only then that I realized that the irises weren’t brown as I’d originally believed, but gold—vibrant, bottomless gold, like a pool of molten metal. I could feel myself sinking into the depths of his gaze.

“I’m protecting you, Leah.” His voice was firm, deep, reassuring. “You are safe.” His arm snaked around me. We were almost hugging. “You are safe, Leah,” he said again, softer than before, a mantra that burrowed deep within my heart.

It didn’t make any sense, but I believed him. He was a total stranger. I had no reason to trust him…but I did.

Donne said I was safe, and I was.

He turned me to face Rage again. Donne pulled my legs apart another inch, keeping me off balance on that couch. I had to reach back and grab his thighs to hold myself up or risk suffocating with his arm pressed under my chin.

There was amusement in Rage’s expression, but he actually sounded concerned when he said, “Are you okay, girly?” Funny question when he was holding a knife as long as his darn arm.

I managed to nod a fraction of an inch.

My breasts finally did what they had been threatening the whole night: they popped out of Chad’s corset. My nipples scraped up the hard vinyl edge and bounced free.

Heat crawled up my neck, flushed my cheeks. I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my face into Donne’s neck. I felt safest there, even with my legs spread and my nipples betraying arousal to the whole tour bus.

I wasn’t looking when Rage pressed the point of the knife against my areola. It was cold and sharp. But even though I couldn’t keep myself from gasping in surprise, I didn’t try to worm free.

“There’s a girl,” Rage said, and he cut.

It was a quick, shallow slice, maybe an inch long.

It hurt. It definitely hurt. But he stopped cutting before it reached a level of pain that I couldn’t handle.

I felt something else cold press against my skin and looked down to see that Rage was letting my blood drip into one of those silver-handled goblets. The trickle pooled at the bottom. Not much, just a few milliliters. Rage really hadn’t cut me all that much.

Then he handed the knife to Donne.

I tensed.

“I’m not going to use it,” he said.

“I trust you.” I couldn’t get it to come out as anything more than a rasping whisper.

Donne licked the edge of the blade. I watched from inches away, confused and repulsed and numb all over.

How could I trust a man with golden monster eyes who liked the taste of my blood? It was insane. The whole bus was insane.

“Well?” Ravyn asked, lifting her skirt and crawling into Rage’s lap. Her naked thighs spread over his.

Rage sniffed the mouth of the goblet, then turned to Donne.

“Yes,” Donne growled. “Definitely Forbidden. A tarot witch.”

“What?” My heart was still beating wildly, even though I had stopped struggling. “Definitely what? What are you doing with my blood?” Rage and Donne were sharing a long, silent look, and they didn’t seem to hear me. They seemed like they had gone somewhere far beyond the insane party within the bus. “Are you going to sacrifice me?”

Donne shoved me off of him. I tumbled against Rage’s side.

“I told you that you’re safe, Leah,” Donne said. “I keep every one of my goddamn promises. Now that I’ve said you’re safe, you’re going to be fucking safe and shut your fucking mouth.”

Normally, his foul language would have been a major turnoff for me.

Now it just got me hot.

Beside me, Ravyn was stroking Rage to erection again. She paused to lick her palm, then kept rubbing. She pushed his foreskin over his head. Worked it up and down his veiny length.

Rage moaned as he inhaled the scent of my blood in the goblet. Like my blood was an aphrodisiac. “I’ve been waiting a long time for someone like you, girl,” he said, eyes half-shut from Ravyn’s ministrations.

“Kitten,” Ravyn said. “She’s a kitten.”

And then she steered him inside of her, pushing Rage’s member deep into her body until his tattoo vanished at the place their bodies joined.

Donne bent over me and his hot mouth closed on my bloody areola.

My breasts have always been sensitive, but that little cut had made them so much tenderer. I gasped at the intensity of the sensation. His tongue worked against the skin, suckling on the cut, drawing my blood into his mouth.

Oh God, that felt good.

Donne sucked harder. His other hand slid between my legs, spread my damp lips, rubbed against my aching core.

“Yes,” I sighed.

Rage’s hand tangled in my hair again. “Glad you like it, Kitten,” he murmured, “because we’re going to be very good friends from now on, and this is only our first night together.” His fist tightened. There was no way he wasn’t ripping the hair out of my skull. “We’re going to have a lot of fun from here on out.”

His mouth crashed against mine.

Rage’s breath was choppy on my lips as our tongues met, pushing together in a slick dance that tasted of alcohol and sugar. He was approaching orgasm again, buried deep inside Ravyn, and I was following close behind him. Donne’s mouth was magic on my breasts. His fingers between my legs were a miracle. I locked my thighs around his arm, clenching tightly, trying to hang on as I went for a ride that I didn’t want to escape.

Donne’s teeth sank into my nipple as he pushed his middle finger into me. Rage swallowed my moan.

I went over the edge and all I could see was stars.

















V




After a long night of really bizarre dreams, I finally awakened with a gasp.

I stared at my surroundings—the blackout curtains on the windows, the unlit black lights, the empty liquor bottles piled on the carpet. Glass jingled softly as the floor rocked.

Where in the world am I?

It was a bus of some kind, but the weirdest bus I’d ever seen. Instead of rows of seats, like the Greyhound I used to take to visit my grandparents, it had bunk beds and sofas. There were guitar cases stacked in the back, too. And people sleeping everywhere.

I was still on The Forbidden’s tour bus.

The music, the partying, the sex—that hadn’t been a dream after all.

Twisting around, I saw a naked man with jaw-length hair asleep on the couch behind me. He was using a woman’s boobs as his pillows. Considering the position I was in, I must have spent my night sleeping on his stomach, up close and personal with the male organ draped over his thigh.

Oh. My. Freaking. Goodness.

In the darkness, without all the crazy strobe lights, I almost didn’t recognize Rage. He was so relaxed. Still very handsome, still kind of magnetic, but totally unguarded.

Of all the people in my part of the bus, I was the only one with a blanket covering my body. I pushed it down to find that my corset and skirt and shoes were all missing. I wore a loose black t-shirt that was way too big on me.

It said “Road Crew” across the chest and it smelled like Donne.

Donne.

My thighs clenched involuntarily at the memory of his lips on my breast and his fingers between my legs.

I couldn’t believe I’d let a stranger explore my body like that. I hadn’t let my ex-boyfriend go down on me and we’d been together for two years. And he’d never slept over.

But I’d done a lot of very sexy things with these people—these total strangers—and I’d slept over.

In fact, I’d slept on a Grammy Award-winning rock star as he slept on his groupie. Judging by my loose muscles, I’d been pretty comfortable, too.

My eyes traveled over the rest of the bus. I’d slept on one couch. The other couch was occupied by the drummer and bassist, who were spooning in a disarmingly adorable way. A few of the other VIP fans had their limbs all tangled together on the upper bunk. It was impossible to tell how many of them were up there from this angle.

A rustling sound drew my attention toward the front of the bus. A shirtless man was tossing empty bottles and cans into a trash bag.

Donne.

His mohawk wasn’t red this morning. It was brown. His skin glistened from the shower he must have taken. Sweatpants hung low on his hips, exposing every single well-cut muscle from his broad shoulders down. Unlike Rage, he wasn’t waxed smooth. He was probably the hairiest guy I’d ever seen. It only served to accent the shape of his muscles.

One of his nipples was pierced with a silver ring. I hadn’t noticed that the night before.

To be fair, I hadn’t noticed a lot of things.

“Donne?” I whispered, so quietly that he shouldn’t have been able to hear.

But he did. His eyes cut through the darkened tour bus and landed on me. He picked his way through all the sleeping bodies as I tried to stand. “Don’t get up.”

I did anyway. As soon as I was on my feet, I felt movement underneath me. Everything was swaying and I was pretty sure that it wasn’t a hangover.

The bus was in motion.

Fresh panic swept over me. Good morning, Leah. You’ve been abducted by a rock band on tour.

I had to grab Donne’s arm to keep from falling over. “Where are we? What’s going on?”

“I told you not to get up.” He shoved me against a counter. My ass hit the edge and he kept pushing until I was sitting on it. “You’ll still be tired. You’ve only slept a couple of hours.”

“Where are we?” I asked again, trying to keep my voice down the same way that he did. God forbid I wake up the whole bus with my terror at being freaking kidnapped.

“We’re on the way to the next venue in Los Angeles. We’re already in California.”

“I have finals this week.” It squeaked out of me in a tiny, pathetic voice.

Donne’s eyes sharpened. “How old are you?”

He must have thought I meant high school finals, rather than the last round of tests I needed to take before earning my English degree at OSU. Wouldn’t it have served him right if I was under eighteen? Nobody had thought to ask me the night before.

“I’m twenty years old,” I admitted. “I’m legal.”

“Twenty years old. Twenty.” He said it like I had just confessed I was only fourteen. He sounded disgusted.

My cheeks flamed with heat. “What?”

“You’re not even legal to drink.”

I lifted my chin. “It’s not like last night was my first time partying.”

Donne rubbed a hand over his mohawk. He had a few minor indentations in his scalp—scars that looked like a big dog had bitten his skull—but they only served to make him look more interesting, more handsome, more dangerous.

“You’re with us now,” he said, as if coming to a decision. “And I will keep you safe.”

Donne was standing between my knees, and it was then that I realized two things: our bodies were really close, and I was still wearing nothing but a t-shirt. Everything underneath the hem of his shirt was exposed. The smooth skin on the inside of my ankle grazed his sweat pants when he shifted closer, cupping my face in his hand.

His body between my legs—and my reaction to it—reminded me of the night before. Donne’s mouth suckling my nipple and the cut beside it. The way he had tasted my blood as though it were the richest wine on Earth. His fingers working deep inside of me. Rage’s lips on mine.

The memory was overwhelming. I sat back and covered my face with my hands. “Oh my goodness,” I whispered. “What was I doing last night? What was I thinking? You drank my blood, and Rage…” I couldn’t even look at him.

Could I contract a disease just by snuggling up with his naked bits? Had I risked my life for a night of drunken fun?

Donne caught my wrists. Even though he looked angry, he was so gentle. “I told you that I’m going to keep you safe now. That means safe. Nobody put anything into your drinks. That knife was sterile. I’m immune to blood diseases, and I can’t spread disease either. As long as you’re with me, nothing will hurt you. Ever. You got that?”

I swallowed hard. Nodded slowly.

“Do you regret any of what happened last night, knowing you’re safe?” Donne asked.

The blurry memories flicked through my skull. Ravyn going down on Rage. The bassist pounding some girl on the other sofa. Donne’s fingers inside of me.

I thought I should have regretted it, considering all the values that had been bestowed upon me by my loving family, our friends, my temple. They would have probably tied me to a chair and tried to perform an exorcism if they’d seen what I’d been enjoying.

But I had enjoyed it.

“No.” I sucked in a shaking breath. “I’ve never felt so alive.”

Dark satisfaction flicked through Donne’s golden eyes. “It’s only the beginning.” The promise in those words made me shiver.

“But…what do you mean, you’re immune?” I asked. “How can you be immune to diseases? Is it part of the witchcraft thing?”

He almost looked amused. “Who told you about that?”

“Ravyn. She said that the band is full of witches who perform sacrifices to gods.”

“Most of the people on this bus are witches,” Donne said. “As high priest, Rage is the most powerful of them. He uses spells to protect himself and his partners from disease, which makes him virtually immune.”

“So what are you?” That didn’t sound as nice as I’d meant. “I mean, what kind of witch are you supposed to be?”

The bus stopped moving. The squeal of brakes was loud enough that I could hear it through the walls.

There was no way we could have already gotten to Los Angeles.

As soon as the bus came to a rest, the others started stirring. Grunts and rustling came from the upper bunk where many of the costumed fans had been sleeping.

“Where are we?” I asked.

Donne stepped back, giving me room to get to my feet again. His face had smoothed. Any hint of emotion was gone. He was, yet again, the big, scary worker who had been hauling me around the stadium the night before.

“We’re home,” he said.







 

I stumbled from the bus to find myself at a mansion on the beach.

It was a cool day. The breeze smelled of seaweed and salt. A grassy hill reared over me, its base worn away by the tides, with the mansion beyond sprawled a safe distance away from the water.

That mansion was a gleaming stone monstrosity—exactly where I would have expected to find a blood-drinking rock band to live. The thing looked almost like a castle with its three turrets. But there were some of those Californian architectural touches, too. The Spanish arches, the open bell towers.

It should have looked like a hideous Frankenstein’s monster of a mansion, but it all blended together perfectly with touches of ivy and roses.

Ravyn emerged from the bus, yawning and scratching her butt. “Home sweet home!” She gave me a sleepy smile. Her makeup was a streaky mess and her hair had fallen out of one of the pigtails.

I tried to push away the mental image of her gagging eagerly on Rage’s erection. “You live here?”

“We all do when we’re not on the road.” She caught Storm’s hand when he emerged from the bus, dragging him toward the water. “God, I need a swim. That looks sinful.”

They stripped their clothes off and splashed into the surf half-naked, leaving me gawking beside the bus.

Rage emerged next. I rounded on him.

“What are we doing here?” I asked. “Isn’t there another concert you need to perform?”

The singer hiked his pants up his hips, yanked on the leather cord to tighten them. “Our next show’s tomorrow night. Plenty of time to get you settled in here.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Settled in?”

“Now that we’ve found you, you didn’t think we’d let you go. Did you?”

“But…I can’t…”

He slapped me on the ass. He managed to get under the hem of the shirt and solidly connect with skin, making my whole thigh jiggle. “Let Graham show you around. We’ve got a room ready for you.” He turned and waved a hand over his head. “Graham!”

A distinguished man in his fifties approached down the path. The sight of him was a breath of fresh air, especially after seeing all of the crazy costumes everyone else was wearing in full daylight. Graham’s khaki slacks, v-neck sweater, and brown loafers looked like an outfit that anyone might have worn to my temple.

I blushed when he stopped in front of me. It felt like being seen on the walk of shame by my dad.

Graham gave Rage a questioning look. “Is she…?”

“Yeah,” Rage said. “We’ve finally found one.”

“Nice to meet you.” The older man thrust a hand toward me. “I’m Graham Clancy.”

It felt so weird to shake his hand when I wasn’t wearing pants. Or underwear, for that matter. “I’m Leah. Um, Leah Todd.” I forced myself to meet his eyes, and surprise swept through me. Graham’s irises, like Donne’s, were a shockingly vivid shade of gold.

He was oblivious to my reaction. Graham ducked onto the bus, emerged with a plastic bag, then gestured at me to follow him. “Let’s get inside, Miss Todd.”

Graham led me to the house, keeping a hand on my elbow to steady me as we slipped up the sand, crossed damp grass, and went up a full flight of stairs to reach the front doors. It was a steep climb to Castle Creepy. I was winded halfway there.

From the looks of the mansion outside, I’d been expecting medieval torture instruments waiting in the entryway. And probably at least one iron maiden.

I wasn’t let down.

Rage had swords hanging on his walls. I didn’t know enough about weapons to be able to tell if they were decorative or actual antiques, but they looked old. And they looked sharp, too.

There were also chains and shackles hanging from the walls that definitely did not look decorative. The keys for the shackles were laid out on a nearby table as though they were frequently used. Very convenient for all the big bondage parties I could imagine the band holding in their entryway.

Ravyn and Storm and the crew drifted into the house after me. They were talking and laughing as though the dark, looming house and all its buttresses didn’t intimidate them at all.

Graham led me in a different direction. They headed for one of the wings, and he took me to the second floor.

At the top of the stairs, the scary decorations turned to something slightly more normal: a bunch of framed platinum records, and even a couple of Grammys in glass cases. They were displayed so that the light through the stained-glass windows seemed to make them glow.

I scanned the album art as I followed Graham. Some of The Forbidden’s covers were illustrations, like scary demons with claws and stuff. I didn’t look very closely at those ones.

But there were others with the band in the photos. The lineup hadn’t changed over the years. There was Rage, shirtless as always, and then the bassist and the drummer, all of them looking moody in cemeteries and underneath spooky trees. Some of those pictures were from all the way back in the early nineties, judging by the hairstyles and photo quality.

It didn’t really look like Rage got any older in those pictures.

I stopped at the most recent album. Instead of using a photo or a scary painting, they had used the image from a tarot card. It looked a lot like mine, The Hierophant. It had the same general art style. Very striking, very colorful, a little bit frightening.

Except this one depicted The Fool.

“The beginning of the journey,” Graham said from behind me. He’d stopped to look over my shoulder.

“What?”

“The greater arcana of a tarot deck represents The Fool’s journey. You can tell how far you are in that journey by looking at the number on the card. The Fool is zero, the beginning.”

I leaned in to get a closer look at the album cover. The Fool was a man walking toward the edge of a cliff wearing tasseled leather pants and no shirt, the same way that Rage did. But his hair was a short mohawk like Donne’s.

The Fool was being chased by a large, shaggy wolf. He was so consumed looking at the beast threatening to bite him that he didn’t seem to notice the cliff he approached.

The title of the album was Forbidden Witches.

“The Fool’s an ironic choice for their farewell album, but it suits Rage’s sense of humor.” Graham continued to walk. I had no choice but to follow.

“What do you mean, ‘farewell album’?” I asked.

“They’re retiring—Rage and his crew. They want to focus on seeking those tarot cards,” Graham said. “Rage wants to find the witches that have received them, bring them together, and start building the court.”

I stopped walking at the top of the stairs, bare feet locked to the crimson carpet runner.

He turned to see why I wasn’t following him. I must have looked awful because sympathy deepened the lines on his handsome face.

“I’m not a witch,” I said. “My family is Mormon. I’m not really into the Mormonism thing as much as my parents, but…still, I’m definitely not a witch. I can’t be.”

Graham scratched his chin. “I don’t think I should be the one to explain this to you.”

“Please, Graham. I feel like I’ve gone through the looking glass. I have no idea what’s going on, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little bit scared.”

“I understand that. It’s just not for me to discuss.” He really did look apologetic. “Can I show you to your room? I’m sure Rage will have much more to tell you soon.”

Fear lodged itself firmly in my gut. “Do I have any choice?”

“You’re not a prisoner,” he said gently. “You’re a treasure. We’re lucky to have you here. As long as you’re within these walls, you’ll be treated like royalty.” He patted my arm in a fatherly gesture. “You’ll understand soon.”

I somehow doubted that.

My so-called bedroom looked like something out of a museum. Fluffy rugs covered the chilly stone floor. The huge four-poster bed was draped in gauzy cloth. Elaborately carved flowers topped the headboard, and claws gripped the stone floor. I probably could have climbed into the armoire and gotten lost inside.

There were chains and shackles on the wall opposite the bed, very much like the shackles that decorated the entryway. The sight of them made my cheeks all hot again.

But there were no bars or locks on the windows. When I pushed them open, it was a two-story drop down the other side. I could have probably climbed the trellis. I didn’t think that would be necessary—there was a balcony connected to my room, too.

Not a prisoner, just not welcome to leave.

“Let me know if you need anything else,” Graham said, lingering by the door to the hallway. He hadn’t followed me inside. He was respecting privacy I didn’t have.

“Thanks, Graham,” I said.

He handed the plastic bag he’d taken off the tour bus to me. I opened it up to find my costume from the night before inside. Donne must have given it to him.

I pulled my corset out and grimaced at it. It looked like I’d spilled more than a few of my drinks on it, and I didn’t want to smell like liquor.

The Hierophant card was hidden underneath my clothes. I dropped the corset on the bed and took that out instead.

What had looked like a lovely, if confusing, art piece the day before now looked threatening.

Graham was still waiting in my doorway.

No, not waiting. He was staring at the card.

Swallowing a hard knot of fear, I asked, “So can I leave?”

“After you listen to Rage and Donne’s reasoning behind bringing you here? Yes, you can leave.” Graham lifted his chin in a look of determination. “I’ll ensure it.”

I didn’t know that this man had the ability to make such a promise, but it sounded like he meant it.

“Thanks,” I said again.

He left me alone, and I really felt alone.

















VI




After further inspection, I determined that there was no chance I’d be wearing my stinky hand-me-downs from Chad again. I hadn’t just spilled alcohol on the corset. There was blood splattered on everything, too.

My blood. Like, from my right boob.

Gross.

Abandoning the plastic bag on the floor, I hunted for something else to preserve my modesty. I didn’t have to hunt long. The giant armoire was stocked with clothing that looked borrowed from Ravyn and her female companions.

Most of it was much too small for me, so I settled on a loose black dress that had probably been cut to fit Desdemona’s much more ample figure. It was pretty flattering on my shape. Its tapered waist showed off my hips, and it was long enough to hide the fact that I wasn’t wearing any shoes.

There was underwear in the bottommost drawer of the armoire, too. Everything looked clean, but I didn’t touch any of it. I could borrow a dress, I could even borrow a bra, but I couldn’t bring myself to borrow panties.

Once I was cleaned up, I took a look at the mirror on the armoire’s inner door. My reflection shocked me. The redhead in the mirror looked so much paler in the layers of black velvet, and the makeup smudged around my eyes just completed the look. I passed for just as gothic and strange as anyone else traveling with the band.

My own mother probably wouldn’t recognize me.

The dress whispered behind me as I opened the door and leaned into the hallway. I could hear voices in the mansion, but didn’t see anyone. That meant nobody could see me, either.

I needed to find a phone.

By now, Chad had to be wondering what happened to me. Hopefully he would have realized that it was out of character for me to vanish without him. I hated the idea of my friends and family panicking at my absence, but I wanted someone looking for me.

Sure, Donne had said that I was safe with him. And when I was gazing into those hypnotic golden eyes, I believed him.

I didn’t feel safe when I wasn’t with him. I felt more and more like a kidnap victim.

The phone could fix that. One call and Chad could rescue me.

I slipped down to the first floor. The entryway was still as scary and sword-filled as it had been when I arrived, but not only was it vacant of band members and groupies, there was no phone.

It sounded like the groupies were outside in the back yard, so I headed into the kitchen to keep searching. It was as resplendent as the rest of his house, though far more modern. Rage had stainless steel everything and glistening marble countertops. It almost looked normal in there. Almost.

Rage had a big wooden star hanging on the wall over one of his counters, its edges trimmed with drying herbs. I’d seen Wiccans at my college use five-pointed stars like that. They called them pentacles. It matched Rage’s tattoo pretty closely.

That wasn’t a normal kitchen decoration.

But the wooden star wasn’t the worst of it. No, the iron maiden in the corner had to be the weirdest feature. Because that totally belonged in a kitchen, right? How else could you drain your victims for blood pudding?

I was feeling kind of faint.

The voices of the groupies grew louder. A drugged-up bus orgy had left my kidnapping rock band with an appetite, and now they were heading in my direction.

Footsteps grew. Cloth rustled on the other side of the kitchen door. The handle turned.

I found a set of stairs leading to the basement and hurried down before I could be seen.

The air underneath the kitchen was cool and damp. Narrow windows allowed the morning light to filter through in dusty beams. I stopped at the bottom and stared at what I had found.

Maybe Ravyn and Rage weren’t witches, but they definitely believed they were witches.

The entire basement looked like some kind of dark church. The floor was inscribed with a massive pentagram similar in style to the kitchen decoration. Candelabras hung from the ceiling with actual freaking candles in them, like the kind you have to light with fire, not the kind you turn on with a light switch.

A table stood in the middle of the pentagram, flanked by two statues at either end. One of them was a man (a very naked, very well-endowed man) with horns emerging from his curly hair. The other was a pregnant woman with no face.

That table was big enough to accommodate a human sacrifice once she was done being juiced by the iron maiden upstairs.

Chills rolled over me. Once I started shaking, I couldn’t stop.

“What are you doing down here?”

Donne stood on the stairs at a few steps above me, tall and frightening, and yet such a welcome sight. He must have seen me coming down the stairs and followed.

I couldn’t think of a good excuse for being there, so I didn’t try to give him one. I did feel the silly urge to apologize, even though I was the kidnap victim and shouldn’t have felt sorry for anything, thank you very much.

Donne strode down the stairs and seized my arm. “You shouldn’t wander.”

“Why? Because I’m supposed to be locked up in my room?”

His brows furrowed. “Because it’s a large house and you could get lost. Graham didn’t try to lock you into your room, did he?”

“No, he was nice. Perfect gentleman.” Unlike the rest of you, I added silently.

I’d thought that complimenting Graham might have endeared me to Donne somehow, but his expression darkened. He actually looked kind of…jealous?

“Do you like Graham?” Donne asked, the words a low growl in his chest.

Who in the world cared? I was stuck in a house with some crazy occultists miles away from home. Unless I managed to catch a flight that night, I was going to miss finals. It didn’t matter if I liked Graham or not. I was terrified.

My trembling didn’t escape Donne’s notice. He engulfed me in his arms. He didn’t give me any words of reassurance, but his presence was more than enough.

As soon as he was holding me, the tension eased out of my muscles. My heartbeat slowed. The fear that had constantly gripped me since waking up that morning alleviated.

I sighed and sank against him.

Footsteps shuffled on the stairs. I looked over Donne’s bicep to see that Rage was watching us.

“Careful,” Rage said.

Donne’s arms tightened around me. “I know.”

“Don’t let yourself start thinking—”

“I know.” It ripped out of him as a growl.

Once Donne’s calm was broken, so was mine. I buried my face against Donne’s chest, inhaling his woodsy scent, trying to lose myself in the reassuring enormity of his presence.

“Desdemona’s preparing brunch,” Rage said. “Come on up.”

It wasn’t a suggestion, but Donne didn’t immediately move. Neither did Rage.

I could feel the singer watching us. Waiting for obedience.

Finally, after an eternity, Donne grabbed my hand and dragged me upstairs.

The smell of baking food made my stomach growl. It had been something like sixteen hours since I had put anything that wasn’t a mixed drink into my stomach, and I was starving.

The band’s bassist grinned at us when we entered. It was a disarming expression on a guy wearing studded leather and a dog collar. “Hey guys. Hungry?”

“Always,” Donne said.

“Good thing I’m already cooking!” He was using a pair of pink oven mitts to put several sheets of miniature pizza bagels into the oven.

A giggle slipped out of me.

“What?” Donne asked, frowning.

I couldn’t seem to stop giggling now that I’d started. “Mini pizzas? Really?” There was nothing remotely scary about miniature pizza bagels. That was high school comfort food, not cult food.

And the bassist was wearing fluffy oven mitts.

Donne didn’t seem to think the juxtaposition was as funny as I did. He didn’t crack a smile.

He pushed me into the dining room. The main feature was a huge table that would have suited a medieval castle, which matched the candelabras nicely. Actually, since I was wearing my very own gothic princess dress, I matched too.

Nobody else was there yet. I could see everyone sitting on the patio outside, waiting for the freaking pizza bagels to be finished before they moved inside.

“Stay here,” he said, pointing to one of the chairs. “Don’t move.”

When Donne used that tone of voice on me, I couldn’t imagine disobeying. It was embarrassing how quickly I nodded in agreement.

Donne went outside.

And as soon as he was on the patio, I started looking around the dining room for a phone.

The wall was covered in several swords, like those in the entryway. I touched the blade of a knife gently. It was so sharp that it immediately sliced into the top layer of skin. With a gasp, I shoved my thumb into my mouth.

Those were not decorative.

A recessed part of the wall caught my eye. There was an antique bookshelf inside of it that fit perfectly and a lot of old books with cracked leather spines.

One of the shelves was occupied by something much more modern, though.

A phone.

Victory!

Glancing over my shoulder—nobody in sight—I yanked the receiver from the cradle. My fingers flew over the number pad.

“Come on, Chad,” I whispered, leaning to check the rest of the room. The supposed witches were still outside. Who knew how long that would last?

My friend picked up on the fifth ring, right before his voicemail could answer for him. “Hello?” Chad sounded groggy. I bet he’d had an exciting night of his own, although it would have had to involve an entire sexy circus to be more exciting than mine.

“It’s Leah,” I whispered. “I only have a second. I’m with the band.”

His voice grew sharper. “What are you talking about? Where are you?”

“I told you, I’m with the freaking band. The Forbidden. They dragged me off last night on the tour bus with them.”

“Oh my God, Leah!” He sounded so excited for me.

I shushed him. “I didn’t choose to go with them. Okay? They took me to the bus and—and—it doesn’t matter what happened after that, but now I’m in California with them. They’ve taken me to the lead singer’s house against my will.”

“You mean you don’t want to be there with the sexiest singer to ever groan out mopey rock music?” Chad asked. “Yeah, right.”

“I’m not a party girl, you know it’s not like that! And it gets weirder.” Before I could go on, I heard a door open and close. I had no idea who it was. I didn’t dare look. “Meet me at the next concert. Please? I need someone to help me escape.”

“The next concert’s in Los Angeles, Leah.”

“Please, Chad. I’ll pay you back for your travel costs.”

He must have finally recognized the genuine fear in my voice. “Okay. I’ll come get you. Jeez, don’t have kittens.”

I rushed out a quick, “Thank you,” and then I hung up.

When I spun, I found Ravyn standing behind me. I was just relieved that it wasn’t Donne again.

Had she seen me using the phone? If she had, she didn’t show any sign of it.

“Hungry?” she asked, tugging me away from the phone using the top layer of my skirt like a leash.

My stomach growled in response. “Starving.”

“Then you’re in the right place,” Ravyn said with a big smile. “Why don’t we get you fed, Kitten?”

















VII




By the time the bassist—who claimed his name was Hardwicke—was done making a mess in the kitchen, we had more than pizza bagels. We also had Hot Pockets, Pop-Tarts, and every other kind of easy-to-heat junk food on the face of the Earth.

It was like partying with the stoner frat house at OSU.

I was in heaven.

Donne watched me from the side of the dining room as we ate. His arms were folded over his chest as he frowned at me with pretty intense disapproval. He hadn’t eaten a single thing that Hardwicke offered.

For all that he traveled with the band, he was definitely not part of the family. His aloofness was almost painful to see.

I wanted to join him against the wall just so that he wouldn’t be alone.

But Ravyn and Storm kept me engaged in conversation as we ate, and they were too engaging to leave. They kept asking me about my life, where I went to school, what I was planning to do after graduation, the things that I liked to do for fun.

“You can’t like reading books for fun,” Storm said, interrupting me for the first time.

I licked the crumbs of a frosted strawberry Pop-Tart off of my fancy square plate. “But I do. I just finished my seventh reread of The Count of Monte Cristo last week.” Honestly, it was even better the seventh time than it had been on my first read-through.

“Dumas for work, Dumas for fun.” Ravyn shook her head. “Good thing you stumbled across us when you did. You are obviously in desperate need of a life.”

There was nothing wrong with Dumas. “I have a life.”

“A boring life.” Storm pinched my cheek. “You’ll be much happier now.”

They talked like I was suddenly part of the family. Like I wasn’t returning to college ASAP and trying to forget that any of these people had seen me drunk, half-naked, and orgasming on a tour bus.

My smile faded. “Look, you guys…”

“I know.” Ravyn rested her hand on top of mine. “Don’t worry about it.”

Donne caught my eye against the wall again. I wasn’t sure why. He wasn’t doing anything to attract attention.

He was just…magnetic.

I forced myself to look away from him and his scowl. Not that I was a mind reader or anything, but that scowl sure made it look like Donne hated me.

Once I refocused on the conversation around the table, I found myself laughing at the coven. They were so crazy.

Wintersong climbed up on the table to tell a story with her whole body, arms in the air, hips wiggling, and I didn’t understand what she was talking about but I still laughed.

It seemed impossible that these fun, happy people—most of whom wouldn’t have been out of place at my college—could have been involved in dark stuff like witchcraft.

They all seemed so…normal.

A hand settled on my shoulder. At this point, I was getting pretty familiar with Donne’s touch. I melted into it, bowing my head so that my cheek rested against his knuckles.

At the sight of him, Ravyn groaned. “Daddy’s back. Seems like the fun’s over for now.”

“Rage wants the coven in the basement to discuss the next moon.” I moved to get up with the others, but Donne’s hand tightened. “Not you, Leah. You need to go to your room and rest.”

I didn’t have the strength to protest. Now that I had a full belly, I was exhausted.

Donne guided me out of the dining room, into the entry hall, past the swords, and up the stairs. He hovered over me much more closely than Graham had when taking me to my room the first time.

It seemed that getting caught wandering around the house meant I’d lost my right to be independent for the moment.

“When do I talk to Rage again?” I asked when we reached the door to “my” bedroom.

“When he has time,” Donne said.

He tried to step forward to open my door, but I blocked his path with my body. “What’s more urgent than addressing the kidnap victim on his second floor?”

He glowered. “Don’t be melodramatic. We didn’t kidnap you.”

“You’ve taken me without my consent,” I said. “What’s that usually called? Hmm, let me try to think of the word.”

“We need your help, Leah. You’re the guest of honor.” He leaned around me to push my door open. The gesture brought our bodies close until I could feel the heat of his skin against my chest.

I forgot that I had been planning to go into the room. I gazed up at him, just inches away, and licked my lips.

His eyes dropped to my mouth.

For an instant, I could imagine what I wanted to do to him so vividly that I could almost feel his skin against mine.

I would grab his shirt, drag him into my bedroom, and slam the door. I’d throw him onto that massive four-poster bed. Or, at least, I’d try to throw him, even though I had the upper-body strength of a blueberry scone and he was practically Goliath.

The way that Ravyn had ripped Rage’s pants open the night before flashed through my mind. I wanted to do the exact same thing to Donne. Forget about being the good girl soon-to-be-graduate student. I wanted his erection in my mouth, and I wanted to take all the time in the world figuring out how to make it feel amazing for him.

I might not be very good at first, but like everything I’d learned in school, I was sure that practice would make perfect.

As if he shared in my momentary vision, Donne’s whole body tensed. He grabbed my arms.

Oh my goodness. This is really going to happen.

My hands lifted toward his shirt. I couldn’t wait to see what was underneath again.

But Donne backed away too quickly for me to pull his shirt off, and I was left cold in the doorway.

Worse, he looked furious at me.

I hung my head so that I wouldn’t have to see how angry he was. I wasn’t exactly one of the sexy, skinny girls that traveled with the band, but I didn’t think I was that bad.

“Guess I’ll see you later,” I told the floor.

Donne didn’t respond to me.

He was gone.







 

My bedroom wasn’t locked, so it seemed like Graham and Donne’s assurances that I wasn’t a prisoner were basically true.

Even so, I didn’t really feel like trying to explore the house again. Where would I have gone? I’d slept through the bus ride and had no idea where the house was located, aside from the fact that it was on a beach somewhere on the northern end of California.

I could have been on the edge of town or miles from the nearest civilization. Either way, I didn’t have a car, and I couldn’t walk far in Desdemona’s fetish shoes.

Whether or not I liked it, I was going to have to wait for the band to drag me to Los Angeles before Chad could rescue me.

In the meantime, I was going to spend an entire day and night at the mercy of The Forbidden.

The idea made me shiver.

Even though there was nothing I could do to escape at the moment, I couldn’t sleep, either. I was too stressed out to be able to rest. So after Donne left me feeling horny and lonely in my doorway, I curled up in bed, digested my Pop-Tarts, and stressed about the finals that I was missing.

Leah Todd, kidnap victim, is nothing if not productive.

The minutes ticked by on the bedside clock—analog, of course, to match the older décor. Somewhere around noon, I heard people talking outside my window.

I dragged myself out of bed and slipped onto the balcony.

From that perspective, I could see the whole yard surrounding Rage’s mansion. He had a lot of well-maintained grass, enough trees to make the property more than private, and a great view of the ocean. At least, I assumed he had a great view; my bedroom was on the other side of the pseudo-castle, so I could only see a sliver of the crashing gray waves.

It was summer, but the air blowing in off the ocean was cold enough to make me shiver. I almost went right back inside again. But then I saw who was talking.

Rage and Donne were underneath my balcony. The two men looked nothing alike, superficially speaking; Donne was bulky with muscle, square all over, and dressed almost like a normal human being aside from the mohawk. Rage was darker in coloring, slender, and absolutely coated in tattoos. I could tell because, apparently, he had just come out of the shower. All he wore was a towel. Damp hair clung to his neck.

My mouth went dry at the sight of his body exposed to the elements like that. I swallowed hard.

I was staring so hard that it took me a second to realize that the men were arguing.

More interestingly, they were arguing about me.

“She doesn’t want to be here. She thinks we kidnapped her.” It wasn’t directed at me, but Donne sounded so pissed off that I wanted to crawl into the armoire and hide from him.

“In a way, we did,” Rage said. He sounded bored by this conversation. He didn’t really care that he’d kidnapped me.

“Dammit, we’re not kidnappers. We need her.” He paced away from the vocalist, balling his hands into fists. “You’ve got to explain everything to Leah. Make her understand. Make her realize that she can’t leave.”

“She doesn’t believe in magic yet. How do you think she’s going to take the rest of the story? We’ve got to wait. Give it to her slowly.”

Donne growled. “I can’t believe she’s the one we need.”

That stung.

How could Donne make me feel so sexy, so desirable, so hungry, and yet make me feel tiny and insignificant just as easily?

“She’s got the card, and those things are slippery fuckers. You can’t keep one in your possession unless you’re the right witch. She must be one of the forbidden witches.”

“But why her?” Donne asked. “Why not someone who’s less…less…” He shook his fists in frustration, unable to find the words.

Rage grabbed Donne’s arm, forcing the other man to face him. For all that they didn’t look alike, there was something brotherly in the intense glares they exchanged, as though their relationship ran as deep as blood. “It’ll come together. Destiny’s going to take charge and make everything fine.”

“I don’t do patience well. There are only so many more moons we can afford to wait before we lose him.”

This talk of “moons” again. Donne had mentioned that in the dining room, too. I had a feeling that they weren’t just talking about the moon in the sky by the way he said it, but I didn’t know what else it could mean.

Rage raked a hand through his hair. “Fuck, Donne. He’s not going to die.”

“What do you think is happening to him? You saw him the last—”

“He’s not!” Rage’s volume climbed until his voice echoed over the lawn. “When I said that I was going to find a way to save him, I meant it. Have faith in me!”

“How can I have faith in you? It’s been years!” Donne advanced on him, and everything in his posture spoke of violence. “Time’s running out. How long am I supposed to have faith in you?”

“As long as it takes!”

I flinched at the harshness of Rage’s voice. It had dropped an octave. He almost sounded like he had on stage the night before.

His voice burned in my gut. My vision blurred. I had to grab on to the railing to keep standing.

“Watch it,” Donne said sharply.

Rage lifted a fist like he was going to strike out at Donne. But instead, he stepped back and let out a breath.

The tension in the air eased.

No wonder they called him Rage. He was usually so level—but once he did get mad, it was infectious.

“We’ve got a tarot witch here now. One of the forbidden. It’ll be fine.” Rage’s tone was measured, careful. “I’ll talk to her as soon as possible. In the meantime, don’t get attached.”

“I’m only attached to what she represents. What she can do for us.”

“I’ve seen you with her, Donne. It’s a lot more than that.”

Donne laughed harshly. “What are you talking about? I don’t even like her.”

Sting number two.

I shouldn’t have cared that someone I’d just met didn’t want anything to do with me, but I did. I cared a lot. Call me crazy, but I’d thought getting fingered by a guy meant something.

More of my Mormon naiveté, I guess.

My eyes burned and I stepped away from the edge of the balcony, moving toward the doors. Only Rage’s voice kept me from going back inside.

“There’s more than one of these witches out there. This one doesn’t have to be for Graham.”

For Graham? The graying man who lived in Rage’s house?

How in the world could he need me, and for what? I’d been assuming he was some kind of butler, but Rage said his name like he was way more important than that. Almost reverently.

“We’ve been looking for Forbidden for ten years now. Ten years before this clueless kid showed up at your concert. When’s the next one going to appear? No. We can’t wait any longer. Graham needs her.”

“You don’t get to choose your path,” Rage said. That had the sound of something he’d said a thousand times before.

“It’s not chosen. She’s not mine.”

“If you’re sure.” Now Rage sounded kind of amused. “Just don’t fuck her and maybe you’ll be fine.”

Donne growled. “Shut up, Rage.”

“No, really, don’t stick your dick in that tight little pussy. Should be easy, right? Even if she is a gorgeous piece of ass, if there’s nothing there—if you don’t like her—then it’s no big deal.”

I wasn’t sure if I should be flattered that this rock god thought that I was a gorgeous piece of ass or if I should get angry over the way they talked about me like I was a commodity.

For the moment, I was leaning toward anger.

Apparently Donne was too.

He hauled back and punched Rage across the face.

The sound of knuckles against cheekbone whip-cracked through the air.

In an instant, that tension was back again—the tug in my stomach, the rushing in my head, the feeling of immense fury that radiated from Rage. He threw himself at Donne, plowing his shoulder into the other man’s gut.

His momentum carried them down the hill and into a tree. They smashed into it so hard that leaves showered around them.

I smothered my gasp with my hands.

The men fought, punching and kneeing each other like they were out for blood. I’d assumed they were friends, the way they’d been talking, but it seriously looked like they wanted to kill one another.

Someone had to stop them.

I rushed into my room, leaving the doors open behind me. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror. It looked like I was the one who had been in a fistfight with Rage. I smoothed out the dress’s layers, fluffed up my hair, tried to wipe off a few makeup smudges.

I only got two steps to my door before I heard the knocking.

Graham stood on the other side—Mr. Distinguished himself.

It had been awkward meeting him in a t-shirt on the beach. It was even more awkward to come face-to-face with him now that I’d heard Rage talking about how this guy “needed” me.

“Graham!” I seized his sleeve, trying to drag him to my balcony. “Donne and Rage are going to murder each other!” He made a quiet choking sound. No, not a choke—he was laughing at me. Confusion rooted me where I stood. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“They’re always on the brink of murdering each other,” Graham said. “What’s it about this time?”

The words caught in my throat. I couldn’t tell him it was about me. “I don’t know. Stuff. Are you sure they’re okay? Because—”

“They’re fine. I’m sure it feels frightening to be exposed to Rage’s moods when you’re not used to it, but they won’t hurt each other. Donne will hold back.” Graham lifted shopping bags in both hands. “I ran into town. Thought you might like normal clothing.”

My fear and confusion whipped away. It was hard to panic when Graham was so calm—and when I might be able to finally escape the whole gothic Lolita look.

“Oh my God, yes,” I breathed, taking the clothes from him.

Maybe it was rude to look at his gifts while he was still standing there, but I couldn’t resist the urge to go through them.

While I ransacked the bags, Graham peered over my balcony. He chuckled again, then came back inside and shut the doors.

“Boys,” he sighed.

I took that to mean nobody was dead.

With everything emptied on the bed, my fashion situation was looking much less bleak. Graham had great taste in clothing, especially since he was dressing a twenty-year-old woman he didn’t know. Everything was designer, for one. There were earth tones and even some things that were white. And jeans—bless his heart, he’d brought me denim.

When I got to the underwear, Graham looked uncomfortable. “I asked one of the clerks to put together a selection. I guessed at the size. I hope everything’s good.”

“So incredibly good.” He’d gotten me large panties instead of extra large, which I preferred to give my booty breathing room. Considering I currently had no clean panties whatsoever, I would do my best to squeeze my ass into them. Better than continuing to run around commando.

Gratitude just about melted me into a puddle. I bounced onto my toes and kissed his grizzled cheek.

“These are perfect. You’re awesome, Graham.”

His smile was warm, almost paternal. “I’m glad you like everything.”

My excitement was chilled a few degrees when I took a second look at the bags and started processing what it really meant.

He’d taken the price tags off of everything, but I could guess at what his credit card bill must have looked like. My mom and I were kind of clotheshorses.

“It’s also too much for me to accept. This must have been expensive.”

Graham shrugged. “I have access to Rage’s accounts, just as everyone in the band and coven does. We’re not short on money here.”

“But I’m not going to stay, you know.” I toyed with a bit of lace on one of the shirts, which was a ruffled empire-cut blouse in a shade of peach that would complement my red hair nicely. “It’s just one more night. I don’t need this much.”

Emotion flickered through his eyes. It was gone before I could interpret it. “They’re gifts. Don’t concern yourself.”

“Okay,” I said. “I won’t.”

“Let me know if I can help with anything else.”

He started to step out, presumably so I could take off the gothic princess dress and slip into something less undead-looking. Watching his face as he left, a thought struck me. “Are you and Donne related?”

Amusement played over his lips. “Who told you?”

“Nobody. You guys just have the same jaw line.”

“Good eye. I’m his father.”

“You don’t look old enough for that. I would have guessed cousins. Maybe a young uncle.”

His smile broadened. “No, much to Donne’s dismay, he’s my only son.”

I wanted to ask him, Why does Donne think that you need me? But it sounded creepy in my head, and I could only imagine it would sound creepier when I tried to vocalize the thoughts. I settled for just saying, “Thank you. Again.”

“Any time,” Graham said. “Any time.”

Even though he was obviously trying hard not to be as weird as everyone else in the house, there was no hiding the longing in his voice.

Whatever was going on with this band, Donne’s father thought that he needed me, too. And he definitely wanted me to stay.

I never would have thought that being wanted could be so darn freaky.

















VIII




After I got dressed in normal clothing, I found myself back in that basement again.

That’s right. I was stupid enough to leave the relative safety of my bedroom, venture through the kitchen (iron maiden and all), and head back into Rage’s murder basement.

Whenever I watch horror movies, I have to boggle at how ridiculously stupid the heroines are. It takes a pretty special level of idiocy to search the dark corners of the haunted house when three of your skanky roommates have already turned up dead. Or there’s always the heroine who goes into the shed filled with sharp gardening tools when there’s a killer prowling the yard.

Stupid. Right?

But now I understood how those heroines felt. I shared in the irresistible lure of the dark and dangerous.

My whole body was revolting against the idea of going into that monster-filled night, but my heart was the one in control…and my heart wanted the unknown.

That was how I ended up back in the basement.

I got downstairs without running into anyone else. The fading light coming through the stained-glass windows cast my shadow over the walls, stretched out like a gray ghost. The heels of my ankle boots clicked against the stones as I walked around the edge of the pentagram, staying outside the line delineating the safe zone from the creepy statue zone.

“What do you know about all this?”

The sound of someone else’s voice in the room made me startle. I spun to find Rage lurking nearby.

He wasn’t wearing a shirt again, which made me think he must have had an allergy to such things. Poor baby. I really felt sympathy for his terrible condition.

His tattoos weren’t enough to conceal the bruises on his chest that were suspiciously shaped like Donne’s fists.

“What do I know about all of…what?” I opened my arms wide to indicate the basement. “What is this? The candelabras, the statues, the giant pentagram…?”

I was hoping for a totally sane answer. For instance, We had a really big Halloween party last year and never got around to cleaning up the decorations. That would have been sane.

Or maybe, We really get into our games of Dungeons and Dragons here. You can find your very own robe and wizard hat in the chest under the window.

Unfortunately, and unsurprisingly, I received neither of those answers.

“This is our ritual space,” Rage said. “It’s where our coven practices.” At my blank look, he said, “A coven is a group of witches that work together to cast spells. One witch isn’t very powerful on her own. Get thirteen of them together and you can do some impressive things.”

I felt like laughing, it was so ridiculous. But I managed to restrain myself.

It probably wasn’t a good idea to laugh at the guy whose house has a freaking dungeon.

“So who’s in the coven?” I asked. “You are, right?”

“I’m the high priest.”

“And then there’s Donne,” I said.

Rage sauntered toward me around the edge of the circle. I walked in the opposite direction so he wouldn’t reach me. “No. Donne’s not a witch. Neither is Graham, before you ask. They’re something much worse.”

Much worse? What could be much worse than a coven of witches?

I bet if I asked Rage, he would be “honest” with me and explain. But I didn’t want to hear another of his lies. He’d probably say that Donne and Graham were dragons or fairies or purple dinosaurs. They seemed to think that I would fall for just about anything.

Well, Leah Todd might have been a little sheltered, but she hadn’t been born yesterday, thank you very much. I deserved better than having some rock star telling me that his mohawked roommate was a unicorn and laughing behind my back.

“If Donne and Graham aren’t witches, then what about the rest of the band? Hardwicke and the drummer?”

“Hardwicke and Huxley are incubi. Demons who feed off of sex. They won’t bother you; they know better than to get in Donne’s way.”

My jaw dropped. “Sex demons?”

There was no chance in heck that Rage wasn’t pulling my leg at this point.

He wasn’t laughing, though. He was watching me closely as if to see if I was the one making jokes. “You really don’t know anything, do you, Kitten?”

My pride, tiny as it was, reared up in offense. “I’m a straight-A student. I’ve worked my butt off to graduate with perfect grades. I know a lot of things, mister, and if you want to keep making silly stuff up, then—”

“Silly?” The air grew thick, and I tasted a hint of his anger.

“You might have gotten your fans to believe you’re magical, and maybe you even believe it yourself, but I come from a more sensible background.”

“Sensible.” Now there were virtually storm clouds gathering around him.

My every sense told me to stop provoking him, but I couldn’t. What was he going to do? He’d already kidnapped me. It couldn’t get much worse.

“You’re just repeating everything I say now,” I said. “What are you, twelve?”

“I want you to choose to stay with my coven, Leah. The sooner you dismiss this idea that we’re making up fantasies, the sooner you can come to grips with reality.”

He was strolling toward me again. I started backing up without thinking about it.

His legs were much longer than mine. Rage drew close, and once my back bumped against one of those cold stone pillars, there was nowhere else to go.

Rage braced a hand on the stone beside my head. His eyes flicked over my face. “What do I have to do to get you to believe me?”

I swallowed hard. It was hard to shake the memory of Rage and Donne fighting out on the lawn. Donne had barely been shaken by a few blows, but I was a lot smaller than he was.

“Show me magic,” I said. “But no more knives.”

“No knives. Donne wouldn’t allow me to harm a hair on your pretty head anyway. Not when he’s saving you for Graham.”

My heart skipped a beat. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Grief darkened Rage’s eyes. “You’re the only thing between Graham and death, Kitten. Whatever it takes to prove it to you, we’ll do it, because his life depends on it.”







 

Rage took me to the garden when night fell. Like everything else at the house, the gazebo waiting for us looked like something out of a Halloween catalog. It was all black stone and wrought-iron spirals. Roses grew up the sides of it, and fairy lights sparkled from between the leaves.

“Wow,” I said. “Your gardener’s great.”

“I’ll tell that to Storm. He does earth magic. Grew every single one of those roses.”

Mr. Ruffled Shirt and Assless Chaps, growing roses? I’d believe it once I saw it.

Rage ushered me inside of the gazebo and pointed out a few symbols carved into the interiors of the archways. They looked like they had been etched into the stone by hand, maybe using chisels and hammers. No technology as good as old technology.

The marks seemed to glow faintly, almost as though they had black light shining on them. It definitely wasn’t coming from the fairy lights. It was the wrong color.

“These marks indicate wards. Do you know what wards are?” he asked. He didn’t wait before going on. “Of course you don’t. Wards are a type of protective magic. Most warding spells are easy, and meant to contain magic.”

I touched the symbols with my hands and found that the pale glow wasn’t really there. The light didn’t discolor my skin. “What do these do?”

“They keep out werewolves,” Rage said.

His voice dropped on that last word. Werewolves. Like there should have been a crash of lightning and chime of church bells.

Forty-eight hours ago, I would have laughed, but I’d heard so many ridiculous things out of this guy’s mouth at this point that “werewolves” didn’t seem strange.

I waved my hands over the marks. Weirdly, the glow kept on shining whether or not my fingers were blocking the symbols. It was as though I could see it through my skin.

In fact, I could also see the markings with my eyes shut.

Rage leaned a shoulder against one of the gazebo’s pillars. “This is really the first time you’ve seen magic, isn’t it?”

“I’m not seeing magic,” I protested. “I’m just seeing spots.”

“Seems downright irresponsible that nobody ever pointed this out to you before.” And it seemed downright ironic that someone like Rage should talk about responsibility, but okay. “Now that you’ve seen magic once, you’ll see it more often. Let me know where else you find magic in my house. I’m curious to know what you find.”

I stuffed my hands under my arms, forcing myself to stop messing with the glow. “Why do you have marks to keep werewolves out? Are werewolves a major problem in northern California?”

“Not really a problem, no. There’s a pack down in Half Moon Bay sometimes, but they’re under the control of witches, too. Wild werewolves are only a problem in the Midwest and down in Mexico.”

“You’re telling me that you have werewolves under your control.” I tried not to look as incredulous as I felt. “You mean, like pets? You run werewolves around your property on leashes?”

Naughtiness danced through Rage’s eyes. “He only lets me leash him on special occasions.”

He was looking over my shoulder. I turned to see company emerging from the back door of the house.

Naked company.

Donne and Graham were impressive specimens. Despite being thirty years apart, they were equally muscled, chests and thighs covered in a layer of tawny hair. The only real difference was that some of Graham’s hair was graying.

Embarrassing as it was to notice, the familial resemblance was much stronger when they were naked than when they were clothed. They were both remarkable in one very specific way that hung heavily between their muscular thighs.

I couldn’t look at that particular family trait without spontaneously combusting, but when I turned away to face the garden, I had to see Rage laughing at me instead.

I managed to squeak out, “They’re werewolves?”

“Told you we’d make you believe,” Rage said.

A couple of staggeringly handsome men running around naked didn’t make me believe in werewolves, no matter how furry they were.

Rage stepped out of the gazebo and out of the supposed safety of the wards. He clasped forearms with Donne in greeting. There was no hint of animosity between them now, nor was there a single visible injury on Donne. Considering that Rage still had a bit of a black eye, it was pretty obvious who had won the fight.

“Twenty minutes until Graham shifts,” Donne said. “Anything we can do tonight?”

“Not yet.” Rage cast a glance at me. It almost looked accusatory. “She’s not ready yet. Next moon. We’ll make it happen.”

If the singer looked “almost” accusatory, then Donne looked like he was about to punch me halfway across the lawn. His fists clenched. The muscles bunched all the way up his shoulders to his pectorals, making the veins stand out.

For some reason, the fact that he looked so angry only made my body burn hotter.

Okay, I couldn’t help it anymore. I let my gaze drop.

He wasn’t circumcised. I wondered how that would feel to the touch.

But I didn’t have to wonder how that organ felt in general. It had been pressed against me the night before, thick and solid. As big as it looked, it felt almost bigger wedged against my body. I could only imagine how it would feel once it was inside of me.

I couldn’t believe I was already thinking about Donne like having sex with him was an inevitability.

“I’ve got another hour and a half before it’s my turn,” Donne said, jerking my attention back to the conversation at hand. “I’ll talk to her once she sees Graham.”

He turned away from me, giving his full attention to his father.

I hadn’t been able to rip my eyes from Donne, so I hadn’t noticed that Graham—aside from being in fantastic physical condition for a man his age—looked like he was about to drop dead.

He was shaking all over. He was so drenched in sweat that it looked like he’d just come out of the shower. It hurt me to see how sick he looked, and the sight of him standing around outside naked in the breeze when he was obviously feverish made my heart ache.

“Are you okay, Graham?” I asked.

His eyes flashed gold when he focused on me. There was no hint of the courteous man who had gone shopping for me earlier in the day now. His expression was inhuman. Savage.

Donne was suddenly between us, giving me nothing to see but the broad expanse of his tanned back.

“Get back,” he snarled at his father.

Rage leaped into the gazebo again. “The moon’s not up yet!”

“It’s getting worse,” Donne said, bracing both of his hands against his father’s shoulders.

Graham twisted away from him. He threw his head back, neck muscles bulging, and let out a cry that didn’t sound remotely human.

It sounded like a howl.

I didn’t realize I was backing up until I bumped into Rage. “Watch,” he whispered into my ear.

Now that Graham’s skin was rippling, I didn’t want to watch. It looked like there was someone inside his skin pushing fingers against his stomach from the inside out.

My mouth tasted sour with bile. “What’s happening to him? Is he okay? Does he need a doctor?”

Rage didn’t bother responding. He just held me, forcing me to watch as Graham changed.

The older man dropped to his knees on the ground, digging his fingers into the grass, head bowed and back arched. His ribs flexed under the skin. They bent, extended, popped.

A wet crack exploded through the air.

Graham screamed again, and I realized that the bones in his face were breaking.

His knees sounded like snapped celery when they broke and reversed. His hands and feet extended into paws. Claws erupted from the places where he’d had fingernails, so long and silvery-sharp that he could have shredded my organs before I reacted.

Graham’s hair fell out, sprinkling on the lawn. Fur soon swept over his shoulders and back. It was long and shaggy and almost the exact same color that the hair on his head had been: tawny brown laced with gray.

I wasn’t sure how long I stared at him breathlessly, watching his body expand and change into that of a massive wolf. It could have been seconds or minutes or all night.

But sooner or later, there was no denying what stood in front of me.

A man who had become a wolf.

“There it is,” Rage said. “Do you believe now, Kitten?”

His voice broke my reverie.

I screamed.

That was completely the wrong thing to do. The wolf twisted to glare at me, sides heaving as he panted for breath, tongue lolling. His eyes didn’t quite focus. This beast looked as sick and disoriented as Graham had.

When he finally managed to focus on me, hunger flashed through his golden eyes.

The wolf launched toward the gazebo.

Donne slammed into him, using his entire upper body to pin him to the grass. There was no way that any man should have been able to fight against a monster the size of a freaking horse.

But Donne was stronger than he looked, and he looked pretty damn strong. He shoved the wolf away.

When it tried to come back at me again, Donne punched it across the muzzle.

Blood splattered to the grass.

“Go,” Donne said, voice ragged. “Run, Dad. Don’t make me hurt you.”

Finally, the wolf seemed to hear him.

It was halfway across the lawn before I had time to blink. The wolf made lightning look slow.

Donne rounded on me. When he saw Rage holding my arms, anger smoldered in his eyes. I could barely even understand his words now that his voice had gone so low and gravelly.

“Well? Do you believe, Leah?” Donne asked.

Oh yeah. I believed.

















IX




Rage had an indoor swimming pool not far from the gazebo. Half of it was just like the Olympic swimming pool where I had gotten lessons as a kid, all rectangular with clearly distinguished swimming lanes.

The other half was not Olympic regulation.

It looked like a lagoon, complete with plants all around the edges, shallow water, and even some lily pads. The water was so warm that it steamed. It was easy to imagine all the rock star sex parties they would have in a lagoon like that. I hoped they had a great filtration system.

Tall windows overlooked the back yard, but it was covered in so many vines that I could barely see the gazebo outside. It was empty now that I had fled. I didn’t want to watch Graham running around on all fours.

Neither Donne nor Rage had attempted to stop me when I left the gazebo, and I’d been grateful for the privacy at first. I’d wanted to be able to have a panicked meltdown all on my own, where I wouldn’t feel self-conscious about sobbing until eyeliner tracked my cheeks.

But I’d stopped crying a few minutes ago. Now I was just lonely and scared and confused.

How was it possible that werewolves existed?

I was twenty years old, and it wasn’t like I was particularly sheltered. My family had taken three vacations to Europe in the last ten years. We’d also road tripped across the country in RVs every summer from elementary school through middle school. I’d seen a lot of things in my admittedly young life, including the worst cities in the United States and some of the most beautiful parks.

On all those trips, I hadn’t seen any witches. I definitely hadn’t seen any werewolves.

My butt was sore from sitting on the stone bench beside the pool’s lagoon, so I got up to pace alongside the window. My faint reflection looked exhausted and my makeup was a serious wreck. I carefully wiped it away with my fingers.

That reflection was outlined in a faint blue halo. Now that I’d seen the magical runes on the gazebo, I was seeing the glow of magic on the inside of the windows in the pool house, too. Rage had warned me that might happen.

It was a little weird to see, but it was also comforting to know that the wards were there.

As long as I was inside the house, I would be safe from werewolves.

Monsters like Graham.

The door leading outside opened. Donne was still naked—still human—and standing in the glowing doorway leading out to the lawn. “You should have just listened to Rage when he told you what we are. You didn’t have to see that.”

When Donne had predicted how long it would take Graham to change into a werewolf, he’d also given a timeline for his own transformation. If he was right, he was only forty minutes away from changing into a wolf, too.

And we were trapped in the pool house together.

“You mean I should have just trusted that a famous rock star is the high priest of a coven that protects two freaking werewolves?” I couldn’t keep the tremors out of my voice.

Donne still looked so angry. “Stop trying to escape me.”

I hadn’t even realized I was backing away from him. “Why? Don’t want to have to give chase before you eat?”

“That’s the problem. I want to chase you. Right now, you look like prey to my wolf, and the more you shiver and shake and try to get away from me, the harder it is for me not to jump on you.”

That was motivation enough to make me stop. I forced my feet flat to the ground beside the pool. “So you really do want to attack.”

“I promised I’ll keep you safe from everything.” His voice dropped a little lower, a little huskier. “Even me.”

My skin prickled. “Then what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be outside getting ready to change with Graham?”

“I smelled you. I had to follow.” His jaw flexed. “I needed you.”

That sounded promising.

And scary.

Reflexively, I took another big step back, away from Donne.

His eyes widened with surprise rather than hunger. He threw a hand toward me. “Leah, wait—”

My heel slipped over the edge of the pool. I hadn’t realized I was so close—I quickly overbalanced and tipped backwards, pinwheeling my arms wildly.

It wasn’t enough to save me.

My back struck the water. Warmth engulfed me, soaking my clothes, quickly dragging me down.

It took about two seconds for me to hit the bottom of the pool. My mouth opened in a cry. Water flooded my mouth, and my lungs spasmed.

Panic swamped me. I kicked against the bottom of the pool, reacting with pure animal terror rather than the hundreds of dollars in swimming lessons my parents had spent on me.

The water erupted a few feet from me. A dark shape entered the pool smoothly, sleek and fast.

Hands caught me under my arms and propelled us both toward the shallow end of the water.

My head broke the surface and salt water spilled down my chin. It felt like I’d tried to breathe half of the swimming pool. I kept coughing as Donne pushed me against the side of the pool until I finally got my feet underneath me. The bottom was pebbled. Traction was easy.

He caught my head in both hands, giving me a close, scrutinizing look. “Leah? Are you okay?”

God, I loved the way he said my name. It was like he’d known me for years. Like I belonged to him.

I gave a pathetic, wet giggle. “I was on the swim team in middle school.”

“What?”

“I was on the swim team, but I almost drowned myself just now.” Now that I’d started giggling, I couldn’t stop.

Donne wasn’t laughing with me.

He had me pressed against the wall of the lagoon. Plants draped over the side of the wall, sheltering us with leaves the size of my palm. The only light came from a strip low in the pool that made all of the water glow.

He pushed me against the side of the pool until the edge dug into my back and sweet pain rolled down my spine.

The man was like a wall of muscle. He redefined being caught between a rock and a hard place in the best way possible.

Donne was so overwhelmingly powerful. I could have fought against him with everything that I had learned in self-defense class and he wouldn’t have blinked.

That thought didn’t scare me like it should have.

His hands grasped the hem of my shirt, peeling it up my body.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“You’re wet,” Donne growled.

He was right about that in more ways than one.

“I fell into a pool,” I said stupidly.

He removed my over-shirt and tossed it to the damp concrete between planters. It landed with a damp slap.

“Yeah,” he said. His eyes roved over the camisole exposed underneath. I was only wearing a thin t-shirt bra, which turned out to become just as see-through as the shirt on top of it. “You did.”

My nipples had hardened into peaks. He’d already seen me completely topless the night before, but there was something so much dirtier about being seen through the veil of flimsy cotton.

Donne palmed my left breast, rubbing his thumb over the nipple. I sucked in a breath. My eyelids half-closed.

I lifted my arms as he pulled the camisole off as well, then slid the bra strap down my shoulder to expose a stretch of vulnerable skin. His lips traced a line from my collarbone up to the curve of my jaw.

“Your tits are incredible,” he said into my neck, pushing his fingers underneath my bra, shoving it up to bare one breast completely. My boobs were big enough that it spilled out of his hand when he kneaded the flesh, and he didn’t exactly have small hands.

I’d been pawed by guys before—boys, really—and it hadn’t done that much for me. But I was still sensitive from having my nipple cut, and that little bite of pain had turned breast play from “kind of okay” into “oh my God don’t stop.”

The hard edge of his teeth grazed my jugular when he spoke, and the sight of Graham’s werewolf fangs flashed through my mind.

Yet I wasn’t afraid of Donne, minutes away from his own transformation.

Mostly, I was confused.

“Don’t you hate me?” I reached up to curve my hand over the back of his neck, steadying myself against his naked body. He liked having me pinned against the side of the pool. His length was thickening to press hard against my hip.

Confusion sparked in his golden eyes. His fingers dug into my breast harder, making me suck in a hard gasp. “Hate you?”

I arched my spine, pushing my breast into his grip, encouraging him to keep rubbing my aching nipple. “I heard—I heard you talking to Rage.”

The expression drained from his face, leaving him as emotive as a boulder. It was like he had completely forgotten about Rage, about Graham, about the whole world outside the lagoon, and just suddenly remembered it all.

He jerked my bra down again to cover my breast and sloshed away from me.

“Go back to your room,” Donne said.

I hadn’t felt cold until that moment. Now I was shivering without his body against mine. Guess werewolves run pretty hot, because the heated pool felt shockingly chilly in comparison. “But…”

Insane as it was, I didn’t want to go back to my room. I didn’t want to leave the pool, either.

I wanted Donne to press me against the side and force his body between my knees, shoving the entirety of his daunting length inside my aching body. I bet he would be wild and rough. I bet he would bruise me.

I wanted him to mark me with his teeth and fingertips.

That was an insane thought coming from the girl who only ever did sexy things with one ex-boyfriend—who had been an accounting major, for the record, and not a werewolf with a mohawk.

Donne pushed away from me. I thought that he was just trying to escape at first, but then I realized that his skin was rippling and that the muscles of his shoulders were straining.

“Go, Leah.” The words lisped around fangs that began to emerge from his gums.

He grabbed the edge of the pool and levered himself out of it. He just barely managed to roll over the edge before his spine bowed.

A groan ripped from his throat.

The magical wards keeping werewolves out of the pool house couldn’t exactly work if he was already within the walls, could they?

I’d made a serious mistake getting trapped in there with him.

His bones began snapping the way Graham’s had. It was no less scary to see it happen a second time. In fact, it was kind of scarier to see it happening to Donne, the man who had sworn to protect me while I was trapped in Rage’s house.

Fur swept over his body. His head whipped back, and his golden eyes fixed on me.

The skin on his face rippled as the bones rearranged underneath.

“Get out!” he roared.

It was a completely sensible command, which my body completely ignored.

He’d promised to keep me safe from everything—including himself. Hadn’t he?

Maybe I’d snapped from the stress of being kidnapped by a rock band. I just didn’t feel like I was in danger, even watching razor-sharp canines extend from his elongating jaw.

This was Donne. There was no way that he could hurt me.

Hesitantly, I extended my hands toward him.

“It’s okay, Donne,” I whispered. “It’s okay. I know you won’t—”

Another roar interrupted me. His whole body shook.

I tensed up, but didn’t run.

Donne couldn’t seem to speak now. He’d lost all the requisite mouthparts. Try getting words out around fangs as long as your thumb. But I thought he was still trying to tell me to run.

His back arched. His spine made a sound like popcorn popping as his tail extended. His sides heaved, head hanging between his shoulders. It looked like he was in so much pain.

“It’s okay,” I said again, sinking to my knees. “You’re okay.”

Donne staggered toward me on all fours, his legs still changing shape. There was no doubt in my mind he’d be capable of mauling me if he wanted to. Even with a twisted body, he was deadly.

But I didn’t think he wanted to.

He snapped at my throat. The gray fur that was growing around his face brushed against the delicate skin of my jaw. It smelled earthy, in a way—not like he was an animal, but like he was a piece of the forest, all damp soil and pine.

My heart didn’t even skip a beat.

Call me crazy, but I actually rubbed my hands over his neck. My fingers were steady as I brushed them through the fur, feeling the coarse texture interspersed with denser, more cottony hairs underneath.

Donne made a strange sound, more like a wail of pain than the furious growls he’d been snapping at me.

His skin shivered where I touched it. The growth of the fur slowed.

He smacked his cheek into mine, and I could almost hear him saying, Don’t be stupid, Leah.

Those big teeth were awfully close to my throat.

“It’s okay,” I said, because it was.

Donne collapsed against me as he finished changing. I stroked my fingers along his fur, tracing the longer, shaggier parts that ran from his ears back to his shoulders.

He relaxed in my lap, head cradled on my thighs, as the final parts of the change took him.

It was only a few more seconds, maybe a minute or two at most. I was entranced by the sight of it. Once Donne calmed down, there was almost something beautiful about his transformation into a wolf. And it didn’t look like it hurt, either. It washed over him like the cool waters of a river.

Then all hints of the man were gone, replaced by the beast.

I didn’t know enough about wolves to be able to tell what breed he most resembled, but I got the impression that he was much larger than he should have been. Most wolves were not the size of small ponies.

Donne was big as a human, but he was dauntingly huge as a wolf.

“All done,” I murmured, continuing to stroke the ruff of fur at his neck. He was still breathing hard, but at least it was starting to slow down. When I paused with my hand over his heart, I could feel the pulse decelerating, too. “Holy crap, Donne—that must really hurt. Doesn’t it?”

Of course, he couldn’t respond, but his head tipped back and he focused on me. He looked calm.

His body was one hundred percent wolf, but his eyes were entirely Donne’s.

He got to his feet—or his paws, I guess—and he shook himself off. There was some blood in his fur from the change, as though the physical changes had literally ripped him apart.

Donne stood unsteadily in front of me. I smiled at him. “Hey, there.”

He sprung forward and struck me. My back slammed into the floor. His paws braced against my shoulders.

The wolf was huge and incredibly heavy. It felt like the way he was standing on me should have been enough to pulverize my bones, shattering my body, turning me to dust.

But it didn’t. He was gentle. So very gentle.

He sniffed around my neck, my cheeks, my chest. It tickled. I giggled a little.

Amazing how quickly you can get used to insanity when insanity is standing on you with four legs and a lot of shaggy gray fur.

A sharp voice echoed through the swimming pool room. “Get off of her!”

Electricity lanced through the air. It felt like a hive of bees swarming around me, buzzing over the surface of my skin. Donne ripped away from me with a howl as though he’d been thrown, rolling across the concrete.

I sat up with a gasp. “No!”

Lightning wrapped around Donne, dancing over his fur, lighting up the undercoat so that the outer coat looked like it was on fire.

I scrambled to my feet, searching for the source of that brilliant light that made him writhe with so much pain.

Instead of finding something big and electrical, I found Rage standing by the windows, his hands braced on the protective marks that were printed on the window frames. He glowed with light that wasn’t really there—the same kind of afterglow I’d seen on the gazebo. It made his tattoos look bright. The whole wall was glowing.

“Get over here, Leah!” Rage barked.

I was too confused to do anything but obey.

As soon as I was within Rage’s reach, he shoved me behind him. I hadn’t gotten a good look at his back before. The tattoos were far more abstract than those on his arms, like a necklace curving around the backs of his shoulders to drip down the hills and furrows of his muscles.

Rage had left the door wide open when he came in. He pointed at it now. “Get out, Donne!”

The wolf struggled to get onto his paws, trembling under the force of the magic that still crackled through him.

He stepped toward Rage.

The singer slapped the marks on the wall again. Fresh lightning arced between them, creating a wall that I could only half-see around the protection of Rage’s broad form.

“Out!” Rage shouted.

Donne finally, reluctantly, loped out of the pool house.

My fear for him won out over everything else. I shoved Rage aside and tried to follow Donne.

Rage’s hand locked on my arm, holding me back. “What the hell are you doing?”

“He’s injured! I have to—”

“You have to stay in the house where you’re safe.” Rage jerked me around to face him. “What were you thinking, hiding out in here with him so close to his transformation?”

My cheeks burned. “What were you thinking? What was that lightning thing? I thought wards were just supposed to protect us!”

“They did protect us. I’ve got ways to drive Donne and Graham out of any part of the house in order to keep my coven safe. Give me a few weeks, and I’ll teach you to cast spells like that, too.”

“But he wasn’t hurting me,” I said.

“You were one graze of a tooth away from being at risk of turning furry yourself.” Rage’s face darkened. “When witches get turned into werewolves, they lose their powers. You’d lose The Hierophant. Don’t you get it?”

“No, but…” I floundered for words. “Donne wasn’t going to hurt me. When he changed, I touched him, and he relaxed like… I don’t know. I just don’t know. But he wasn’t angry like Graham.”

Rage’s anger turned to fascination—and then, just as quickly, to grief. “Did you fuck?”

I winced at the nasty term. I didn’t ever “fuck.” I made love or had sex. “No, we didn’t, but—wait, what just happened?”

He slung an arm around my shoulders, pulling me to his side. My skin prickled with goosebumps. “You helped him through his transformation, Kitten. You made something excruciatingly painful much more tolerable. We’d planned that you would do that for Graham, but…”

“I did that for him?” I looked at my hands as though they held the secrets to taming werewolves. Hint: they didn’t. “What’s it mean?”

“It means we have a much, much bigger problem than you becoming part of his pack.”

“What do you mean?”

Rage’s arm tightened around me. “It means he’s picked you to be his mate.”

















X




Rage’s kitchen was less intimidating at night when there was only one light on. The darkness really helped draw attention away from the torture device in the corner. If I squinted, it looked a little bit like my grandma’s kitchen.

Ravyn and Rage sat at the island with me, perched on bar stools, and we each had a mug of hot chocolate. The cozy domesticity was creepy in its own way. Ravyn was wearing her pajamas—a slinky black nightgown with lace framing her cleavage. Her hair had been let down from its funky ponytails and brushed smooth. It was a silken sheet down her back.

Pretty impressive for someone whose hair had obviously been chemically treated so many times. I was going to have to get her conditioning secrets.

The rock star, on the other hand, wasn’t wearing his PJs. I bet he didn’t have any. He was still in the leather pants. But he’d thrown on a shirt, and the three of us actually looked kind of normal for once.

I warmed my fingers on the cup. It was black with The Forbidden’s logo on the side—swag for corporate goths who need their java fix. “I have to say, this isn’t what I would have expected you guys to serve as a comfort drink.”

“Don’t judge too soon,” Ravyn said with a giggle.

I took a sip of my cocoa and almost spit it out in shock. “What is that?”

“I added a shot of brandy to help relax you.” Rage lifted his mug at me. “Cheers.”

Once I expected the burn, I drank more easily. I was careful not to do more than sip it, though. I hadn’t forgotten what Ravyn’s drinks had done to me.

“Now you’ve seen magic and you’ve seen our puppies,” Ravyn said. “How do you feel?”

I stared into the depths of my coffee mug. “I feel…okay.”

She smiled. “You do?”

“Yeah. That means I’ve gone crazy, doesn’t it?”

“Probably,” she said. “But we’re all crazy here. Welcome to the asylum.”

I only managed a half-smile in return. “Why do you guys want me for Graham? Rage said I’m the only thing between him and death, but I don’t get how I’m supposed to help with that.”

“Tarot witches—the women who receive cards like yours—have some kind of weird relationship with werewolves,” Ravyn said. “What we’ve figured out so far is that you should be able to help prevent the end-of-life decay that werewolves begin to experience after a few years.”

“They typically don’t last twenty years after they’re bitten,” Rage added. “They go crazy. They get sick. They die.” He took a long drink of his hot chocolate and set it down a little too hard.

“How many years has Graham been a werewolf?” I asked.

“Twenty-three,” Rage said.

So he wasn’t just at the end. He was on borrowed time.

“How do I help him?” I asked. “I mean, how are tarot witches supposed to help werewolves, exactly?”

Rage gestured for me to keep drinking. “It starts with you getting a good night of sleep. Finish that. It’ll help you rest.”

“That’s not an answer,” I said.

“You’re not ready for answers beyond that.”

“He’s right. This is all really, really new to you.” Ravyn stroked her fingers along my wrist. “All I can say is that if you want to be able to help the werewolves, you’re going to need to learn to cast magic. We can work on that starting in the morning. How does that sound?”

I took another sip of my hot chocolate. It tasted bitterer now for some reason. “I don’t know if I can stick around for magic lessons.” I hurriedly went on before they could argue with me. “I have a life, guys. And I’m still not sure that I’m that thing you think I am. Just because I’m seeing weird lights and Donne didn’t eat me… I’m not a witch. My family is Mormon.”

Rage stood. The warm kitchen lights should have made him look softer, friendlier, more accessible. Instead, they seemed to deepen the contrast between his natural skin color and the tattoos all over his chest. I had to tilt my head back to keep looking at him.

He felt immense in a way. Not really big physically, but his presence was huge.

His anger was growing, making the air tense.

I’d felt it earlier. I just hadn’t known what it was. Rage’s anger was somehow magical.

“Don’t deny this part of yourself,” Rage said. “You’ve denied it long enough. Shutting out magic this long will hurt you if you’re not careful, and then you’ll be no use to anyone.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Think of it as a warning.” He drained his mug and set it in the sink. “Make sure she gets to bed, Ravyn.”

The witch gave him a reassuring smile, and Rage exited stage left, taking his fury with him.

 




 

I didn’t manage to sleep more than an hour that night. It wasn’t that my bed was uncomfortable—I’d never rested anywhere fluffier. On any normal night, drowning in those pillows would have been the ticket to the best sleep of my life, especially after I’d stayed up late getting my boobs mauled by a horny werewolf.

Horny werewolf? Oh gosh, my thoughts were getting dirty. The band was rubbing off on me.

Anyway, the problem wasn’t the bed, the gothic princess room, or even the unfamiliar mansion by the beach.

It was the howling.

Donne and Graham were racing around the property. I could hear them with my doors closed.

They sounded like they were in so much pain.

It means he’s picked you to be his mate, Rage had said. I kept rolling that phrase over and over in my mind.

A werewolf’s mate.

It was frustrating that Rage wouldn’t elaborate on that point, but it wasn’t hard to figure out what he was talking about, either. Even in my cozy, mundane world, “mating” only had one meaning.

In two nights, I’d gone from being a college student eagerly anticipating finals to an alleged witch that a werewolf wanted to mate with.

The worst part? I found the idea of all of it awfully exciting.

It wasn’t easy to fall asleep.

When I did drift away into unconsciousness, Donne and Graham’s howling formed the soundtrack to my dreams. I imagined that I was at an outdoor concert in a big forest amphitheater. The music came from the trees. And it wasn’t Rage singing at the microphone, but Donne, shirtless in a pair of leather pants.

Whenever he opened his mouth, words didn’t come out. Just the howling.

I woke up again before dawn and both werewolves were still crying their pain at the moon.

The sounds cut off abruptly when the sun touched the horizon.

Somehow, the absence was as bad as the sounds themselves. I felt the strange urge to head outside and find Donne wherever the change was seizing him so that I could touch him again, helping him through all the violence and the pain.

A far more rational response would have been to want to avoid him. But I needed to be close to Donne.

I grabbed a silk bathrobe from the armoire and headed barefoot onto the lawn, damp grass tickling my feet.

Faint magic sparked as I passed through the wards that protected the outer walls of the house. Though I couldn’t find the marks themselves, the wards that Rage had placed around my bedroom seemed to be denser than those around the gazebo.

There was no way that Donne would be able to reach me where I was. I had to go to him.

Following my instincts, I headed straight out, parallel to the beach. I couldn’t quite describe how I knew that the men would be over the hill, but that was exactly where I found them: unconscious in a valley beyond the gazebo. The ground curved around them as though the earth had risen to cradle their unconscious bodies.

Both werewolves were human again. After transformations so rough, I thought that they should have looked beaten up. I’d been imagining cuts and bruises to show where the bones had broken themselves under the surface. Yet neither appeared injured.

That didn’t mean that they looked good, though.

Graham’s huddled form looked about twenty years older than the day before. The lines on his face were heavier and his hair seemed grayer. If I wasn’t mistaken, even his muscles were diminished.

Dehydration? Or just his time running out?

Donne almost looked as bad as his father, and he was much younger. His eyes were just as shadowed, his sleeping face just as exhausted. His skin was the yellow of a moon on a smoggy night.

Sympathy made my heart contract.

If Graham had been a werewolf for twenty-three years, then how long had it been since Donne’s bite?

Both of them were obviously very ill.

If I wanted to help, I needed to learn how to be the witch that Rage thought I had to be.

And I would need to do it fast.
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I didn’t get to see Donne after he woke up. The coven moved in too quickly with blankets, cups of coffee, and raw steak for me to get involved. They were a loving swarm of leather and lace.

All I could do was stand back and watch as they bundled up the werewolves and carried them inside the house.

Ravyn caught me hovering outside the door to the bedroom where the men had been taken. She barred my passage with her arms braced in the doorway. “Go away. They need to rest.”

I was too short to see over her, although I tried bouncing up on my toes. “I won’t bother them.”

“You’ll bother them. Trust me. Get ready to leave—the tour bus is heading out in an hour, and Rage wants you on it.”

It was easy to get ready in an hour when I didn’t need to pack. Storm had put together a suitcase for me, and he kissed me on the cheek before carting it down to the bus.

I touched a hand to the place his lips had brushed. It was such a warm, affectionate gesture. It reminded me of…well, honestly, it reminded me of my mom. She would go postal if she knew I’d compared her to a drugged-out witch who dressed like a Victorian era reject, though.

Donne and Graham weren’t on the bus when everyone loaded up. Disappointment made my stomach clench hard.

“Donne won’t miss a concert,” Rage said, plopping onto the couch across from me.

I stopped worrying at the lace on my dress. “What? I didn’t ask.”

“I know what you’re thinking.” He wiggled his fingers at me. “I can see all your dirty little secrets, Kitten. Witchy power.”

“Bullshit!” Ravyn yelled from the front of the bus.

Rage ignored her. “Speaking of witchy powers, it’s a long drive to Los Angeles. Time to learn.”

“Now?” I asked, eyes widening.

“Yes. Now.” There was a hard edge that told me this wasn’t the time to argue.

The last full moon had really shaken Rage.

So we spent the hours on the road studying.

I’d figured that magic couldn’t be that hard to learn. I mean, magic, right? I was a freaking English major. I’d read more books, some of them fantasy novels, than could fit into any single house. My speed reading skills were unmatched. And my retention? Forget about it. I wasn’t smug about many things, but I was pretty smug about my studying skills.

And Rage had a book about magic for me to use my skills on. It was a binder, actually, thicker than any binder I’d ever used in school, with a spine that I couldn’t wrap my hand around. The laminated sheet he’d tucked into the cover said “Book of Shadows” in a tacky gothic font, accompanied by a bad illustration of a flaming pentacle.

Just because he was a famous rock star and high priest of a coven didn’t mean that he had taste in graphic design.

But it was a book, more or less, and I knew books. All it was going to take was a couple hours of dedicated speed-reading and I’d be more witchy than Hermione Granger.

My confidence took roughly twenty minutes to shrivel into a dead little raisin after we started.

You know, once I started actually reading the book.

It turned out that magic had a lot more in common with chemistry and science than English. Everything was listed in weight and volume with careful drawing of angles and tracking moon phases and…

Basically, opening up that binder made me feel like I was going back to high school and staring at the jumble of pre-cal in my textbook.

Nightmarish.

The Book of Shadows wasn’t structured like an instructional book. It was obviously a compilation of notes by Rage and his forebears; some of it was even hand-drawn.

It immediately delved into formulas. Like, actual chemical compositions.

I pushed the Book of Shadows away from me in exasperation. “There’s way too much to get here.”

Rage was painting his fingernails black. “You barely read any of it.”

“That’s all I need to read to know that this isn’t going to work.”

“Donne said you’re a straight-A student.”

“Yeah, of English literature. It took me two and a half years to get my bachelor’s.”

He smirked. “Lazy ass.”

My cheeks flamed red. “My ass might be lazy, but it’s also incredibly well-padded.” Okay, maybe that wasn’t much of a defense.

“Very well-padded,” Rage agreed. “I was being sarcastic, though. You do fine with school. You know how to study. You can do this.”

“I suck at math and science. Did you know that only twenty-four percent of people in STEM fields are female?” I fixed him with a hard look. “There’s a reason for that.”

“Don’t say that around Ravyn if you like having your head attached to your shoulders. She’s an astrophysicist.”

Ravyn? An astrophysicist?

My jaw dropped as I leaned over to check out the coven at the front of the bus. Somehow, Ravyn had already ended up shirtless. Both of her nipples were pierced and the jewelry flashed with LEDs that made her perky boobs sparkle.

As I watched, she pointed at a glass of absinthe. It caught fire without being touched. A large, glowing crystal in her left hand burned with sympathetic flames.

The shirtless witch with pierced nipples was setting her booze on fire with her mind.

And she was also an astrophysicist.

“You’re messing with me,” I said.

“And you’re talking like an idiot,” Rage snapped. “I don’t think you’re an idiot, so I’m not sure why you’d act like one. Don’t use your pussy as an excuse not to learn math.”

I stood, putting a hand on the bunk beds to keep the swaying bus from knocking me over. “I’m not listening to this.”

Two steps away from him, he managed to stop me dead in my tracks. “Giving up on the wolves that easily?”

My eyes flicked back to the coven, who had swarmed Donne and Graham with such love, wrapping them in blankets and feeding them hearty breakfasts to build their strength.

The coven wasn’t giving up on the werewolves.

I sat back down with Rage.

He didn’t acknowledge the fact that I’d tried to walk away. He turned the binder around to face me again, open to the exact same page that I’d been on before. “Once you’ve got the basic properties of herbs down, it’ll start making sense. Don’t worry about crystals yet. Focus on herbs, moon phases, the cardinal directions…”

It wasn’t the last time I gave up on the drive to Los Angeles. I tried to walk away every few minutes, but I always came back. And every time I did, Rage was waiting for me with that stupid binder.

Knowing that I needed to get a grip on all this information as quickly as possible felt like cramming for the hardest test of my life.

Except it wasn’t just my grades at stake anymore. The lives of two men were hinging on my ability to learn all about the mystical properties of sage, arrowroot, and ginger—along with a thousand other herbs.

The pressure was too much, but I couldn’t let it drag me down.

Donne needed me.

The time crunch wasn’t enough to keep me focused. I caught myself studying Rage as much as I was studying the binder.

The tattoos on his arms were entrancing. It was easy to lose myself in the intricate illustrations of wolves, especially now that I knew the truth about Donne. Rage had inked his skin in homage to one of his roadies. There must have been a story there, but I could only speculate.

“Let’s move onto mugwort,” Rage said, reaching out to turn the page for me.

I interrupted him to ask, “Why are you retiring the band? I saw you singing. You’re still really into it.”

Rage leaned back on the couch, contemplating the question. “You know, Kitten, music was all I ever wanted to do with my life. And I did it. I did it very, very well. Now there’s another destiny calling me. I can hear it when I’m singing—like I should stop what I’m doing and listen to this voice.” He linked his hands behind his head, gazing up at the roof. “I need to stop. I need to listen.”

“When you talk about destiny, you mean…”

“The tarot witches need me,” Rage said. “You need me.” I opened my mouth to speak, but he lifted a finger to his lips, silencing me. “Wait, Leah. Don’t you hear it?”

My mouth snapped shut. My eyes closed. And I listened.

I didn’t hear anything that sounded like destiny. I heard my stomach growling. I heard the coven up front playing drinking games. And I also heard people talking about how we were getting close to the venue.

But when I strained my ears, I thought I could almost pick something else up—a quiet song that was just out of my reach.

If everyone would be quiet, I’d be able to hear it.

Was it really a song, or was it more like the wind rushing through the long grasses on a hillside? It reminded me of trees rubbing their branches together in a slow, rhythmic sigh, and the tapping of deer hooves against the natural trails that form through thickets, and butterflies landing on flowers to taste pollen with their feet.

The music was so close. I just had to reach out for it.

My hands were stretching in front of me, fingers spread. There was almost something tangible I could grasp. It was just a tiny bit beyond me.

“Goddess,” Rage whispered.

I opened my eyes to find that my hands were glowing.

And even though I didn’t remember bringing it with me, my fingers were wrapped around The Hierophant card.

I dropped it with a gasp of shock.

As soon as my hands were out of contact with the card, the glow completely left my skin.

I had backed myself against the wall of the bus, as far from Rage, his Book of Shadows, and the tarot card as I could get. But it wasn’t far enough. The Hierophant had landed face-up on the floor. The priest in its picture was staring at me, hand uplifted, followers kissing his feet.

Rage was looking at me as though I were the celebrity between the two of us, and he couldn’t believe that I was on the bus. “So you can do it.”

I glanced up at the front of the bus. They weren’t watching us. They had no idea I’d just gone all…freaky.

“What in the world was that?” I asked.

“That was magic,” Rage said. “That was the beginning.”

It had felt like I was going to float away into the stratosphere.

I didn’t like it. Those strange sensations shouldn’t have been inside of me. I was just a girl who didn’t date much because she was too boring. Someone who was eventually going to go home, get sealed to a nice Mormon man at my family’s temple, and make lots of grandbabies for my parents.

None of this was me. Not the lacy dress or the tour bus thing or…

“I can’t do it,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

I slid away from Rage, careful not to touch the tarot card, and joined Ravyn at the front of the bus.

This time, I didn’t return to Rage for lessons.







 

We arrived shortly before the concert to find everything prepared for us. The equipment had reached the stadium where The Forbidden were performing before we had, and there was already a huge line of fans waiting to get inside. It was even bigger than the line I’d been waiting in with Chad when Donne had ripped me away.

Glowing with magic was weird enough on its own. Being greeted at a stadium with the rock star treatment—screaming fans pounding their hands against the bus and all—was something else entirely.

I gaped at the crowd outside the windows as the bus inched into the secure part of the parking lot. There must have been hundreds clamoring for a glimpse of The Forbidden.

If Chad was anywhere among them, it was going to be hard to get in touch with him. If I could get my hands on an unattended phone, I could call his cell—but once I got in touch, it wasn’t like he could get back into the band-only areas to find me.

I’d have to escape first. I’d have to save myself.

The bus came to a halt.

“Keep reading,” Rage said, shoving the binder at me. “I’m going in for sound checks. Ask Ravyn if you need help with anything.” It was the first time he’d spoken since The Hierophant made me glow.

I still didn’t touch the Book of Shadows.

The bus was too stifling after so many hours on the road. Rather than reading, I got out and sat on the rear bumper while everyone else unloaded for the concert.

It didn’t escape my attention that the coven was near enough to keep an eye and an ear on me.

Even if I was a guest, I was still a closely supervised guest.

Especially now that I’d rejected Rage’s lessons.

The wind gusted around me. Trash skittered across the parking lot behind the stadium, which had been cordoned off to give the band privacy, and my hair blew across my face. I pushed it behind my ears again.

With the second gust, something tickled against my leg.

I tried to flick it away, expecting it to be another piece of trash. But it was stuck to me and a little too rigid to be garbage.

The Hierophant had appeared from nowhere, and now it was tickling me for attention.

As soon as I grabbed it from the folds of my dress, the wind stopped.

I stared at the empty night. Rage wasn’t casting magic anywhere I could see him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t doing it somewhere else.

The card’s presence wasn’t a very subtle message.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.

Ravyn broke away from the rest of the coven. Her hair back-combed into a cloud of curls for the night, with streaks spray-dyed an electric shade of purple.

I couldn’t judge her. I’d decided to wear another of Desdemona’s dresses for the night so I’d be able to fit in with the coven, and I looked almost as wild as she did.

“Need something?” Ravyn asked.

I hid The Hierophant at my side. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

She smiled and went back to the other witches.

Now that I was as alone as I was going to get, I took time to study the tarot card. The wind thing must have been some trick of Rage’s. Some way to remind me of what he thought were my responsibilities, with a heaping dose of magic to make it seem more mysterious.

It definitely wasn’t like destiny nudging at me or anything. That was crazy.

“Why was I glowing?” I whispered at The Hierophant. “Why won’t you leave me alone? Why can’t someone else help Graham and Donne?”

Well, I had an answer to that last one. Someone else would have to help Graham and Donne. No matter what anyone said, and no matter how many weird colors my body glowed, I wasn’t anyone’s savior.

I couldn’t be what they wanted me to be.

The guards pulled part of the barricade away to allow an old Corvette to enter our parking lot. The car pulled up near the coven. The engine cut out. The driver’s side door opened.

And there he was.

Donne.

I was shocked when Graham got out of the car with him, too. He looked much worse than the night before. He hadn’t recovered at all from his transformation on the moon.

The coven seemed equally surprised to see Graham there. They gathered around the car like a cluster of concerned, clucking hens, obscuring my view of the werewolves.

I couldn’t see Donne, but I could hear him speaking. I was pretty sure I would have been able to hear his voice from any distance. “He’s acting like there’s another moon tonight. I couldn’t leave him alone.”

“But you brought him to the concert?” Ravyn asked.

The group shifted, letting me glimpse Donne.

He was looking over Ravyn’s head right at me.

“I brought him to her,” Donne said to Ravyn.

Fear guttered through me. He expected me to do some kind of magic to save Graham, but I was supposed to have two weeks before the next moon.

I couldn’t do it.

The coven closed around Rage and Donne again, cutting him off from my view. All I could see was a wall of backs. Graham had the coven’s entire attention—which meant that nobody was looking at me.

It was my chance to escape.

I jumped off of the bus and scurried inside the stadium, leaving The Hierophant where I had been sitting. The crew didn’t even glance at me when I rushed through the hallway. Desdemona’s dress was great camouflage. I could have been any of a million fans.

Walking quickly with so many layers of lacy skirts was difficult, though. I had to hike them up to give my feet clearance to move quickly without tripping.

Music was already pounding inside the stadium, piped over the speakers to get everyone jazzed for the concert.

It got me jazzed, too.

I was almost free. I had almost escaped.

There was another hallway on the opposite end of the backstage area that looked like it would lead to the audience. It was blocked by a pair of bouncers facing away from me. They were meant to keep people out, not block people in.

My pace increased.

Chad wasn’t far. I’d be able to track him down, get in his car, and head back to OSU before anyone realized I had gone missing.

And then hands clamped down on my shoulders, stopping me halfway down the hallway to freedom.

“Where are you going?”

Donne had found me.
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I couldn’t bring myself to answer Donne’s question. I couldn’t even face him. The idea that he would know I had been trying to escape made me feel sick all over.

He jerked me around with surprising roughness, fury brightening his eyes.

“Answer me,” Donne snapped.

I shook my head.

He growled with frustration. “You said you believed.”

“I do, but—”

He jerked me off of my feet. Tossed me over his shoulder.

The world flipped upside down.

“Donne!”

He slapped my thigh with an open palm. “Quiet, woman. I don’t want to hear it.”

“Hey! Put me down!” All the blood was rushing to my head. I thought I might pass out on his shoulder, which was all the more terrifying. Who knew when I would wake up again? For all I knew, he’d shove me onto the bus, drag me back to Rage’s mansion, and lock me up forever.

But I was helpless to escape him as he hauled me backstage again. Donne behaved like I weighed nothing. I couldn’t see where we were going, but I did catch several crewmembers laughing.

They thought we were messing around. Or maybe they just didn’t care if he abducted me.

Either way, nobody there was going to help.

Nobody except Graham.

The older werewolf came limping out of the darkness. He was a little too slow to catch up with us, so he shouted at his son instead. “Donne! What are you doing?”

Donne rounded on him. “I told you to lie down in the dressing room.”

From my perspective over his shoulder, I could only see a sliver of Graham’s face. His skin was ashen, eyes hollow. I was amazed that he could stand up in his condition. “Leah doesn’t deserve this.”

“She was trying to escape!”

“So let her go. She’s not your property—nor mine.”

“You need her,” Donne said. “And I’m going to repay you, whatever it takes. If that means making her hate me…”

“What she has isn’t ours to take,” Graham said. “It needs to be freely given.”

“Lie the fuck down and leave me alone. You’re sick.” Donne sounded so mean that I flinched. But then a tendril of kindness threaded through his words. “Remember to drink Ravyn’s tea.”

“I can’t let you detain her.”

“You can’t stop me,” Donne said.

He whirled away from his father and stormed off. I lifted my head enough to see Graham’s dismay—and the moment he decided to limp off in the opposite direction. Hopefully to get someone to save me.

I thrashed against Donne with renewed strength.

The opening act started playing on stage, and it was suddenly very loud. Guitar and drums roared backstage, drowning out my protestations. “You can’t do this to me, Donne—”

The rest of my rant was cut off by being dropped unceremoniously on an amp that wasn’t in use.

We were in some dark corner backstage where equipment was being kept, surrounded by a tangle of cables and a ring of amps. They must have been reserved for The Forbidden’s set. None of them were making any noise, but it was still ridiculously loud in the storage room.

“You need to save my father,” Donne said. It almost sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than me.

“I’m sorry, I can’t,” I said. “I mean, okay, I’ll concede that there’s magic. There’s werewolves. I get that now. Maybe there’s even a little bit of magic in me. But…that’s not mine, I don’t know what to do with it, and I can’t help you.”

Donne’s glare made me feel like I was going to shrivel away into nothingness. “You can’t give up.”

“It’s not giving up. It’s being realistic.”

“Rage told me what he saw. Are you going to deny that?”

No, it would have been impossible to deny that my skin had lit up like one of those inflatable Christmas lawn decorations. I hadn’t been drinking any of Ravyn’s crazy mixes, so there was no chance I’d hallucinated it, unfortunately.

“It just doesn’t mean what you think it means, Donne.”

“What makes you think that? How do you know?” he pressed. “Is it so hard to believe that you could be powerful? A savior? Someone important?”

My eyes stung with unexpected tears. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it like?” One of his hands came up to encircle my throat, scraping his fingertips on my collarbone. “We need you, Leah.”

The raw hunger in his voice was too much for me.

“I heard someone tried to pull a runner.” Rage joined us, carrying his guitar by the neck—a black instrument that looked like a jagged teardrop. He set it atop one of the nearby amps and took a swig of the drink in his other hand. “And I heard you stopped her.”

Tension rippled from the square line of Donne’s jaw down his arms, almost like he was going to transform into a werewolf again. “She was trying to get past the bouncers.”

Rage turned to me. “Who’s waiting for you? I can’t imagine you were planning on taking a cab all the way back to Oregon, so you must have another escape plan.”

I kept my mouth shut.

“When I found her at the last venue, she was with a friend,” Donne’s hands clenched into fists. “Some guy.”

“He’s gay. It’s not like that,” I said.

That didn’t do anything for Donne’s temper. It was like he’d gone beyond rationality into this intensely jealous place where he couldn’t stand the idea of anyone remotely male approaching me.

Which he quickly demonstrated by growling at Rage, who had been trying to approach the amp.

Rage stopped walking at the sound of Donne’s snarl. “What’s your problem?”

“The urge,” Donne said. I thought he was trying to keep me from hearing him, because he spoke in a ragged whisper. “I want to take her.”

“Fuck. Tonight? But I told you to be careful!”

Donne raked his hands over his scalp. He was barely under control. “It’s not my fault. I didn’t mate with her.”

Rage rubbed his jaw as he paced, looking thoughtful.

“How bad is it?”

“Bad,” Donne whispered.

“You’ve made your choice. You’re going to mate with her sooner or later—probably sooner.”

Anger seized Donne. “I would never—”

“Or you can put some space between you right now, let me take care of it. See if we can make her smell less delicious so that she’s safe for Graham.”

Donne growled and alarm raced through my veins. Rage and Donne might have been friends, but I knew that if Rage took so much as another step, he was going to get his throat ripped out.

“Careful,” I whispered.

Rage didn’t seem to hear. He only had eyes for Donne.

If a werewolf had been looking at me like that, he would have had my full attention, too.

“If there’s any chance that Graham’s going to get her, you’ve got to back off right now,” Rage said. “How can she save Dad if you won’t let other men near her? Think about it.” Mirth flashed over his face. “Think about it using the big brain.”

Donne’s eyes raked over my body, and I realized that my skirt had been pushed up when he’d shoved me onto the amp. I was exposed to mid-thigh.

His hand curved around my throat again. The touch of his skin was enough to make me forget completely about running away. I didn’t even care if Chad was looking for me.

The light pressure of his fingers was enough to take my breath away.

His nose traced the line behind my ear down to my chin, and then his teeth nipped my jaw. “Leah,” he said.

Liquid heat flooded my body.

“See? It’s too late,” Rage said. He’d drawn closer to us while we were distracted with each other. Donne tensed at the nearness of his voice. “You’re not going to be able to let her go if she keeps smelling like this.”

“I can,” he said. “I will.”

“It’s not that simple. We don’t control these things.”

“Control what?” I asked.

Rage gave me a warning look, as though to tell me to be quiet, but it was too late. Donne turned on me again.

There was a little more humanity in his eyes now, battling against the beast within that hadn’t been tamed by the full moon. “I promised to protect you,” Donne said. “From me and from yourself. You can’t run. But if I leave her, she’ll try to escape again.” That last part was directed at Rage.

The lead singer studied me over Donne’s shoulder. “Yeah. She will, won’t she?”

I wasn’t going to promise that I wouldn’t try to reach Chad. That would have been a lie.

Donne’s hand wrapped tightly around my wrist, pushing me against the wall. His lips roved over my shoulder. “But I can’t stay here when you smell like this.”

“And I’ve got to get on stage in a few minutes,” Rage said. “Looks like we’ll have to tie her up, won’t we? Did you bring the chains?”

Donne swore under his breath. “I left them in the car. I didn’t think I’d have to restrain anyone tonight.”

“Even Graham?”

“He’s not going to change again!”

“All right. Fine.” Rage gathered amp cables off of the floor and tossed them to Donne. “Get creative.”

The werewolf stepped behind me. I tried to escape, but he jerked my wrists back, forcing both hands together.

Even my blind trust of Donne wasn’t enough to put up with this. “This is illegal. It’s imprisonment.”

Donne lowered his nose to my shoulder and inhaled. “It’s arousing you.”

“No, it’s definitely not.” Probably the most obvious lie I had ever told. Dampness pooled at the juncture of my thighs. Apparently, I was starting to confuse “situations that should scare me” with “situations that make me hornier than Chad watching a Jensen Ackles movie.”

He cinched the cords around my wrists.

“But Donne,” I protested.

“You are safest like this,” he said, like he’d been reading my thoughts.

He ran his nose from my neck down to my chest and belly, then dropped to his knees between my legs. His stubble tickled my thigh. He inhaled deeply.

Donne was smelling me.

“Oh my goodness.” It came out of me in a pained whisper.

“Donne,” Rage said warningly.

“Her scent. I can’t—”

“Get out of here. Go.”

Donne’s fingers dug into my thighs as he glared at Rage. “Why? So you can have her?”

“So I can make that scent go away,” Rage said.

“What do you mean? Someone needs to tell me what’s going on.” I squirmed my wrists within the bindings of the amp cables, trying to loosen the knots.

Donne ripped away, flipping one of the bigger amps onto its side. It slammed into the floor with a bang.

“Fuck. Do it,” Donne said.

Rage stepped up where Donne had been. He cupped my cheeks in his hands. It was a friendly gesture, not a romantic one—like we’d been best friends for years. “Kitten—Leah—you’re going to have to trust us.”

“No,” I said.

“Too bad.” Rage’s hands pressed me to the top of the amp. His grip on my hips didn’t hurt, but it was unrelenting.

I couldn’t tear my eyes from his chest and all of its elaborate tattoos. There was more detail to them than I’d thought. I never would have imagined that an artist could have managed to get so much texture in the marks.

Maybe they were magic.

With a hard twist of my wrist, the amp cables loosened.

Donne was on me in a flash. He climbed onto the amp behind me and worked fast, yanking the cables tight around my wrists.

“Don’t make me chase you again,” he growled. He was breathing hard on my neck. His hands skimmed up my back, over my shoulders, down my chest.

My eyelids fluttered when his fingertips brushed my breasts.

“Oh my goodness,” I breathed.

Rage gave a warning look at the man over my shoulder. “You can’t. You know you can’t.”

“Why not?” I asked. It wasn’t hard to guess what he had in mind judging by the way he skimmed the lacy neckline. It felt so wanton, but darn it, I wanted Donne to do exactly what he was thinking.

My head dropped back on his shoulder, spine arching to make it easier for him to expose my breasts.

“She’s aroused,” Donne growled. “That smell. I can’t—”

Rage interrupted him. “You have to.”

But now Donne’s mouth was moving over my shoulder, all warm lips and stubble. I twisted into him. Rubbed my cheek against his. My whole body yearned for Donne, and I would have ripped my own darn clothes off if my hands had been free.

His teeth sank gently into the flesh on the side of my neck. I groaned.

Rage grabbed my knees and jerked me further forward on the amp, almost until I slipped off. But that wasn’t his intent at all. He’d pulled my hips flush against his so that I could feel the hard ridge of braiding on his leather pants against my panties.

He pulled me in for a hard kiss, and I was so shocked by it that I responded on instinct, tipping my head back against Donne’s shoulder. Rage tasted like liquor and smoke. It was both offensive and sensual, as thrilling as his music.

They wanted me to trust them. How could I trust two men who happily took charge of my body like this? Pinned between Donne and Rage, such powerful forces of nature, I was helpless.

I felt like I was going to get ripped apart by the combined strength of their magnetic pulls.

Rage’s fingers slipped between my legs, crawling to my panties, rubbing my hot core through the cloth. I gasped.

A hand flashed over my shoulder and seized Rage’s wrist. I thought I heard bones pop.

“I’ll kill you, Bartholomew,” Donne said.

Bartholomew? My confusion almost killed the mood completely.

Then I realized he was talking to Rage. That was his real name. Not Rage, but freaking Bartholomew.

I giggled. Donne’s teeth against my throat cut that off almost just as quickly.

“Kill me and take the girl, and you’ll kill Graham too,” Rage said in a soft, dangerous undertone. His fingers were still pressed to me, held in place by Donne’s hand.

For a breathless moment, neither of them moved. I really thought that they were about to get in another fight with me trapped in the middle.

But Donne finally released Rage’s wrist.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered.

“Donne’s a werewolf, Kitten, and he’s attuned to the scent of witches like you. The hornier you are, the more unsatisfied, the wilder he’s going to go trying to mate with you.” The way he said “mate” made it clear he didn’t just mean sex. It was something else entirely—something far more exciting.

I wanted to mate with Donne. I didn’t fully understand what that meant, but it sounded right to me.

“And we can’t do that?” I asked.

“Mating is a lifetime commitment. One that you need to make with Graham.” Rage dug his fingers into my hips. His anger flared, almost choking me. “If Donne mates with you first, then Graham will die.”

The idea of mating with Graham was gross. Not that he was gross—just that he was kind of old. And I was much more interested in someone else.

“So I can’t be horny or Donne can’t resist me,” I said, utterly thankful that my mother was on the other side of the country where she would never know what the heck was happening to me. “Okay. Are there, um, cold showers here? Maybe I could—”

“Sit back and let me satisfy you,” Rage said. “It’s that simple.” Nothing seemed simple when I had Donne on the brink of losing control behind me. “I won’t fuck you, Kitten. I promise you that. If I let Donne work you over, though…” Rage pulled one of my legs around his hip. “All bets are off.”

I didn’t get a chance to argue. Rage ground his hips against me, pushing his erection hard between my legs. There was a pair of panties and leather trousers between us, but neither of them seemed to create any real barrier.

His erection rubbed against my damp core, and it was good.

Leave it to a rock star to have a great sense of rhythm. He knew just how to move to make my whole body burn.

The motion dragged a low groan out of me.

“Oh my goodness…”

I leaned back against Donne, who gripped me like he was on the brink of throwing me to the floor and screwing me senseless, and I had Rage rubbing between my legs. He braced himself against the amp. I could watch his abs flex as he undulated in just the right way to make waves of pleasure radiate all through my body.

My vision blurred as his tempo increased. I gazed up at him, our lips just inches apart, and I tasted the warmth of his choppy breath.

Donne was growling. I tried to turn to look at him, but Rage gripped my hair, forcing me still so that I could only look at him.

“Careful,” he panted. “Don’t stimulate him. Don’t—don’t tempt him.”

I wanted to argue that I wasn’t doing anything, but it was impossible to think, much less speak.

Donne’s hands wrapped around my breasts, kneading them in his palms. He teased the nipples out into hard peaks. Rage dipped his head and sucked one of them into his mouth, rolling it around on his tongue. Their combined touch was electric.

Even with Donne on the brink of losing control, the men functioned together like they were a team. Like they’d done this before.

Maybe they had.

The idea made me jealous, but the jealousy was kind of hot. Who else could have been pinned between them, as I was? Had they shared Ravyn before? Maybe Desdemona? Or other random fans they’d picked up on their tour bus?

My head spun. “This isn’t—this isn’t fair, you guys. One of you needs to get in me, dammit.”

Rage chuckled breathlessly. That low, sexy groan only made my arousal worse. “You need to finish.”

“Finish,” Donne growled from behind me. His hand was wrapping around my throat again. Tighter this time. My breath became high and raspy.

I wanted to tell him to squeeze harder, to take my ability to breathe away completely. As my lungs struggled to expand, the pleasure only climbed to greater heights, between my legs and from Rage’s mouth on my breast. It was dizzying. Almost painful. The sweetest kind of pain I’d ever experienced.

My ability to speak had fled, though. Not just because I was barely breathing, but because my brain was melting.

Rage shifted his angle, and he hit a new spot—a totally different spot that made me snap.

I climaxed with a whine, unable to scream the way that I wanted to. The world turned white. My hearing went tinny.

The silence was beautiful.

And in that absolute mental silence, I glimpsed the same beautiful, pristine world I’d glimpsed on the bus.

I was ripped from my body by pleasure, connected to the universe at its most fundamental level, grounded only by the men pressed against me on either side.

Best orgasm ever?

Well, definitely top ten.

















XIII




I wasn’t sure how long I rode on that high. It just kept rippling through me. Every time Rage moved a fraction of an inch, pleasure swept through me anew.

But I did come down eventually. Something that good couldn’t last forever.

“Holy hell,” a voice murmured. Donne was whispering into my neck.

Hearing him finally woke me up, chest heaving and eyelids fluttering. “What?” My head lolled against his shoulder. If it hadn’t been for the cage of his arms holding me in place, I probably would have fallen off the amp.

“We’ll have to do this again and see if it always has this effect.” Rage struggled to get the sentence out because he was so breathless.

My eyelids peeled open. I looked down to see that my skin was filled with glimmering sunlight.

Again.

I tried to sit up and pull away from the men, but I couldn’t. My arms were still restricted by the amp cables.

“Is this supposed to happen?” I asked.

“Yeah, Leah.” Donne’s lips tickled the back of my neck. He sounded so much calmer now that I’d orgasmed. Apparently, that had done the trick to tame his wolf—at least for now. “This is supposed to happen.”

“How do you know?”

Rage still had his arms braced beside me on the amp, as though he didn’t quite have the strength to walk away. “If it’s happening, it’s meant to happen.” He turned enough to see Donne over my shoulder. “Sex triggered her. Sex and werewolves. Why?”

“I don’t know,” Donne said. “You’re the high priest. You tell me.”

The rock star’s eyes filled my vision completely. It was too dark to make out the color, so they looked like vast pools of shadow. “What are you, Kitten? Why are the tarot witches forbidden? What’s it all mean?”

It hurt for him to ask me those questions. He was supposed to be the guy with the answers. He was supposed to be able to make sense of this crazy world.

But these men were guessing as much as I was.

As if smothered by my disappointment, my glowing skin dimmed.

Rage backed away, groaning as he adjusted himself in his snug leather trousers. I’d been satisfied, but he hadn’t. He was still sporting a very obvious erection.

I tried hard not to stare. It was probably silly to be worried about offending him when I’d watched Ravyn blow him the first night we met, but I still had a sense of decency.

At least, I used to have a sense of decency. But now the memory of what Ravyn had done had my mouth watering.

“You okay?” Rage asked. He wasn’t speaking to me.

“I’m in control,” Donne said.

We weren’t about to get slaughtered by a horny werewolf. That was great. The night was looking up.

Even if I was still tied to an amp.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Anything to protect Donne,” Rage said with a wry smile.

“But…” My eyes flicked down to his pants again.

Rage knew what I was looking at. His eyes sharpened. “That’s probably a bad idea, Kitten.”

Donne sniffed along my neck. “She’s getting aroused again.”

I could barely speak, my mouth was so dry. “It’s just…not fair for him. That’s all.”

Rage’s eyebrow lifted. “You want to be fair?”

Donne shoved me off the amp. I almost fell without my hands for balance, but he moved lightning-fast, catching me before I hit the floor. The instant of free fall was long enough to get my heart hammering.

“She’s right,” Donne said.

Rage suddenly looked deadly serious. He studied the werewolf’s face for a long time, as though considering something.

It seemed as though he liked seeing us on our knees.

“You know you don’t owe me anything,” Rage said.

Donne’s grip on me tightened. “Don’t make me reconsider.”

Rage sauntered up to us, loosening the braided cord that held his leather trousers together. “Fine.”

It was intimidating to kneel in front of a man who’d received many blow jobs in his lifetime—one of which I’d witnessed myself—when I’d only ever half-assed some oral with my ex-boyfriend, too shy to allow myself to enjoy the experience.

But now Donne’s hand was smoothing through my hair, the fingers of his opposite hand curving around my jaw, urging me toward Rage.

“Is it really okay?” I asked. My fingers were itching to reach out and touch him. The amp cables felt like they were burning lines into my skin.

Donne didn’t ask me why I was asking permission. We weren’t in a relationship, officially speaking; we had barely gotten a chance to speak with each other since we met. Yet he understood—just as I did—that there was something special between us.

I wasn’t going to use the word “mates” aloud, but it was wedged into my mind as I gazed hungrily at Rage.

“Yes,” Donne said. “You should.”

Rage’s eyes smoldered. His gaze had connected with Donne’s over my shoulder, and I felt like there was a conversation happening between them that I couldn’t hear. It was on a level far more intense and so much more meaningful than anything words could have said.

I squirmed in the ropes. “Untie me.”

“I don’t think we can trust you,” Donne said. “And you don’t need your hands.”

Staring up at Rage, a strange sensation settled over me, making my skin tingle.

This was so familiar. Not the amps, or the opening act blasting music on stage just a few hundred feet away, but the position of our bodies. Rage standing above me, and Donne and I kneeling at his feet, was giving me serious déjà vu.

We were just like the picture on The Hierophant.

But Rage was no pope-like figure with his hands uplifted in holy positions. He was undoing his snug leather trousers, reaching inside, lifting out his erection.

I’d already seen him before, but now Rage’s swollen length was only a few inches away from me, waiting for satisfaction.

“Are you just going to stare?” he asked, voice low and gravelly.

Donne steadied me with an arm around my waist, hand spread over my lower belly. My breasts dangled as I leaned forward and licked Rage tentatively, running my tongue along the underside of the head. It was surprisingly smooth and firm.

Rage gave a grunt of satisfaction.

“Do it right, Leah.” Donne pressed me forward with the arm hooked around my back, forcing me forward an inch, two inches, until the head bumped against the roof of my mouth.

For an instant, it was hard to breathe. I felt like I was choking.

What am I doing?

Just three days earlier, the wildest plans for my week had been going on a short road trip to see a concert. Now I was backstage at another concert, trying to see how much of Rage’s cock I could fit in my mouth.

Donne’s grip eased, allowing me to draw back and breathe properly. The sound that Rage made at the caress of my tongue was incredibly rewarding.

The werewolf didn’t need to urge me forward again. With my arms still bound tightly behind me, I slid my mouth over Rage a second time, taking him deeper.

I could almost get all the way down on the third try, bringing the tip of my nose close to the abstract tattoo encircling the base of his member.

“Goddess,” Rage breathed.

With Donne steadying me, watching me closely, I set a rhythm in time with the music that the opening band was playing on stage.

I wished I could have had my hands. I twisted my wrists harder.

Donne dug his fingers into my side. “Stop it. You’ll hurt yourself.”

But I kind of liked the way it hurt. The amp cables digging into my skin pinched, and the sensation made me feel more alert, clearer-headed.

My behavior on the tour bus that first night could have been explained away by alcohol. I didn’t have any excuses now. There was nothing making me suck Rage into my mouth and run my tongue along the underside of the shaft except my desire to satisfy him.

It wasn’t subservience that brought me to my knees in front of Rage, though. It didn’t make me feel small or degraded or used.

I felt powerful.

This high priest was rendered helpless and groaning by what I was doing to him. He had to lean back against one of the amps to remain balanced.

The Hierophant burned brightly in my mind as I pleasured Rage. Two worshipers kneeling in front of a holy man. A spiritual triad. Just like the three of us.

“She’s burning brighter,” Donne said.

Rage struggled to speak. “Her hands…”

At the gasped command, Donne finally loosened the amp cables around my wrists. My shoulders ached at the sudden relief of being able to move.

Now that I had the ability to touch Rage, I wasn’t sure what to do. So I surrendered to instinct. One of my hands slid up his thigh, clawing along the leather, leaving faint imprints of my nails.

My fingers encircled his shaft. For the first time, I glimpsed my skin and saw that Donne was right—I was glowing again.

I couldn’t hear the opening act anymore. There was a different song playing in my mind—the call of destiny, Rage had said—and it wasn’t coming from some distant, wild place.

It came from deep inside of me.

Judging by the sounds Rage was making, he was getting close to finishing. I clutched at Donne’s hand. He squeezed me tightly.

“Now,” Donne said, and it wasn’t directed at me.

Rage came with a shout, hips thrusting forward, spine bowed.

My mouth flooded with his taste. It was salty, a tiny bit bitter, but not at all unpleasant.

Rage collapsed against the amp behind him, and I sat back on my knees. Only then did I notice that they were hurting from kneeling for so long.

With my ex-boyfriend, I’d excused myself to the bathroom to clean that up in the way that nice girls were meant to do, spitting it into a tissue and flushing it down the toilet. Now, I swallowed.

Donne cradled me in his arms, gazing down at me with bright, burning eyes. He didn’t look jealous or angry. He looked at me like I was a puzzle he still didn’t quite understand.

His hand smoothed over my cheek. “That shine—it’s beautiful.”

“Thanks?” I wasn’t sure how enthusiastic I should really be about some weird kind of magic that was making me light up whenever I did something sexual.

As if sensing my discomfort, Donne kissed me briefly. The feeling of his lips on mine pushed away everything else—the growing shame, the sounds around us, even my awareness of Rage.

It didn’t last long enough. I could have stayed in his arms like that forever.

But then Donne helped me to my feet. I was unsteady on my legs. I grimaced as I rolled my arms out, shoulders popping. “Am I going to get tied to something again?”

“It depends on whether you plan on trying to run again,” Donne said.

A woman rushed into the storage room. As soon as I realized we had company, I started trying to pull my dress around myself again, hiding my breasts and thighs.

I didn’t need to worry. It was only Ravyn, and she didn’t look surprised to see the three of us half-naked together. “There’s someone here who wants to see you guys. Rage in particular.”

“I’ve got a concert starting in about ten minutes. I’m not seeing anyone.” Rage shoved himself back into his pants, laced up the cord again.

“You’ll want to see this person. She has a tarot card,” Ravyn said. “And she says she wants to talk to you.” Her eyes focused on me. “Both of you.”
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It was a little awkward to run around backstage with the taste of Rage lingering on my tongue. It felt like I had a neon sign on my forehead that broadcasted what we’d been doing to every member of the crew that we passed.

I completely forgot about the awkwardness once we reached the green room—which was not, in fact, green at all. It resembled a living room with comfortable furniture and posters of the many bands and sports teams that had visited the stadium.

The woman waiting to meet us was wore shorts under motorcycle chaps, a boob-hugging tank top, and a cropped leather jacket. She looked skanky and mean, like she’d screw your boyfriend then start a slap fight over it. And she’d definitely win. Judging by the scars on her neck, she’d won more than her share of fights before.

The guy at her side was stacked. I’m talking pure muscle. To put it nicely, I wouldn’t have dared try to slap back if the woman did screw my boyfriend, because it looked like this guy would rip my head off.

And when the new man looked at me, shock coursed through my body. His eyes were liquid gold like Donne and Graham’s.

He was also growling.

Donne shoved me behind him. “What is this?” he snarled. “A trap?”

The other werewolf made it halfway across the room before his female companion stopped him.

“Cooper,” she said sharply.

The instant she touched his back, he relaxed. “Sorry.” He lifted his hands in a gesture of peace. “We didn’t come to fight. It’s instinct. Sorry.”

Donne didn’t relax as quickly, and my touch definitely didn’t help. He only grew more tense.

“This is a bad time,” Rage said. “We’ve got a mating problem going on. If I’d known what you were—”

“I told your girl that I have one of the tarot cards,” the woman said. “You should have guessed I’d have a werewolf with me.”

She spoke with total authority, and a little bit of disdain. That was a dangerous tone to use with Rage. I’d felt his anger before. I wouldn’t do anything to risk having it turned on me again. This chick was playing with fire and she didn’t know it.

But even though the air around Rage hummed with tension, he remained outwardly calm. He turned to Donne. “Maybe you should go check on your dad.”

“I’m not going to leave Leah,” Donne said.

“She’ll be safer if there aren’t werewolves fighting in the green room. I’ll watch her.”

“I don’t really need to be watched,” I added helpfully.

“Like hell you don’t,” Donne said. But he stepped back. “I’ll be outside.”

It was about a thousand times easier to breathe in the green room once Donne was gone, leaving only one golden-eyed, muscular, male model wannabe behind. And Cooper didn’t seem interested in me at all. He was ambling around the room, studying the posters.

Thank goodness. I wasn’t sure what I would have done if a third werewolf had decided he needed to mate with me.

Rage approached the woman and held out a hand. “Let me see it.”

The woman pulled a card out of her leather jacket. The fringe on her sleeve swayed as she held it out. Rage moved to take it, but she kept it out of reach.

“Look with your eyes, not with your fingers,” she said.

I drank in the sight of the card. She was holding it toward us back-first, letting us see the elaborate crimson design that also featured in The Forbidden’s marketing material.

It was identical to the back of The Hierophant.

“I’m Ofelia Hawke, and this is my mate, Cooper.” The word “mate” rolled off of her tongue easily. “I received this card a few months ago and I’ve been looking for other witches who have similar cards. I saw your posters. I assume you’re looking for people like me, too.”

“Which one is it?” Rage asked.

“That’s an awfully personal question.” Ofelia stuck it back in her jacket. “You aren’t one of the forbidden witches, Rage. You don’t have the glow.” She looked at me over his shoulder. “But you…”

My cheeks heated at the attention.

Rage took my hand, curling his fingers around mine. Apparently, we were touchy friends now that we’d swapped orgasms. “Yeah, I’ve been trying to reach the other forbidden witches. How do you know what you are?”

“I knew a witch who failed to meet the potential of her card. She explained it to me,” Ofelia said.

“Failed to meet the potential?” I echoed.

The door opened, and a man with a headset leaned into the room. “Everything’s ready for you, Rage. Band’s on stage already.”

“Shit,” Rage muttered. He gave Ofelia a longing look, like he was on the brink of finding the Holy Grail and she was the key to pinning it down. “I’ve got to do this. Don’t go anywhere. We need to talk.”

“I agree,” Ofelia said.

He glared down at me. “Do I have to have someone tie you down? Ravyn would be happy to do it.”

If I ran, I’d miss out on getting answers from Ofelia and Cooper. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Good.” He pointed at Ofelia. “Stay put.”

She inspected her fingernails, which were much too long to be natural. The pinkie nail was pierced. The charm dangling from the gold ring was a tiny, delicate shotgun. “Uh-huh.”

Rage vanished to perform his musical magic. The instant the door swung shut behind him, Ofelia grabbed my arm. “Time for girl talk. Cooper, keep an eye on everything here?”

With his arms folded, he resembled a brick wall in motorcycle gear. “No problem.”

Ofelia dragged me toward the door. I dug my heels in. “I’m not supposed to go anywhere, and neither are you.”

“We’re not leaving,” Ofelia said. “We’re getting some air.” She eyeballed the roadies standing outside the green room door. “And privacy.”

Ofelia didn’t have any trouble getting us past the guys guarding the hallway leading to the parking lot. They must have been warned not to let me out, but nobody was actually looking at me. Ofelia was pure sex wearing cowboy boots. She had everyone’s attention.

Especially mine.

Of course, I was interested for a totally different reason. Like, the fact that my skin glowed faintly where she was holding on to me.

Warmth buzzed between us. I wasn’t sure how to put words to the sensation, but I guessed it was magic.

There were a couple of motorcycles waiting for us outside, parked just a few feet from Donne’s old Corvette. It wasn’t hard to guess who had brought the bikes with them. Ofelia strolled around the classic car, bending over to look through the windows.

“What were you saying about failure to meet the potential of the cards?” I asked.

“Receiving a card means there’s a problem in your life you need to resolve. The card represents the problem. Fail to fix it, and your life is ruined.” Ofelia glanced at me over the hood of the Corvette. “My friend failed to solve her problem. She ended up losing everything.”

“Everything?”

“Her family, her life as she knew it, her magic.”

“That sounds awful.” But I’d already lost everything in the last couple days—including my sanity. What else could The Hierophant really take from me?

Ofelia untied the motorcycle chaps and tossed them over the seat of her bike. “Tell me how you got hooked up with these people. Did you already know about the tarot witches?”

“No, I just got one in the mail last week. One of my friends recognized the design on the back because she’s a fan of The Forbidden, and…” I sighed. “Hanging out with rock stars and werewolves isn’t my thing. I was supposed to have finals this week.”

She leaned on her motorcycle sidesaddle, cowboy boots braced against the pavement. Now that the chaps were gone, I could see that she wasn’t a skinny girl, but she had the good kind of weight—a little bit of fat over thick muscle, giving her the kind of curves my roommate would have described as “badonkadonk.”

“So you don’t know anything about the tarot witches,” she said.

“Not a darn thing.”

I was so relieved to see that she actually looked sympathetic. She felt sorry for me. Finally. Someone who didn’t think I should get dragged around by destiny.

“But you know what’s happening here, don’t you?” I asked. “You know what’s up with the tarot cards, and the mating thing, and…everything else.” I didn’t pose it as a question so much as a plea.

“I’ve got a few ideas. Cooper and I are still trying to put the pieces together.”

“You know about mating, though,” I pressed. “You know why they want me to hook up with a werewolf.”

“Sure. You can make the change easier if you mate with a werewolf, so I expect that’s why they’re pushing for it,” Ofelia said. She wiggled her fingers at me. “The more you touch them when they change, the less it hurts.”

“Does changing normally hurt very much?”

“According to Cooper, it’s always excruciating. But when we’re together…” Her gaze went distant. I thought at first that she was just thinking, but then I realized she was looking at the moon.

“You love him, right?” I asked. “I don’t love anyone here. I don’t even know them.”

“I didn’t know Cooper when we mated. Destiny had other plans for us. When you meet your mate, you just know.”

Was that how I felt about Donne? Was he the mate I was destined to be with?

I knew that I wanted to be with him, breathing the same air that he breathed, safe in the shackles of his unrelenting hands. Even if it meant that I had to be with the band and miss walking at my graduation. Even if it meant that I never saw anyone from my old life ever again.

The intensity of the emotion scared me. It wasn’t at all rational.

“What is it about us that makes us different? Why do we have destinies and werewolf mating and problems we have to solve?” I asked. “None of the other witches I know have to deal with this crap.”

“That’s what I don’t know yet. There’s obviously something going on here. Someone sent us these cards.” Ofelia sighed. “I really hoped that this band would have the answers.” She stroked her bike like it was a beloved puppy, seeking comfort in its chrome curves. “Which one did you get?”

I hesitated. She hadn’t shown Rage her card when he asked for it.

Recognizing my reluctance, Ophelia gave an impish smile. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

Why not?

“The Hierophant. It’s The Hierophant,” I said. “Like a priest guy with a couple people kissing his feet.”

I kind of hoped she’d immediately shout “ah ha!” and tell me what that meant, but Ofelia only looked pensive.

“Hmm.” She pulled a book out of the saddlebag. It was dog-eared and yellowing. She flipped through it, muttering under her breath, and then stopped at a page. “Ah. Here we go. The Hierophant.”

She handed the book to me and I read the description.

“The fifth card of a tarot deck’s major arcana, The Hierophant possesses divine insight that allows him to form a bridge between Heaven and Earth. He is a teacher shining a light upon paths to righteousness. His words impart the deepest truths to his followers, if only they will have wisdom enough to listen.

“Drawing The Hierophant is a call to reexamine the world and search for faith. To obey The Hierophant is to obey destiny. To disobey him is heresy—and disaster.”

“What am I supposed to do with this?” I asked.

Ofelia shrugged. “That’s what you need to figure out. It’s your problem. You’re the only one who can solve this.”

I read the description a few more times. “A teacher I need to obey… That has to be Rage, right? Or is it Donne?” Belatedly, I added, “Or maybe Graham?”

Ofelia covered a smile with her hand. “That’s a lot of men.”

“You’re telling me,” I muttered.

“You’ll figure it out. You have to,” Ofelia said. I wished I had a fraction of her confidence. “You’re the first tarot witch I’ve found since I got my card, and I don’t believe that’s coincidence. Someone had to send the cards. I’m sure we can find her if we work together.” She gave a bracing smile. “Can we do that?”

Ofelia looked so hopeful. Her expression made my heart ache.

“Maybe we can figure it out together,” I said.

Her lips blossomed into a pretty smile. It distracted from all the scars on her neck and made her look slightly less trashy.

“Cool,” she said.

I barely knew Ofelia, but I felt kind of close to her. She was the only person who’d been through the same thing as me. Good motivation to play nice.

I searched for something else to talk about—a way to get to know her better. “You have a nice motorcycle. I bet it’s fast. And it’s so huge.”

“You should have seen the guy who used to ride it. He was like…” Ofelia raised her hands above her head and carved out a shape like a massive boulder.

“Why’d you buy something that big? Isn’t it hard to control?”

“Oh, I didn’t buy it. My card is The Devil. I had to defeat The Devil to free myself and Cooper.” She patted the leather seat of the motorcycle. “I kept a souvenir.”

Mentioning The Devil made me feel slightly less sororal toward Ofelia. My enthusiasm waned. “You defeated him?”

Ofelia took my hands in hers. “And you’ll find the answer to your problem, too. I can tell that you’re strong.”

“I hope you’re right.” I carefully extracted my hands from hers. “But, um…defeated? Does that mean that you—”

I didn’t get to finish my question.

Screams erupted from the sidewalk outside the stadium. These weren’t excited fan screams—not at that pitch, not even if Rage had ripped off his pants on stage.

They sounded terrified.

Crewmembers began streaming out of the exit, launching themselves into the parking lot. There was genuine fear on their faces.

These were big, burly guys who lifted equipment that weighed hundreds of pounds for a living, and they were fleeing.

“That’s not a good sign,” Ofelia remarked.

My heart dropped to my knees. I knew instinctively what was happening.

“Graham,” I whispered.

I pushed my way into the hallway, rushing past the equipment, the fleeing stagehands, the members of the press who had been waiting to interview the band. Everyone was evacuating, and I was the only one stupid enough to be going the opposite direction.

Ravyn was one of those attempting to escape. I stopped her at the bottom of the stairs. “What happened?” I asked. “Where are you going?”

“There are tranquilizers and chains on the bus,” Ravyn said. “I’m going to try to get Graham.” She ripped free of me. “I’ll come back!”

I stumbled over my skirts climbing the stairs. Bright lights flashed in my face as I rounded the storage room and hit the edge of the stage, looking out over the stadium.

All of the building lights had come on, so I could see that most of the audience was still there. There were thousands of people in the stands—way too many to get out quickly and safely.

And they definitely needed to get out, because there was a werewolf transforming on stage.
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I’d thought it was terrifying to watch Graham transform in the privacy of Rage’s home.

Watching him transform on stage in front of thousands of people taught me a whole new definition of the word “terrifying.”

Even though it was no longer the full moon, there was no denying that the nice older gentleman was changing into a monster. The breaking bones, the sound of his roar, the freaking tail growing from the end of his spine—pretty distinctive process.

That was scary enough on its own.

Scarier still was the fact that Graham was locked in a very public fight with Donne and Rage as he changed. Donne had a grip on his right arm while Rage tried to put him in a headlock.

Two incredibly strong men, and they were nothing against Graham’s shifting body.

“Yeah, that’s definitely not a good sign,” Ofelia said. She had followed me from the parking lot. “Jesus Christ’s balls on a cracker, this is really bad.”

I turned wide eyes on her. “Is that really necessary?”

She frowned. “Huh?”

“I mean, swearing about Jesus—”

“Oh, fuck me twice.” She rolled her eyes and shoved me aside. “Cooper! Help!”

The beast of a man that had come with Ofelia tore up the rear stairs. He plowed onto the stage, tossing a single word over his shoulder: “Run!”

That sounded like a great suggestion to me.

Cooper tackled Graham, knocking him to the stage. The audience screamed in delight at the sight of it.

Most people had no idea what they were seeing. After all of the crazy showmanship that The Forbidden had employed in earlier concerts, it probably would have been easy to believe that the werewolf thing was another trick.

If Graham escaped, then we’d find out how delighted the audience would be after getting mauled by a werewolf.

I couldn’t do anything about the crowd, but I could save myself. I turned to flee.

Ofelia grabbed my elbow. “What are you doing?”

“Are you kidding? Have you seen what those things can do?” I asked.

She jerked me toward the stage. “That’s exactly why they need us. We’re the tarot witches. We’re the only ones who can do anything about this.”

I thrust my finger toward the men. “If they can’t do anything about this, then what are we going to do?”

“Magic,” Ofelia said. “We have to do magic.”

“They need a lot more than magic. They need a miracle.”

Graham collapsed to all fours. Cooper managed to twist one of his arms behind his back and used it to pin him to the stage.

The older werewolf seemed to be shifting slower than usual. His bones were reconfiguring themselves, but his face was still human aside from the fangs. It made him look more like a horrifying, fleshy monster than a wolf.

Graham elbowed Donne in the face. Bone cracked against bone, loud enough that I could hear it over the screaming crowd, and I gasped in horror.

Donne heard me. His gaze zeroed in on me standing at the edge of the stage.

Emotion warred on his square features—somewhere between protectiveness and need, fear and anger. “Leah!” he shouted. “Get out of here!”

“No!” Rage snapped. He slammed his fist into the back of Graham’s head, smashing him flat to the stage. “This is exactly why we brought her with us!”

So I can get eaten? No thanks!

Ofelia edged toward them, towing me behind her. She was strong for a woman. She had no trouble forcing me onto the stage.

“How long since this bastard got bitten?” Cooper asked through gritted teeth. He was sweating from the effort it took to keep Graham’s legs down.

“Twenty-three years,” Rage said.

Cooper paled. “Damn.”

“It’s not a full moon,” Donne said. “This shouldn’t be happening.”

Rage was quivering with anger. “When a werewolf gets to the end of his term, it becomes more erratic. He’s going to change and he might not ever—”

Graham interrupted the lecture by wrenching his leg free and snapping a kick at Cooper’s face. His heel connected. Cooper’s nose broke, and blood streamed out of his nostrils.

“Help him before we lose control,” Rage said, focusing on me.

Ofelia pushed me forward. I took two steps and stopped.

“I don’t know how,” I said. “I’m not ready.”

“All you should need to do is touch him,” Rage panted. “If you’re not already claimed, the magic should work on its own. You’ll ease his transformation and stop his death.”

Touch him.

The way Donne was staring at me made my skin itch all over. I didn’t want to try to touch Graham. I wanted to curl up in the safety of Donne’s arms.

If that didn’t mean I was claimed, then I didn’t know what did.

But we hadn’t actually mated yet. There had been no actual sex between us, which meant it wasn’t official. Right?

I inched toward him. Graham roared and thrashed again. The men could barely hold him down.

“Hurry!” Donne shouted.

Darting forward, I pressed my hands to Graham’s sweaty face. He was slick as oil.

It didn’t feel anything like the night before, when I’d helped Donne change. I definitely didn’t feel anything resembling magic—though I wasn’t certain I’d be able to tell what it was, even if I did feel it.

Graham snapped at me. I barely managed to withdraw my fingers in time.

“It’s not working,” Rage said. “She’s already claimed.”

“Goddammit,” Donne swore. There was so much self-loathing in that one word. A whole lifetime of self-hatred.

“Now what do we do?” Cooper asked. “Ideas?”

Graham’s back arched. He seized again, harder this time, and managed to dislodge Rage.

With his arm freed, throwing Donne aside was much easier. Then the only person holding him down was Cooper—an impressive specimen of a man, no doubt, but still in his human form, while Graham looked like a wolf-man from a Hollywood monster movie.

Cooper and Graham rolled across the stage, locked in a death grip. They almost struck me.

Only Donne managed to rip me away in time. He half-carried me to safety behind one of the big screens decorating the stage.

Just the briefest brush of his skin slowed my racing heart. I wrapped my arms around his waist. I was safe with Donne. Graham would never be able to hurt me as long as Donne protected me.

He gazed down at me with helpless frustration. “This is my fault,” Donne said. “If I’d controlled myself with you—”

“How about we do self-pity later?” Ofelia suggested, running over to join us. She looked calm even though tears streaked her cheeks. “I’ve been working on a spell to tap into the power of the tarot witches. Together, maybe Leah and I can do something without needing to be claimed by Graham.”

“I’m willing to try anything,” I said, and I was surprised to mean it.

An exclamation from Rage drew my attention across the stage again.

Cooper had collapsed, bleeding, on the opposite edge of the stage.

And Graham was free.

His paws pounded against the stage as he rushed toward us—toward Donne and Ofelia and me.

I didn’t think before reacting. I stepped away from Donne and put myself right into his path.

“Leah, no!” Donne shouted.

The werewolf’s body slammed into mine. The audience screamed—or maybe that was the blood rushing through my head. I couldn’t tell the difference.

My back smashed into something hard. Everything spun around me.

I grabbed his head in both of my hands, and my fingers began glowing.

“Let me help you, Graham!” I cried. “I know you’re in there!”

There was no sign of recognition in his eyes, which were more of a sickly, brassy yellow than Donne’s vibrant gold. He tried to bite me. I jerked my head aside and his jaws slammed shut where I’d been the instant before, so close that his fur grazed my cheek.

His weight suddenly lifted off of me. Donne had wrapped his arms around Graham’s ribcage, and he roared as he threw his father across the stage.

Ofelia hauled me to my feet. “Okay, now we run.”

“Now? But I thought—”

“She’s right. We have to get out of here,” Rage said, appearing in front of us. He was bleeding from several scrapes on his arms. Fear sucked the breath from my lungs.

Had he been bitten?

I twisted to look for Donne. Ofelia tried to push me away, but not before I saw.

Donne was facing down his father and the energy between them had changed.

Graham was done transforming to his wolf shape.

Now Donne’s flesh was rippling. Bones snapped. His scream was louder than the entirety of those screaming in the audience, and it penetrated deep to my heart.

He was changing, too.

“It’s not the full moon!” I protested, as though that could change what I was seeing.

“Graham’s triggered him,” Rage said. He rushed Ofelia and me down the stairs, one hand on each of us. It was quiet backstage. The crew was gone. “They’re pack. They’re linked too closely not to set each other off like this.”

“But he’ll change back, right? Once the morning comes, Donne will change back?”

I could tell by Rage’s expression that he didn’t think the outlook was very good.

The coven emerged from the darkness, led by Ravyn and Storm. They were carrying chains, ropes, and guns. My heart skipped a few beats at the sight of them.

The idea that those weapons were meant to be used against Donne made me feel sick to my stomach.

Ravyn was wielding a set of chains as thick as her wrists, looped around her shoulders and waist. “What’s the outlook?”

“Donne’s shifted too,” Rage said. “Ofelia’s werewolf is keeping them from going into the crowd, but that means there’s only one way they can run.”

That statement was punctuated by an ear-shattering roar. The three werewolves were fighting at the top of the stairs, barely feet away from us.

“We’ll help protect the crowd,” Storm said. “Not sure how much more we can do than that if both of them have changed, though.”

Rage’s hand tightened on my arm, but he nodded. “Do what you can.”

“What are we going to do?” I asked as he continued down the hallway, taking Ofelia and me further from the fight.

“There are wards on the tour bus,” Rage said. “They’ll prevent the wolves from reaching you.”

I could hear the coven shouting behind us. I was too scared to look back and see what they were doing. I’d gotten awfully attached to the mini pizza bagel-loving witches in the few hours we’d spent together, and now the idea of them getting hurt was almost as painful as the idea of Donne getting shot with tranquilizers.

“We can’t hide. We have to help,” I said.

Ofelia stopped walking. “I agree. The two of us are tarot witches. This is what we’re meant to do.” She smiled at me. She looked tense, but not afraid. “It’s time for us to make a miracle happen.”
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Freshly painted wards were dripping above the doorway to Rage’s dressing room. The marks glowed pale green, similar to those on the gazebo back at the mansion.

The coven had been busy.

“Basic fortification and privacy wards,” Rage explained as he pushed Ofelia and me toward the door. “Won’t block your magic from escaping, but it’ll make the walls hold up a few minutes longer against assault.”

Ofelia lifted a penciled eyebrow at Rage. “Are you normally assaulted backstage after concerts?”

“If I’m lucky.” He threw the door open. “I’ll hold them back as long as I can, but don’t take your time.”

Ofelia nodded sharply. “I’ll see what we can do.”

Sudden fear filled me at the idea of Rage standing against those werewolves—men who wouldn’t hesitate to rip him apart, and wouldn’t be capable of regretting it until they turned back into their human forms.

“Rage, wait—” I tried to say.

He shut the door.

Ofelia and I were alone in the dressing room, but the walls barely muffled what was happening outside. I could still hear the coven shouting and the growls of wolves.

Tears tracked down my cheeks.

“Oh my goodness.” I paced in the confines of the room. There were a few articles of leather clothing hanging in the closet, some makeup on the counter. Nothing that could help the people outside. “Oh my goodness.”

“Goodness.” Ofelia snorted. “Okay. Let’s get casting, Mary Sunshine.”

I was pretty sure that was meant to be an insult, but I let it slide. “I don’t know how to cast.”

“No big deal. The tarot witch thing is new to me, but I’m starting to figure it out. It seems to be like normal magic, but there are fewer rules, more instinct, and—”

“No, Ofelia, I don’t know how,” I said. “I’ve never cast magic before. I didn’t even know I was a witch until, like, yesterday.”

I could see the moment that my words sank in. Her whole demeanor shifted from scared-but-determined to just plain scared.

“You’ve never cast a spell before in your entire life?” Ofelia raked her hands through her hair, staring up at the ceiling. “Oh my fucking God.”

I really wished she wouldn’t talk like that. “Rage was starting to teach me about herbs on the bus, but…”

“But what?” she snapped.

“It was too hard.” My whole body burned with shame. “I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I thought I’d have more time.”

“Fucking hell,” Ofelia said. “You’re not even a normal witch. Fuck.”

“You must have better words in your vocabulary than that,” I said. Panic had brought my mother’s words out of my mouth.

The look Ofelia shot me was pure venom. “It doesn’t matter if it’s too hard. We’re the only people who can save this werewolf before he hurts someone—like Cooper.” She shuffled through the bags Rage had left in the room and gave a triumphant cry. “Here!”

She dumped the contents of a duffel out on the floor. For some reason, Rage had brought salt, candles, some colorful rocks, and other odds and ends with him.

“What are those for?” I asked. It looked like he was planning on doing arts and crafts while on tour.

“I’m so fucking screwed,” Ofelia muttered. She tossed the candles to me. “North is that way.” She pointed. “Set the candles out at the four cardinal directions and stay out of my way.”

It was easier to obey than argue, so I did.

Ofelia spread salt in a circle around the candles and pulled me inside.

“Basic circle of power.” She arranged crystals between the candles. “Really basic. We don’t have time for anything else. We’re just going to have to keep the energy inside the circle as much as possible.”

I’d seen something about circles of power in Rage’s Book of Shadows, so I wasn’t completely unfamiliar with the concept. “Now are we going to use herbs to build energy, or…?”

A faint smile flashed over Ofelia’s lips. “Not completely useless, huh? No, we’re doing something else. It’s a lot simpler but much more difficult.” She gripped both of my wrists, staring hard into my eyes. “Open yourself and let the energy flow through you. That’s all you have to do. Think open thoughts.”

“Open thoughts? What does that even mean?”

“Think of doors opening. Trails leading into fields with no border but the sky. Big, wide valleys. The vastness of the ocean. Open thoughts, Leah.”

Open thoughts. Okay.

I visualized all the things that she was describing. Unfortunately, the vastness of the ocean only reminded me of The Forbidden’s mansion overlooking the beach, and that reminded me of Donne—which made it impossible to focus on anything other than the werewolves growling outside the door.

How could I think open thoughts when monsters wanted to break in and kill us?

They were getting closer.

Rage shouted on the other side of the wall, and the air grew thick with his anger. The energy was so much stronger than ever before. It was almost choking.

That was how he was summoning his power. He was using his anger to fuel it.

If he was casting spells, then it meant that the werewolves weren’t far, and only Rage was protecting us. He was our last defense.

Fear for the singer crashed over me.

“Focus, Leah,” Ofelia said.

“I am focusing!”

“Open thoughts. Open your fucking thoughts.” She dug her fingers into my wrists harder. The points of her nails stung against the tender flesh of my inner arm.

She began chanting under her breath. It sounded like she was saying nonsense words. Or maybe some language I didn’t know.

It worked.

Where we were connected by her hands, I felt something flowing out of me. Uncomfortable heat swirled through my body.

I’d had to have my appendix removed when I was a teenager. Getting a shot of morphine through my IV had felt a lot like this—the heat that quickly took over my entire body, numbing and making me sick at the same time.

It was magic, but it felt like a drug.

My anxiety ratcheted up.

“Wait, Ofelia,” I gasped.

The look she gave me was clearly one of admonishment. She didn’t stop chanting.

Fever washed over my skin. In contrast, Ofelia was freezing, like being clutched in the grasp of icicles. My heat wasn’t enough to counteract her chill. It felt like she could have consumed every ounce of my warmth and still managed to freeze my core.

“It—it hurts, Ofelia.” My teeth chattered.

“You’re fighting it,” she said. “Keep thinking open thoughts. Let it flow. Take from me.”

But I would freeze. I couldn’t let her power into me like that.

Now the whole circle surrounding us was glowing. The magic took tangible form, tangling like the threads of a cobweb.

Silent wind whipped around us, blasting through my skirt and lifting my hair.

Outside, Rage shouted. “Graham—don’t!”

And then he was cut off.

Something banged hard into the other side of the door. It shook on its hinges.

Ofelia gripped me harder and the cold surged. It crashed through my fever like a wave. I shuddered.

“Open yourself,” Ofelia said. “Open yourself or my magic will tear you open!”

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to force her away from me. “No!”

Another slam against the door.

The wards flared in warning. They were weakening, and fast. I didn’t need much experience to be able to tell that we only had a few seconds of protection left.

What was Donne going to do if he woke up human in the morning and realized he had killed Rage and me?

What if he never woke up human again at all?

The thought of my mate being trapped as a wolf cleared my mind, shoving the fear away.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Ofelia said encouragingly. “You’re on the right track.”

I looked down to see that I was starting to glow again. It hadn’t taken sex to get me shining this time. All I had to do was think about Donne and how much he needed my help.

“Open thoughts,” I said.

“Open thoughts,” she agreed.

It was still hard to focus on all those images she had given me—fields and oceans and open doorways—but every time another werewolf slammed against our door with a snarl, it steeled my resolve.

The images became clearer and clearer in my mind. The ice of Ofelia’s power stopped warring with the heat of my growing magic, and instead, they flowed together.

I could almost hear music playing somewhere very distant.

And then I was open.

The song that Rage had been struggling to hear for so long was no longer distant. It cascaded over me in a symphony of strings.

I opened my eyes, but I couldn’t see the dressing room anymore. I could only see Ofelia, who was a vibrant, glowing creature with luminous eyes. She looked like she had been cast from jewels. She was sapphire and ruby, the gems of night. Starlight yanked from the velvety expanse of darkness.

My body was also glowing, but I was more like sunshine. Light erupted from every crystalline facet of my skin.

Power flowed between us. It circled our bodies inside and out.

Ofelia and I were energy flowing through the earth, erupting from the cracks in the stones like waterfalls gushing from a mountain. We were the wind through the flowers. We were the tiny buds that flourished into sweet, juicy fruit.

We were something the Earth hadn’t seen in a long time.

Something that had been forbidden from existing.

Just as soon as we were released into our purer, glowing forms, something crashed down to shut us off. It felt like being dragged away from all my power.

“Quickly,” Ofelia said. “We have to help Graham.”

Suddenly, I could see through the vision of our beautiful wilderness. We were still standing in Rage’s dressing room with all its leathery clutter and inky-dark eyeliners.

The door had exploded open while we were distracted by our shared vision. Neither Rage nor Donne were anywhere in sight.

Graham stood in the doorway.

Ofelia reached out to him. “Don’t be afraid.”

He lunged, jaws opened wide.

I tried to pull back with a shriek. Ofelia clung to me with one hand, holding me in place.

With the other hand, she pointed at Graham. “No!”

He collapsed mid-step as though he’d smashed into an invisible wall. The sight made my heart shatter. “Don’t hurt him!” I cried.

“Can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs,” she said through gritted teeth.

“He’s not an egg, Ofelia!”

I could feel her drawing harder on my power, sucking it from the depths of my body to gather it around herself. “This is his only chance. Trust me. I can do this.”

Ofelia sounded so confident that I almost believed her. But it was hard to watch Graham thrashing inside the cage of our combined magic. Harder still to realize that some of that power had come from me.

It wasn’t just Ofelia hurting him. I was, too.

“He’s not changing back,” she said. Frustration made her hand tremble where it gripped me. “I think it’s because of us—because you’re still fighting me. Relax!”

Was it really my fault that Graham was stuck?

The fight went out of me at the idea of it. I surrendered, totally and completely, and allowed Ofelia into me.

Whatever it took to save Graham.

She was right. Once I stopped fighting, Graham grew calm, too. He swayed on all four legs.

Open thoughts…open thoughts…

Ofelia guided the power through the werewolf. There was something very graceful in the way that she manipulated our power. She didn’t move her hands at all—she simply focused, and it formed a glittering web of energy around him.

He shuddered. His legs gave out on him.

And slowly, he began to change back.

Excitement pounded through me as I watched the change occur in reverse. Fur fell from his flesh, exposing the man’s skin. The tail retracted. His facial bones rearranged and shrank.

Piece by piece, Graham returned to his proper human form. He was naked, flushed with fever. Hot enough that he steamed under the waves of Ofelia’s chilly power.

But he was human.

Most importantly, he was alive—and so were we.

“What just happened?” I asked. “Is he cured?”

“Cured of being a werewolf? I don’t think so. Cured of the madness? I hope.” Ofelia shut her eyes again, turning inward. Magic flowed around us again. “Now where’s that other guy? The one with the mohawk?”

Donne came around the corner an instant later. Graham’s reverse transformation hadn’t triggered his son to change back. He was still a massive, hulking beast.

There were strips of leather caught in his teeth. I couldn’t see Rage anywhere.

My excitement guttered.

Had Donne killed Rage?

“Donne, wait!” I shouted.

He barreled toward us, leaped over Graham’s supine body, and smashed into the circle of power.

The line of salt broke.

His shoulder struck my body, knocking me to the ground. The instant that I broke contact with Ofelia, all of the magic that we’d gathered around us vanished.

Powerful jaws closed on my skirt and Donne dragged me away from Ofelia. I was flat on my stomach and couldn’t fight back.

Instead, I grabbed at everything sliding past me, like the vanity and the boxes of costumes and the door to the closet.

Any time I brushed something with my fingertips, Donne yanked a little harder, wrenching me away from potential salvation.

“Hey! Put her down!” The other woman grabbed one of the chairs and swung it with all of her strength. The legs smashed into Donne’s head.

The chair shattered, but the impact didn’t faze him in the slightest.

Lucky for Ofelia, his teeth were too busy being used to drag me out of the room for him to counterattack.

Ofelia tried to launch another attack with the chair’s remnants, but Donne was too fast. He hauled me out of the dressing room. I kicked and struggled, attempting to stop him from removing me, but it was useless—I had no traction, nor did I have the strength of a huge freaking werewolf.

But if he managed to get me out of the stadium, then nobody would ever find me. I’d seen how fast the werewolves moved.

So I struggled hard, even though it was hopeless.

It was my only chance.

Donne carried me toward the parking lot exit. The coven had gathered there, led by Ravyn. I was happy to see that they had survived the werewolves—happy, but scared. They were the only thing blocking Donne from escaping.

I was torn between hoping they’d save me and wishing they would run while there was still time.

The coven was slopping paint around the large doorway and chanting. Crystals glowed on the sidewalk beyond.

Despite my limited exposure to magic, I recognized the wards meant to contain a werewolf.

They were trying to keep Donne inside.

He rushed at the coven. The boning of the corset dug into my ribcage, and I couldn’t help but wail with pain, even though the sound seemed to make him run faster. My pain excited him.

Donne smashed into the wall of magic. It shoved him back, and electricity crackled over both of us.

That hurt, too.

But the coven was standing safely on the other side of their wards, so he didn’t manage to hurt them. Ravyn was close enough that I could tell she was sweating as she struggled to reinforce the wards. It didn’t help. The magic was growing dimmer.

Those wards weren’t going to hold for very long.

Donne tried to push through again. The second jolt of electricity made him drop me.

I scrambled onto all fours, trying to crawl away as quickly as possible.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t as quick as a werewolf.

He snarled as he pounced on me. For the second time that night, I found myself staring up at the face of a wolf.

Donne didn’t seem to recognize me. It wasn’t a protective urge making him drag me away. It was instinct.

Pure, wolfish, hungry instinct.

Still, he didn’t bite.

Maybe there was still a chance to save him. I hadn’t been able to help Graham on my own, which meant I’d been claimed by Donne. Like it or not, we were somehow mated.

I needed to be able to revert him to his human form using magic, like Ofelia had used on Graham.

But how? I wasn’t a real witch. I had never cast a spell in my life.

I’d never be able to save Donne.

Is it so hard to believe that you could be powerful? A savior? Someone important?

That was what Donne had asked me when I tried to flee. He had seemed furious that I thought so little of myself, and maybe for good reason. My crisis of confidence meant his life was hanging in the balance.

His life, and mine. We’d die together if I didn’t find a way to believe in myself.

While I was vacillating, the coven’s magic failed. The glow sputtered in the corner of my eye, then vanished completely. The wall of wards blocking our access to the parking lot had vanished.

“Get out of the way!” Ravyn cried.

The coven scattered, clearing a path for the werewolf. It hurt to see them running. They were giving up on me.

There was nothing holding Donne back anymore.

He bit down directly on my corset this time. His mouth was big enough that he could get my whole side trapped within his jaws, and only the metal boning prevented his teeth from punching through.

Donne launched with the strength of his hind legs, lifting me into the air.

And he passed easily through the place where the wards had been.

It was time to embrace my magic.

Think open thoughts.

I grabbed Donne’s neck ruff in both fists, and I focused hard.

The remnants of the power Ofelia had built were still clinging to me, so I poured all of it into him.

He wasn’t expecting an attack from his prey. That blast knocked Donne off his feet, and we rolled to a stop at the end of the hallway. Best of all, his jaws released me.

This time, I didn’t try to run. I threw myself on top of him. His massive flank heaved underneath me.

I grabbed his fur again, pressing my fingers to his skull underneath.

Open thoughts.

I imagined space beyond the thin line of atmosphere sheltering humanity on the surface of Earth. I imagined the massive void between the stars. Those were the most open things that I could possibly imagine—there was nothing bigger than space.

Yet it wasn’t the right kind of open. I couldn’t quite grasp my magic.

“Come on,” I prayed, hoping that God would grant me His grace in my moment of greatest need.

Call it an epiphany, call it divine intervention, whatever—an idea struck me.

I didn’t need to imagine open spaces.

I needed to open myself.

So I thought of the times I had opened myself in the last couple of days—like when I was laughing at the kitchen table with the coven, eating junk food and genuinely enjoying myself. Or the brief conversation I’d had on the tour bus with Donne the morning after the first concert.

And I thought of how I had opened myself to Chad’s guidance, allowing a wilder, sexier Leah to emerge from the protective shell of my Ugg boots and leggings.

My skin began vibrating. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know that the glow was flooding through me again.

Just in a couple of short days, I’d opened myself in a lot of ways. Given more time, the help of my new friends, and a lot of patience, who knew what I could accomplish?

Maybe I could even be powerful. A savior. Someone important.

A tarot witch.

Magic filled me to the brim. I opened my eyes to find that Donne had stopped trying to escape, and now we were suspended in the brambles of my power. It was warm and bright, like a midsummer day.

The light reflected in Donne’s golden eyes. The yellowish hue brightened to gold.

“Come back to me,” I whispered.

Shivers overtook his body.

Coaxing Donne out of his wolf form was like trying to save him from drowning in the depths of a lake. And as he surfaced, his body changed. The fur fell out. His legs reversed. His bones broke and reassembled.

I felt every moment of his transformation. Every little pop and snap and twist.

Yet it didn’t hurt. It felt natural, the way that two tectonic plates sliding against each other under the Earth’s surface is natural, or the way that a brewing storm is natural.

While Donne changed, I was connected to the whole world. The stars above, the soil below the parking lot, the other witches inside the stadium—and, yes, all three werewolves nearby. I even felt connected to all of the humans still inside the stadium for the concert.

For a bright, shining moment, Leah Todd was someone special.

Then the magic was done. It flowed out of me easily, spreading back into the universe with a sigh.

And I found myself kneeling over Donne’s unconscious body.

He was human again.
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The coven swarmed us a few moments later.

I backed away from Donne, trying to give them space to wrap him in blankets again. But they weren’t just giving their loving attention to the werewolf.

They came to me, too.

Storm threw a blanket over my shoulders. It was rough and woolen and smelled gross, probably from spending too much time on a tour bus used for partying. I was grateful for it anyway. I couldn’t stop shivering.

“The magic’s going to leave you weak,” he said, rubbing my shoulders. “On that note, that magic was badass. What the fuck did you do?”

“I have no idea,” I said.

The coven helped Donne up and carried him toward the bus. My protective instinct swelled at the idea of being separated, but I was suddenly too tired to follow them. Three steps into the parking lot and I almost collapsed.

“Take it easy,” Storm said, propping me up against his side. “We’ve got coffee in there.” He jerked a thumb at the stadium. “You should have a drink. It’ll warm you up and keep you awake for a few minutes.”

But they were taking Donne away. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the coven. I just couldn’t bear the thought of having him taken from me.

Still, I was too weak to do anything else. I let Storm guide me back to the hallway, gazing helplessly at Donne as the other witches loaded him onto the bus.

He was starting to wake up. For a beautiful instant, our eyes connected.

I thought it almost looked like he was smiling.

Donne? Smiling? No way.

Storm took me backstage and I could hear the crowd roaring. Music was playing again. It wasn’t The Forbidden, judging by the rhythm of the guitar—the music was too upbeat. The opening band must have taken over.

I clung to Storm’s arm for balance. “What happened while I was in the changing room? Is everyone okay?”

It wasn’t Storm who responded.

“Everyone’s fine,” said another man. “Some scrapes and bruises, but no big deal.” The sound of that voice made all of my fatigue vanish in a heartbeat.

I spun to see who was speaking.

Rage was alive.

I flew to him, slammed against his chest, and flung my arms around his neck. “Thank God you’re okay!”

He staggered from the impact, groaning. “Careful, Kitten. I’ve already been mauled once tonight.”

“Oh my gosh, sorry!” I leaped back, grabbing his hands to look at his arms. He was streaked with blood. His pants were also artfully shredded, baring his scraped legs in long stripes. “Did they bite you? Does this mean you’re going to change?”

“Scratches don’t transmit the werewolf curse,” Rage said, waving a dismissive hand at me. “Storm’s got a few potions that’ll accelerate my healing. I’ll be fine in time for the show we’re doing in Oahu.”

He was already talking about the next show. He was going to be okay.

That didn’t mean there was no damage from what had happened on stage, though.

“Everyone in the audience saw the werewolves fighting,” I said. “Isn’t that bad? That’s got to be bad.”

“Special effects.” Rage shrugged. “I’ll finish the set in a minute. Hardwicke and Huxley are already up there, so if I walk on like everything’s fine, they’ll believe it. Relax, Leah.”

“Relax?” I echoed. “After Graham and Donne almost killed us?”

“Yeah. Relax.” Ofelia was limping out of the changing room with Graham’s arm over her shoulder to help him walk. His jaundiced flesh was gone and his eyes were vibrant gold again, much brighter than I’d seen them before. “There’s a big difference between almost dead and actually dead. We won this one. Chill out.”

Ofelia set Graham carefully on a chair. He smiled gratefully at her.

“I think I get it now,” I said. “You’re The Hierophant, Ofelia. You’re the priest I’m supposed to listen to. Right?”

I felt like I’d stumbled across a major realization, but Ofelia didn’t look nearly as impressed.

“I don’t know if The Hierophant is a single choice you needed to make or if it indicates a lifestyle you have to embrace. Know what I mean?” Ofelia asked.

“It means I need to listen to you, and Rage, and…”

She took my hand and squeezed it briefly. “You need to listen to God.”

I blinked in surprise. “You’re a believer?”

“You are, and that’s what matters to you, right?” Ofelia said. “By God, I mean fate or destiny or—let’s leave it at God, huh? Listen to Him and don’t be afraid of what you have to do.” She smiled. “Luckily, neither of us has to walk this path alone.”

She was looking over my shoulder.

Donne had returned with Ravyn’s help, and he lingered in the darkness of the hallway.

I’d never seen a sight more beautiful than Donne standing on his own two legs. He wore sweat pants and that black shirt that said “Road Crew” again.

Unfortunately, Rage reached him before I could. He grabbed Donne by a fistful of shirt. “What the hell are you doing here? You need to rest.”

Ravyn poked out from behind Donne’s wall of muscle. “I couldn’t get him to lie down until he saw that Graham was safe.”

I gazed at Donne, heart in my throat. He gazed back at me. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking or feeling. We weren’t having silent conversations like those he held with Rage. I was just happy to see him at all.

“Dad’s fine, you’ve seen him, you can stop worrying.” Rage pointed toward the hallway leading to the bus. “Now get out of here. I have a set to finish.”

Donne grumbled with something that might have been agreement.

I only took two steps toward him before he limped down the stairs toward the access hallway. He staggered. Storm and Ravyn caught him and helped him the rest of the way down.

“Donne?” I started to follow.

Fingers brushed my elbow. It was Graham. “Give him space. You’re not the only one whose world is changing.”

I knew he was talking sense, but it still hurt to obey. I watched Donne’s back until he rounded the corner and I couldn’t see him anymore.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll give him space.”

“I need to thank you, Leah,” Graham said. “I haven’t felt like this in years.” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, wincing slightly. “I’m not sure I’ve ever felt this good.”

Rage slung an arm around my shoulders. It wasn’t as reassuring as Donne’s touch, but it still felt pretty nice. “Pretty awesome to see what you and Ofelia did for the dogs. What else will you be able to do together?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

He smirked. “We’ll have to find out together. After all, now that we have two of you…the possibilities are endless.”







 

I would have given what little remained of my scholarship to OSU to be able to teleport myself out of the stadium and onto the tour bus.

Rage was right about how big a deal the werewolf fight on stage had been. Or, actually, how big a deal it wasn’t.

The few people smart enough to flee from the werewolves hadn’t put a dent in the usual post-concert crowd hungering for a piece of Rage’s flesh. Fans and reporters were clustered outside the tape cordoning off the tour bus, and I could hear their screams from inside.

After everything I’d been through, the last thing I wanted to deal with was shrieking fans.

The adrenaline that had been carrying me through the night’s conflict was gone the instant I stepped outside the stadium. The cool night air completely failed to revitalize me; instead, it felt like the wind was sapping my strength.

I stumbled without tripping on anything. And everybody saw it. Talk about embarrassing.

Before I could fall, Rage swung me into his arms and twirled, making the starlight swim.

“Don’t fall asleep!” he said. “The night’s young!” He sounded giddy now that he’d finished his concert. And if I wasn’t mistaken, the wounds on his arms looked more healed than they should have, considering the freshness of the damage. I wondered if he’d been using the audience’s excitement as power for healing spells.

My head swirled from being moved so abruptly. “You’re going to make me hurl.”

That got him to drop me. He hung on to my arm, though. “Ravyn will mix up something for you on the bus. Give you a little energy.” Rage squeezed my ass. “Anything for the woman who saved my brother.”

“Brother?” I blinked blearily at him. “Donne? Wait, you’re brothers?”

“Former frat brothers, actually,” Ravyn said, jogging to catch up with us. She moved surprisingly fast considering that her boots had six-inch platform heels. “Come here, you poor pathetic thing. Don’t let Rage bother you.”

She removed me from his grasp and helped me toward the bus, but not before the singer copped another feel. He got terribly handsy when he was in a good mood.

“I know frat guys, and there is no way that Rage and Donne were in a frat,” I said.

“They were young and stupid. Remind me to show you the pictures. I have a stash at the mansion.”

“Now I’m sure that you’re messing with me.”

Ravyn winked. “Maybe.”

“Leah! Leah!”

Someone in the crowd was yelling my name.

“Wait, Ravyn.” I turned to search for who was shouting.

A man stood at the corner nearest the bus, trying to squeeze through the tape. He was almost unrecognizable in a polo shirt and khakis. That was the kind of thing my best friend Chad would wear to college, but not to a concert.

That was because he wasn’t in Los Angeles to attend a concert. He was there to rescue me.

During all of the ruckus, I’d completely forgotten calling Chad.

I stepped away from Ravyn, concentrating on standing steady. No need to worry Chad more than I already had. “Oh my goodness, Chad!” I hugged him over the yellow tape. “I feel so stupid for calling you down here.”

“Are you okay? You sounded scary on the phone. You said you were kidnapped.” He held me at arm’s length, looking me up and down. His eyes went wide when he realized what I was wearing. My goth princess dress only looked extra-goth with all the werewolf teeth marks on it.

“I’m fine. I just had kind of a mix-up with some of the band, and too much to drink, and… No, yeah, I’m fine. I’m not being, like, held captive or anything.” Could I have sounded any less confident? “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”

Chad stared at me hard. “You’ve changed, Leah.”

I blushed as I ran my hands over the lacy skirt. “Yeah, I know it’s silly, but—”

“That’s not what I mean.” He scrutinized me with narrowed eyes. “There’s something going on here. It’s almost like you’re glowing.”

My eyebrows lifted. He couldn’t have any idea how literally true that had been a few minutes earlier.

I actually had to peek at my hands to make sure I hadn’t gone ultraviolet again.

Rage sidled up to me, putting an arm around my shoulder. “Glowing, huh?”

At the sight of our familiarity, Chad’s eyes literally bulged. “Oh my God.”

Miss Manners didn’t say anything about how to introduce one’s rock star friend-with-benefits to one’s cross dressing classmate, but I had a feeling that any introduction was better than none. “Rage, this is my friend Chad. Chad, this is…” A nervous chuckle slipped out of me. “I guess you already know who he is.”

“You think our kitten’s glowing?” Rage asked Chad with a strangely intent look.

The way he was talking made me think there was something else going on. I threw a questioning look at Rage, which he totally ignored.

“Yes, our kitten is definitely aglow.” Chad added a special emphasis to “kitten.”

“Interesting,” Rage said.

Did he think that Chad was a witch, too? I was dying to ask, but I didn’t want to blow any secrecy surrounding the whole witchcraft thing. Of course, being magical was kind of The Forbidden’s marketing line, so maybe it wasn’t all that secret, but…

Rage lifted the yellow tape that separated Chad from the restricted area surrounding the bus.

“Come inside. Any friend of Leah’s is a friend of The Forbidden’s.”

Chad gave a wiggle of delight as he ducked under the tape. I almost stopped him. Call me crazy, but I wanted to shelter him from this insane life of magic and werewolves—as wonderful as it could sometimes be.

“You clean up good, girl,” Chad whispered at me.

It felt so good to give him another big hug. “You probably need to get back to school. I’m not going to make you stick around.”

“Finals are over,” he said. “I have nothing to get back to. All the time in the world.” Chad was talking a little bit too fast. He didn’t understand why I was trying to get rid of him.

“Great,” Rage said, steering Chad toward the bus. He tossed a wink to me over his shoulder. “You want to party with the band tonight?”
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I slept like the dead my first night at the mansion. Luckily, I wasn’t the “mauled by a werewolf” kind of dead, but more like the glamorous dead girls who decorated the covers of The Forbidden’s albums.

If I’d had a choice, I wouldn’t have slept at all. I would have stayed awake to hang out with Chad and the coven. I could hear them carousing in the kitchen below. Probably doing shots served up by Ofelia, who I’d learned used to be a bartender.

Ofelia and Cooper had come back to the mansion with us, loading their motorcycles onto a truck and hitching a ride on the bus. I’d had plenty of time to get to know both of them. Cooper had been very interested in my studies at OSU. Not what I would have expected from such a beefcake.

It sucked to hear everyone partying and have to stick to my room.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have a choice. Total exhaustion sucked me under the instant my head hit the pillow. I was too tired to dream.

But not so tired that the sound of someone entering my bedroom didn’t wake me up.

My eyes flew open just as quickly as they’d closed.

“Who’s there?” I asked, rubbing my face. I felt strangely groggy. A glance at the clock told me it hadn’t really been three seconds since I’d lain down to rest—more like three hours. It was well past midnight, into the beginning of the first day of the rest of my life as a witch with Rage and Ofelia.

The bedroom was still dark, though. I could only make out the shape of a man sitting in the chair opposite the foot of my bed.

Click.

Donne turned the lamp on. He was wearing just his sweatpants again, giving me a good view of the muscled expanse of his torso. There were no injuries from his earlier struggle. Thank God for werewolf healing.

“Hi,” I said.

Donne grunted.

I pushed the sheets off of me and settled onto the end of the bed. I waited for Donne to tell me what he was doing there. I knew he couldn’t have slipped into my room for no reason.

But he remained silent.

“Are you okay?” I ventured.

“Thanks,” Donne said.

That one word made my heart melt, just a little. He sounded so gruff, almost shy. I couldn’t quite convince myself that was a word that should be associated with Donne, though.

“So, um, guess we’re mated,” I said with a nervous chuckle. “Mates. For life.”

Donne was glaring at his hands as though they had betrayed him in some way. “Yeah.”

The abruptness of his response wasn’t too inspirational.

I felt hopelessly lonely, even with him in the room. There was this huge wall between us that seemed impossible to breach.

But I wanted to breach it. I wanted to get to him so badly.

After all we’d been through together, after all the signs that had been flashing at me, I couldn’t believe that this was how things were meant to be. Donne and I needed to be together, and not just physically.

“You know, there’s this idea in my religion—this concept that there’s one person out there specifically intended for us,” I said. “We don’t call it soul mates, but it’s pretty much soul mates. Destiny. There’s someone out there that God wants us to be with, and He makes it happen one way or another. Maybe that’s what this is. God’s giving me guidance, if only I can be smart enough to listen.”

“I know I’m not the kind of man a woman like you would choose,” Donne said.

That was so silly that I almost laughed, but I didn’t want him to feel like I was mocking him, so I held it back. “I was actually just thinking about how lucky I am. I don’t know you very well, but everything I know about you is…amazing.” And smoking hot. That part didn’t hurt.

He looked up at me in surprise. “Amazing? I’m a werewolf.”

“I’m a Mormon,” I said with an apologetic shrug that was only half-joking.

The corner of his mouth twitched. It almost looked like it was meant to be a smile, and it occurred to me that I hadn’t actually seen Donne smile yet.

“You’re just so beautiful,” he said, voice hoarse.

I looked down at myself. I was in the same body I’d always had.

He thought I was beautiful.

“You’re good to your dad, and to the family you’ve chosen. You’ve taken good care of me. You’re smart and strong and handsome and…” I gave another shrug. Nothing apologetic about this one. “What else could I ask for?”

He rose from the chair. Suddenly, he was standing just an arm’s length away from the foot of the bed, looking down at me with heat in his eyes.

“A man who isn’t broken,” he said.

That was the problem. He thought that being a werewolf made him bad in some way.

But I was bad, too. I was a witch. I could do magic. I was supposed to meet a greater destiny, and I’d have to work with a bartender and a rock star to figure out exactly what that was.

Donne and I were broken in the exact same way, fitting together like shards of a mirror. We were meant to be united. Two fragments of a whole.

I took one of his hands, opening his fingers by stroking his wrist. His hand relaxed. I nuzzled my cheek against his palm.

“You’re fine the way you are, Donne,” I said.

His hand crept around the back of my hair, pulling gently so that my head tipped backward, forcing me to look at him. He didn’t really need to control me like that. “Did Rage tell you how Graham and I ended up as werewolves?”

“He didn’t tell me anything,” I said. “Only that werewolves last for about twenty years, and then they tend to…run out.” I couldn’t think of a nicer way to say it. “Expired” sounded too fatal.

“I was bitten when I was five years old,” Donne said. “Twenty-four years ago.”

But Graham had been bitten twenty-three years ago.

My eyes went round. “You mean…”

“It was my uncle who changed me. My mom’s brother. He did it on purpose. He thought that I might survive longer if he did it while I was young. My parents were…” Donne trailed off, lost in thought. “My dad tried to help me. He couldn’t do anything. I bit him less than a year later.”

“Oh my gosh, Donne.” I rested my hands on top of his. “You can’t tell me that you blame yourself for something you did as a child.”

“I had to save him,” Donne said. “I screwed it up because I wanted to be with you so badly, and I claimed you first. My selfishness almost killed him. But you saved him anyway.” His hands tightened on my hair. “I’ll always owe you for what you did for my family.”

Tears burned my eyes. “We’re family now.”

I knew what The Hierophant was trying to tell me. It all made sense.

Donne dropped to his knees. He was tall enough that this put our faces level. He kissed me gently, his tongue exploring my mouth. All of his earlier harshness had vanished, leaving nothing between us but his gratitude, my need to help him, and the slow burn of desire.

He lowered me to the bed. His hand peeled the layers of skirts open—another one of Desdemona’s beautiful gowns, which I’d changed into on the bus. Its skirt was like the petals of a flower rather than a single piece of cloth. He exposed me by inches of fabric at a time.

Donne’s fingers traveled over my thighs, seeking the tops of the garters. I didn’t feel self-conscious about my size anymore. Not in his eyes.

“If you don’t want to be with me—” he began.

I pressed a finger to his lips and shook my head. “No talking.”

We would be able to talk later. We were about to become mated—as far as I knew, that meant we would have the rest of our lives together. Plenty of time to talk, get to know each other.

For now, it was just the two of us in the moonlight, werewolf and witch all tangled up in the destiny neither of us had chosen.

Donne opened the bodice on my dress, exposing my chest to the cool air. He explored my wanting body with mouth and fingers, urging my nipples into moist peaks, eliciting groans from deep within my chest.

I liked him this way, all cautious and gentle. I liked him rough, too, but this was…special. Almost reverent.

We were the worshipers kneeling at the feet of The Hierophant. We were obeying his screed by uniting our bodies. The temple in which we met was not a church or some other holy ground, but the four-poster bed, consecrated by the sanctity of our union.

This was exactly what was supposed to happen.

At another time, I’d have been happy to spend a few hours on foreplay. I couldn’t wait to familiarize myself with every single ridge of muscle on Donne’s body. Tonight, I couldn’t wait. I felt like I’d already been waiting too long.

“Please, Donne,” I whispered into his lips. My fingers strayed over his belt, but I wasn’t courageous enough to invite myself into his clothes.

He leaned back on his knees. I got to watch as he opened the belt with a jangle of metal, popped his fly open, and lowered his jeans over his hips.

Oh my goodness.

I’d seen Donne naked, but not like this. Not when he was kneeling over me with hunger in his eyes and moonlight making every exposed inch of his skin glow.

He was an incredible sight to behold, and he was mine.

I wasn’t certain what I’d done to deserve destiny delivering this man into my life, but it must have been pretty awesome.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Words had left me. I just nodded.

Donne collapsed on top of me, and he was almost too heavy. But I liked it. I wanted to feel every inch of him against me, driven into the bed, consumed by his heat.

He lifted my knee, hooking his arm underneath my thigh.

I opened myself to him just as I’d opened myself to the magic. I prepared myself to be taken. Overwhelmed.

He pushed inside of me.

The noise I made wasn’t even human, as though I was the werewolf of the two of us, and he was the witch.

Donne was definitely working some kind of magic.

He set a rhythm that reminded me of Rage’s music—not just in the harsh beat of it, but in the way that it dragged emotion out of me, welling up in my chest and burning low in my belly.

It didn’t take long for him to bring me to orgasm. We came together, our cries mingling in the night, my flesh glowing the color of the summer grass.

I wasn’t scared of the magic we made anymore.

The power of it almost brought me to tears. I’d stumbled onto something enormous entirely by accident, and it had changed me in a profound way.

I wasn’t just a girl anymore, going through a shy and boring life on my own. I had a partner now. A family. And a destiny.

I was a tarot witch, and I was ready.
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Dear reader,

I hope you’ve enjoyed Forbidden Witches! You can read about the next Tarot Witches book on my website: Winter Court

If you’d like to know when my new books come out, make sure to sign up for my new release email alerts. I hope you’ll also leave a review with your thoughts on the site where you bought Forbidden Witches. It helps other readers find the series!

Happy reading!




Sara (SM Reine)

http://authorsmreine.com/

http://facebook.com/authorsmreine 
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