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Chapter One

 


“The hell?” Leo Tucker opened the door to his
condo and stopped short, a smile unexpectedly tugging at his lips.
His roommate Dakota slouched on the leather sofa with two bottles
of beer pressed to his eyes like a spa visit gone terribly wrong.
Dakota’s longish dark hair stuck up in the back against the
heart-shaped purple pillow Leo’s mother had sent him as a joke six
months ago. “Dude. It’s only two weeks into the school year.
Teaching high school English can’t be that bad, at least not
yet.”

“Ha. And that’s where you’re totally wrong.”
Dakota sat up, expertly shifting the two full bottles of micro brew
from his face to his fists. The purple pillow fell down behind his
back, but he didn’t seem to notice. He saluted Leo and took a long
swig from the drink in his right hand. “You get to spend all day
outside putting shit together, and then you go home. You have no
idea what I have to deal with.” He held out the other beer to Leo.
“Kids are crazy, man. And my boss is crazier.”

Leo snorted, kicking the door shut behind him. “It’s
high school English. You recite sonnets for a living. If that’s not
the definition of a cushy job, I don’t know what is. I, on the
other hand, have to handle disasters on a regular basis. Today the
backhoe hit a city water line and spewed a zillion gallons of water
all over the fucking street.” He dropped his keys in the bowl on
the table near the door and sat down on the bench to unlace his
steel-toed boots. Damn, he was tired. Dust drifted from his shirt
onto the hardwood floor, and he sighed. He’d thought he’d gotten
all the drywall crap off earlier, but apparently not.

“It’s not the poetry that’s hard, it’s the
people.” Dakota took another swallow of his beer and set Leo’s down
on the coffee table. “My boss is insane. She’s like an escapee from
a mental institution. I swear, she enjoys other people’s pain. At
least you own your own company and you’re the
boss.”

“A zillion gallons of water. Everywhere,” Leo
reiterated as he went to the couch and collapsed next to his best
friend. “It was a nightmare. I had the city inspector breathing up
my ass for hours until we found the shut off valve.”

Dakota smiled grimly. “Did he hit on you?” he asked,
just as Leo took a sip of his drink.

Leo choked. “No. Jesus, Dak.” He wiped his mouth
with the back of his hand and coughed again. “Shit. He’s, like,
sixty. And married. To a woman.” He glared at his friend. “And
neither of us is gay, as you well know.”

Dakota laughed. “Then I win. Dr. Packer insisted on
sitting next to me at lunch in the teachers’ lounge, again. She
leaned in so hard I could see right down her blouse.” He set his
bottle on the coffee table. “She keeps suggesting I should stay
after school so she can show me around the building. Extra
orientation. Ugh.”

Leo raised an eyebrow, inexplicably annoyed. “I
don’t see the problem. She’s pretty, right? Unmarried?”

“Doesn’t matter. She’s my boss, and the
principal of the high school.” Dakota scowled. “It’s
inappropriate.”

“Just tell her you’re not interested.” Leo was
too damned tired to deal with Dakota whining about a pretty woman
hitting on him. The flood in the middle of the city he’d had to
deal with trumped innocuous flirting any day of the week. He
slouched down, letting the alcohol loosen his muscles. It’d been a
hell of a day.

“I told her I was seeing someone. She didn’t
buy it.” Dakota took another long pull of his beer. “And all the
girls in my classes stare at me. And giggle.”

I bet they do. Leo snorted, looking his
friend over. Dakota wore the usual teacher uniform of slacks and a
button down shirt. He even had on a sweater vest, but no amount of
geek uniform could disguise his muscular body. They’d known each
other since elementary school and Dakota had excellent genetics.
The bastard didn’t even have to work out to get his physique.
“Well, you do have pretty hair,” Leo said dryly, knowing it would
rile Dak up.

Dakota immediately glowered at him. “Shut the hell
up.” He ran a hand over his head, smoothing down the hair the
pillow had snarled in the back.

“Just saying it like it is. All the girls in
high school used to coo over you.” Leo smiled. “I see that hasn’t
changed.”

“Oh please. You’re the one who dated a
different girl every month,” Dakota retorted.

“Long time ago, Dak.” Leo closed his eyes and
let out a sigh, slumping down. “Jesus, I’m fucking exhausted. I
hope there are no more major fuckups on this job. I can’t afford
the fucking fees.”

“I made spaghetti.”

Leo immediately sat up, not the least bit fazed by
Dakota’s non sequitur. “Really?” He thought he’d smelled something
good when he walked in. “I worried I’d want to kill you within the
week when you moved in last month, but so far, I’m liking it. I
might have to bring you with me when I finally move into the house
I’m building.”

“You just like my cooking.” Dakota stood up
and headed for the kitchen. “I left a plate for you in the oven.”
He tossed his empty bottle into the recycling, then opened the oven
door. “Here you go.” He slid the plate onto a hot pad and pushed it
across the island. “And I might just follow you to your house. I
don’t make enough yet to afford a swanky place like this,” he said,
glancing around the open, modern space.

“Okay, sure. Whatever.” Leo was already
perched on the stool, mouth watering. He pulled the food closer to
him, inhaling the delicious scent of homemade sauce. “Oh my God, I
love you.”

Dakota rolled his eyes. “Restrain yourself.” He put
out a fork and knife and sat next to him, smiling indulgently when
Leo began to shovel his food into his mouth.

“What?” Leo asked five minutes later. He felt
a lot better. Starving never worked well with his metabolism.
“You’re staring at me.”

“Didn’t your mother teach you not to inhale
your food?” Dakota grabbed Leo’s now empty plate and put it in the
dishwasher.

“You’ve met my mother. You know it would never
occur to her to bother,” Leo replied, grinning. His artist mom was
more likely to forget meals than admonish Leo for eating
them.

Dakota laughed. “Remember that time she made
cookies—”

“And put clay in the batter instead of flour?”
Leo interrupted, shaking his head. “I remember.”

“She’s sweet though, not like my mother.”
Dakota’s tone turned bitter. He crossed his arms and leaned back
against the counter. His blue eyes had gone dark.

“Your mom’s a witch. What do you expect?” Leo
asked. He understood Dakota’s sudden gloom. He’d moved away from
his hometown eight years ago and never regretted it. The place was
overrun with witches and their scheming. He missed his mother,
sure, but she came to visit a lot, so it worked out. “I’m amazed
you lasted there as long as you did. Living at Conclave
headquarters is uncomfortable, especially with your mom and aunts
trying to get you to donate your sperm to various needy
members.”

“I had to finish school.” Dakota stood up and
opened a cabinet. He took out a glass and filled it with water,
then downed it in one go like it was hard alcohol.

“You could’ve gone to college and grad school
somewhere else.” Leo didn’t really expect his friend to reply.
They’d been over this before. He didn’t understand why Dakota had
put up with the Conclave’s machinations for so long. Every woman in
Dakota’s family was a witch with varying levels of power. The
Conclave Crones wanted his seed so they could make more little
witches with their daughters and granddaughters. Dakota wanted to
not be the father of ten girls before he turned thirty. Luckily,
only Leo’s great-grandmother had been a witch, so his DNA was too
diluted with human mundanity for the elders to bother with him.
He’d escaped early, as soon as he graduated from high
school.

“My grandmother paid for my education. The
only thing she required was for me to stay there until I was done.
You know that.” He put the glass in the sink, but didn’t turn
around. “If I’d run away, they’d have labeled me a rogue gene
carrier. You know that. The Conclave isn’t nice to people who slip
their clutches.”

Leo frowned, pissed at himself. I shouldn’t have
brought it up. Again. “Hey, sorry. I know.”

Dakota’s shoulders stayed tense. “Yeah.”

Leo ran a hand over his face. I’m such an
asshole. He thought about what he could do to make it up to his
friend. I can at least listen to him, I guess. “And now you
have another woman hitting on you. That sucks,” he prompted.

Dakota turned around. “Exactly. As of now, I plan on
never hooking up with anyone. Ever.”

“No sex? Ever again? Isn’t that a little
melodramatic? Leo grimaced. “And dating can be fun.”

“Not anymore, it isn’t. I have my right hand,
and it works just fine.” Dakota held it up as if to demonstrate his
superior masturbation skills.

Leo rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t blame the guy
for being cranky. Leo hadn’t had all the female members of his
family trying to set him up for the past eight years like Dakota
had. “So, what are you going to do about Dr. Packer?”

“I have no idea,” Dakota replied. “And she
hosts this ‘welcome the new faculty’ mixer party every year. It’s
mandatory.” He glared at Leo.

Leo knew his friend wasn’t angry with him.
“When?”

“Next Friday night.” Dakota scowled. “She’s
going to try and trap me
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