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Chapter One

 


“Oh, no, not again.” Dakota Yates stared down
at his boyfriend disbelievingly. Leo Tucker was on his knees, hand
outstretched. An open ring box sat on his palm. Inside, a diamond
studded silver ring winked up at him from the velvet liner like a
stray piece of tinsel stuck to the bottom end of a cat’s butt.
“Have you lost your flipping mind?” Dakota glanced around the
hiking trail. Fortunately, no one else was around. If one of his
students happened upon this ridiculous scene… Ugh. “You have
to stop ambushing me with that engagement ring, Leo. What is this,
the third time? The fourth?” Dakota asked, exasperated. He put his
hands on his hips and ignored the silly fluttering of his heart.
“Look, I plan on happily spending the rest of my life with you, but
getting married is a bad idea.”

Leo pouted and placed his free hand over his heart.
“Is that any way to answer a marriage proposal?” He sniffed
dramatically. “No. No, it is not.” He flipped the box shut and
stood up in one smooth motion, shoving the ring into the side
pocket of his cargo pants. The movement pulled the fabric taut over
his firm butt.

Dakota forced himself to look away, not wanting his
libido to drive this conversation. He leaned against a tree, and
pinched the bridge of his nose in what he hoped was obvious
frustration. “Leo. I love you. You know that. But marriage? If my
mother gets wind of this, she’s going to go nuts. We’ll be wrestled
into a set of tuxes before you can say ‘Boo,’ and then she’ll shove
three women in front of us who can act as surrogates for our
offspring. She’ll probably even write our vows.” He shook his head.
“No. No way. No how. Our relationship is ours and ours alone. I
don’t want to become some sort of teaching moment or poster couple
for witch society. I’m totally committed to you. Isn’t that
enough?”

“We can elope.” Leo dug the box out again
hopefully and ran a thumb over the velvet. His green eyes twinkled
as he shook it under Dakota’s nose. “No one has to know. We can,
like, go in the marriage closet. It’ll be fun.” He
grinned.

“Dear God, Leo, no.” Dakota shuddered at the
thought, pushing Leo’s arm down. “The Conclave? Remember them?
They’ll hunt us down. They’ll force us to do a hand-fasting
ceremony. At midnight. During the full moon. Witches like that sort
of thing.” He imagined the eager look on his grandmother’s face if
she caught wind of Leo’s proposal. No. Just… no.

Leo rolled his eyes. “You can’t keep letting those
witches dictate your life, dude. You’re an adult. Remember?”

Dakota pushed off from the tree and started walking
again. They had two miles to go to get back to the parking lot, and
he had a feeling that Leo was going to bug him the entire way.
So much for a nice, late spring hike, he thought sourly.
“We’re already soul-spliced. That’s forever, even after death. What
more do you want from me?”

“The ability to file joint taxes,” Leo
immediately retorted.

Dakota snorted, amused despite himself. “How
romantic,” he said dryly. “Next thing you know you’ll be plotting
matching headstones in the local cemetery.” He tried to push the
image of wedding rings out of his head. He would love to marry Leo,
but on their own terms. Maybe eloping wouldn’t be too
bad, he mused, but then he again pictured his mother’s face,
beaming with delight. He’d be damned if he’d get married just to
please her. The thought of it tied his stomach into knots.

Leo laughed. “I don’t get why you’re being such a
dick about this. Hell, I know you like the ring.”

I do like the ring, dammit. Dakota
stopped again. Even the scent of blooming wild roses didn’t soothe
him. “The Conclave. Hand-fasting. Lectures about providing
grandchildren. Leo, for fuck’s sake, you can’t be this naive.” He
stared at his lover, willing him to see reason.

Leo pursed his lips. “Well, I wouldn’t mind having
kids, Dak.”

“Oh my God!” Dakota threw his hands up in
annoyance. “You’re insane.” He glared, pointing a finger at his
lover. “We haven’t even completely finished the house. The bedrooms
don’t have drywall! We have to use a ladder to get into the
basement! That’s no place for a baby. Jesus.” He ran a hand over
his face.

Leo reached out, tugging Dakota into a hug. “You’ve
got to calm down, man. You’re going to give yourself an aneurysm.”
He kissed Dakota on the lips. “Relax. It’s okay. We’ll have plenty
of time for all that after we get married. And besides, your mom
lectured Dr. Packer about how warlocks aren’t breeders, remember?
They’re not going to push surrogates on us. You’re
exaggerating.”

Fucking hell, he makes me crazy, Dakota
thought, kissing him back despite his irritation. Sparks burst
along their skin as their power manifested itself, spurred by their
heightened emotions. He let the sizzle of energy play along his
jaw, and then let out a huff as it slowly dissipated. “You’re not
going to let this go, are you?”

Leo shook his head, pulling him into a tight hug.
“Nope.”

Dakota couldn’t help it. He relaxed into Leo’s
embrace. “Why are you so stuck on this?” he muttered into Leo’s
hair. Leo had let it grow out a little in the months since they’d
been lovers. Dakota liked the new style a lot. Smells like
home.

Leo pulled back. “I dunno. I just know that I want
to formalize our relationship. It feels right.”

“We’ve only been dating for eight months,”
Dakota pointed out.

“Oh, come on. We’ve known each other for
twenty-six years. You can’t accuse me of rushing into things.” Leo
poked Dakota on the bicep.

“Ow.” Dakota scowled, angling away so Leo
couldn’t dig his finger in again. “And technically, we’ve only
known each other for twenty-five years. Our mothers didn’t meet
until they put us into daycare together.” He rubbed his arm,
glaring at his lover.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, as you so eloquently
said just a minute ago.” Leo opened the box, took the ring out, and
grabbed Dakota’s left wrist. “Put the damn thing on and shut up
about it.” He pushed the metal onto Dakota’s ring finger with one
swift motion.

Dakota snatched his hand away like a man burned, but
it was too late. “Well, shit.” He stared down at his hand. The ring
looked good. He liked it. “Fuck you, Leo,” he swore, closing his
fingers into a fist. His heart gave a happy thump, but he was
careful not to show that on his face.

Leo laughed. “I don’t see you taking it off.”

Dakota hunched his shoulders. “It’s too late now.”
He didn’t really want to take it off. He wanted to marry Leo.
You are an idiot, he told himself, thinking of his mother
and his aunts, and his grandmother. His balls tried to crawl up
into his body when he considered just how crazy the Conclave was
going to be over this. “You know, there hasn’t been a warlock
marriage in five centuries.” He ran his thumb along the ring. His
skin tingled. His power liked the outward manifestation of their
soul-splice, dammit it all to hell.

“You worry about the Conclave far too much,
Dakota.” Leo grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him down the rocky
trail. “They’re our family, you know. They’re not going to do
anything drastic to us.” He laughed. “They helped us deal with your
crazy boss. And they were happy that we got together. You need to
let go of this irrational fear of your female
relatives.”

Dakota scoffed. “Just you wait, Leo. Tuxes. And
flowers. And probably a giant reception with witches from all over
the world attending…” He trailed off as visions of seating
arrangements rushed through his brain. “My God, it’s going to be a
train wreck.” Even the warm weight of the ring on his finger
couldn’t comfort him in the face of such a horror.

“Enough.” Leo dragged him up to a tree and
pushed him against it. “I’m not really into public exhibition, but
I can tell nothing else is going to shut you up,” he
muttered.

“What are you—” Dakota broke off as Leo went
to his knees, fingers already unfastening his jeans. “Leo, stop
that. I’m not in the mood.” Dakota pushed his lover’s hands away,
but Leo growled. Dakota’s dick twitched. I’m so fucked, he
thought, shivering as Leo nuzzled into the open fly of his pants.
Warm breath washed over his balls. “Fuck.” He banged his head on
the tree as his cock went from soft and uninterested to
hard-as-hell in less than a second.

“No time for that right now,” Leo said,
mouthing along Dakota’s dick. “This is going to be quick and
dirty.” He looked up, green eyes glimmering with energy. Sparks
flared along his skin.

Dakota shoved the heel of his hand into his mouth
and bit down, hoping the pain would help him keep his cool. It
didn’t work. The moment Leo sucked the tip of his erection into his
hot mouth, Dakota moaned. “Oh my God.” He glanced around the
forest. He’d thought someone witnessing Leo’s proposal was bad, but
this? This was worse. A lot worse.

Not that I’m going to stop him.

“Shh.” Leo licked along the underside,
nibbling down the thick vein. “You taste good,” he murmured,
kissing at the root.

​​ Dakota shivered. “Anyone
might come down the trail. Dammit, Leo.” He tried to make himself
draw Leo to his feet, but he couldn’t. He wanted Leo to blow
him in the middle of a very public walking trail. He licked his
lips. “Suck me. Do it fast.” Maybe if he climaxed quickly it’d be
okay.

Leo chuckled. “Oh no. I said this would be quick,
but not that quick.” He
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