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      One Fate, one mate, a bond too strong to deny …

      

      Paul Collins, duty-bound Pack Warlock and seer, must marry a strong witch for the good of Pack McVale. But his hidden feelings for his best-friend’s sister, maternal wolf Ivy McVale, make this a more difficult pill to swallow every day. Especially when they begin to mate.

      

      Then Paul has a vision: If they mate, Ivy will die. Desperate, Paul uses his powers to change destiny and make Ivy think she’s always hated him. He can deal with any punishment the Fates make him pay for tampering with destiny, as long as Ivy lives.

      

      After recovering from a bewildering month-long illness, Ivy notices her nemesis, Paul, is tormented by something. And strangely, she is the only one who can feel it. Unable to endure such unhappiness—even if he does call her Poison Ivy—she is determined to help him, no matter the cost. Because Pack McVale cannot survive without him, and curiously, neither can she ...

      

      Simply sign up to my newsletter and I will email your free copy of Witch Bound to you. You will also receive the latest on upcoming books, sales, giveaways and relevant bookish news.
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            ABOUT PACK BOUND

          

          

      

    

    






ONE PACK, ONE COVEN, A DESTINY INTERTWINED...

        

      

    

    
      Five hundred years ago, facing extinction, a group of powerful witches united to create a pact with the Were to save Witch-kind. The pact expelled an ancient evil, known only as the Darkness, that blocked the Were from their wolves. With the Darkness destroyed, the Packs and Covens grew strong as they thrived beside each other in their brand-new world.

      

      But the Darkness was not destroyed.

      

      Skye Collins has been brought up to fear her magic and shy away from Witch and Were alike. But when Jason McVale, the Alpha of Pack McVale, comes in search of her, she is intrigued and tempted. Yet, the intensity of passion she shares with Jason threatens her control – and if she loses control, she just might turn into the weapon the Darkness intended her to become all along. 

      

      Can she trust this Were when he says his Pack will die without her? More importantly, can she trust her magic before the Darkness has its way?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Mark—my one and only.

        Your belief in me has led me here.

        Thank you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE CURSE OF MORGHANNA CANTRAE

          

        

      

    

    
      I curse you, my pack, to a life without magic. May the right to change be taken from you, your animals gaoled and tortured inside your flesh as I have been gaoled and tortured inside mine. I curse you to the eternal damnation of your kind. And I curse all others who let this insanity befall one in their care. Take warning, from these, my last words, all you who would come after: Look to the wellbeing of your Pack Witch or suffer the fate of the MacCraes.

      

      
        
        I tie my curse unto my death,

        I curse you all with dying breath

        Three times three times three times three

        My will be done, so mote it be.

      

      

      

      
        
        Curse as transcribed by Father Luke as Morghanna was burned at the stake for witchcraft, 1502, Edinburgh, Scotland.
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      Skye stopped at the crest of the ski run and took a moment to appreciate the beauty of the Victorian Alps laid out before her. A breeze, full of the scent of eucalypts and the cool freshness of snow, blew a lock of red hair into her eyes. She swept it back under her ski hat and took a deep breath.

      ‘What a beautiful day.’ She’d skied in Austria and Canada, but even though the ski season was so much shorter in Australia and the snow not nearly as good, there was nothing like the stark beauty of the blue-tinged mountains of the Great Dividing Range. The other ski resorts were breathtaking too, but these mountains were home. They sang to her soul in a way the others couldn’t.

      Taking another deep breath, she pushed off over the crest and, with a wild ‘Yahoo!’, flew down the slope, her knees moving like rubber pistons as she attacked the moguls.

      She ignored the swish and slide of other skiers around her, enjoying this moment of freedom on her last day, before she had to go back and face the real world. She wished she had an extra few days to gird her loins—as her grandpa used to say—against the responsibilities awaiting her at home, but it wasn’t to be.

      Instead, she was determined just to be happy with the now. It was a rare clear day at Mt Buller, and she was going to enjoy it to her fill.

      She was just getting into a rhythm on the moguls when a strange chill crept down her spine—the kind of chill you got when someone was watching you surreptitiously. She’d been having that feeling off and on all day. She slowed, turning to see if she could catch them at it.

      ‘Whoa!’ she heard. Then something hard and heavy smashed into her. The sky tipped and an oof of breath exploded out of her as she hit the snow. A large body landed on top of her and then they were sliding, smashing over and through the moguls, until they finally slowed and came to a stop.

      Head spinning, she lay with her arms flung out wide, crushed under the hot weight of a man. She moaned.

      ‘Are you okay?’ the man’s husky voice murmured in Skye’s ear.

      ‘Only if I don’t breathe,’ she managed, surprised she wasn’t winded. Snow inched into the collar of her parka. She shivered.

      He shifted, pushing up onto his elbows to look down at her.

      Despite the pain sparking through her body—damn, she was going to have some impressive bruises for show-and-tell on Monday—she became uncomfortably aware of the way their hips pressed together, legs tangled. She hadn’t been this close to a man in way too long. This wasn’t the way she’d imagined it happening again, though.

      She tried to move. The action made his board—amazingly still attached to his feet—cut into her leg. She winced. ‘Well, this is a very charming way to meet and all, but can you get off, please? You’re crushing my legs.’

      ‘Sorry.’ He scrambled back.

      ‘Oh, fudgy-duck!’ She gasped as his board scraped over the bruise.

      ‘Are you hurt?’ He ran his hand over her leg, checking for injury.

      Shivers chased across her skin that had nothing to do with the snow melting inside her jacket. Skye pulled away. ‘No. I’m fine. Just let me stretch it out.’

      He shifted back. But instead of getting up and skiing off like most other people would, he stayed, kneeling beside her as she stretched out her leg.

      ‘I’m so sorry. I usually ski, but my brother talked me into trying out a snowboard this year.’

      Her temper spiked at his words. Rubbing her aching leg, she snapped, ‘Are you kidding me? What the hell are you doing on Federation? It’s a black run—or didn’t you notice all the signs up the top, you irresponsible arse?’

      His eyebrows rose above his sunglasses. ‘Wow. That thing about redheads and tempers is true.’

      She bristled. ‘You could have killed yourself, or someone else. Namely me!’

      He brushed snow from his hair. ‘For your information, I was doing okay until I hit that goddamned icy patch. I don’t know why I agreed to try a board,’ he grumbled.

      He sounded so much like her twin, River, when he was pouting, that her flare of anger disappeared and she had to hide her grin. ‘So why did you go over to the dark side?’

      ‘My trickster of a brother said it would be a rush, but I think he just wanted to see me fall on my arse.’

      Her lips twitched. ‘That would be okay, except for the fact that you fell on mine.’

      ‘It looked softer than mine.’

      She choked on a laugh. ‘Are you saying I have a fat arse?’

      Rather than trying to back-pedal, his mouth curled into a lopsided smile—such a lovely mouth. ‘No. In fact, I was thinking how nice it looked before I smacked into you.’

      Skye dragged her eyes from his mouth. ‘Is that why you took me for a toboggan ride, with me as the toboggan? To meet me and my nice arse?’

      ‘That, and the fact you stopped so suddenly.’

      She snorted. ‘I thought you said there was an icy patch.’

      ‘Yeah.’ He laughed. ‘I did. Didn’t I?’ He pushed his sunglasses off his face to look down at her.

      She gaped.

      He had the most startling eyes. They were deeply blue on the edge, almost black, but lightened to an icy blue at their centre. Lightning-bolt striations crazed through the iris, making it seem as if his eyes glowed. They reminded her of a picture of a wolf River had put on his bedroom wall when they were young. She’d asked him to take it down. He’d thought it was because she was frightened of big dogs, but it hadn’t just been that. The wolf’s eyes had haunted her in a way that confused her ten-year-old soul.

      This man’s eyes were even more dangerous to her equilibrium. They pulled her in. Her chest ached like she’d been winded.

      He broke eye contact and pushed to his feet, allowing her to catch her breath. ‘Here, let me help you up.’ He put out his hand.

      Don’t touch him!

      Skye hesitated as her inner voice barked at her; it was part of a spell her grandpa had woven to stop her from using her magic and to warn of any other magic users around. It usually sounded like her grandpa, calm and kind and supportive, but now her grandpa’s voice held a tone like that of her grandmother, Morrigan Cantrae, at her commanding best.

      Her first instinct was to do the opposite of anything Morrigan commanded. But she was no longer a child and instead of fighting it, she hesitated as she thought it through.

      Her inner voice, changed or not, was only supposed to react so forcefully if she tried to use her magic—something that could never be allowed—or if an equally powerful witch or warlock was around or she was in danger.

      Well, she hadn’t used her magic and there was nothing about this man that suggested

      he was a warlock; no tingling under her skin that warned her a true magic user stood before her. No sense of impending disaster.

      And the chance of him being an axe murderer was pretty well zip.

      So, if he wasn’t a warlock or an axe murderer, there was no reason not to accept his offer of help.

      She put her hand in his.

      His fingers were strong as they wrapped around hers, and so warm the heat of him soaked into her, even through her gloves.

      ‘Thanks,’ she choked out as that warmth slid through her, doing something entirely untoward to her nerves. Overwhelmed, she pulled her hand from his grip.

      He stepped back.

      Perversely, now that he’d moved away, she wanted to get closer, beg him to touch her again. What the hell?

      ‘Are you sure I can’t do anything for you?’

      Looking up into his face and those remarkable eyes, his voice a melting tenor in her ears, she forgot all about the pain in her leg and ankle. ‘I’m pretty certain there are many and various things you could do for me.’ Oh God! Had she said that out loud? She slapped her hand over her mouth, eyes wide. The look on his face told her she had. ‘I’m sorry,’ she muttered through her fingers. ‘I don’t know why I said that.’

      He moved closer. ‘I don’t mind that you did.’

      She swallowed hard, forced herself to answer. ‘But I do. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

      His brow furrowed again. ‘Maybe you knocked your head.’

      ‘I don’t think so.’ She tried to look away but couldn’t. It was those eyes. And his voice. That was why she was behaving like such a weirdo. There was one room in the house where eyes and a voice like that really came into their own—and it wasn’t the kitchen.

      He was so gorgeous, with sinfully long dark lashes, the chiselled features of a male model and a dimple in his left cheek. The only thing that marred his perfect good looks was the scar that ran through his top lip—but that just made him look rugged and tough rather than pretty.

      She sighed, wanting to touch his dimple, run her fingers across the stubborn jut of his jaw and linger on that scar. She wanted to flirt and have some fun. This was her holiday, after all. But she was vastly out of practice with flirting. She hadn’t been on a date for years. What was the point when she could never get serious with anyone? Instead, she’d concentrated on building her business and spending time with River. Not that she minded: it was her fault her twin was housebound. She owed it to him to always be there.

      The man stepped closer bringing her attention snapping back to him. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

      The more he spoke, the more she thought of a good bottle of red, low seductive music and a plush fur rug before a fire. It was difficult not to reach for him, push her fingers through his silky brown hair and bring her lips to his.

      But the way he looked at her indicated he didn’t have the same inclination, regardless of his comments about her nice arse. He looked more confused than interested.

      Disappointed when she knew she shouldn’t be, she said, ‘I’m fine, really.’ She put weight on her sore foot and took a few hobbling steps. ‘Almost as good as new.’

      He looked unconvinced. ‘Perhaps you should call it a day. You’re limping.’

      She shook her head. ‘Are you kidding? It’s not often you get days like this at Buller.’

      She gestured at the blue sky, the snow-laden trees lining the run, the mountains of the Victorian Alps marching into the distance, covered in the blue haze of thousands of eucalypts. ‘You would have to chop my leg off with your snowboard to stop me from skiing on such a beautiful day.’ She cocked her head to the side, considering. ‘Nah. Maybe not even then.’

      He laughed, the sound washing over her like warm water lapping at her skin. ‘Let me see you down to the bottom at least, make sure you get to the lift.’

      Skye’s gaze raked over his face, her vision blurring. The way he looked at her reminded her of something … someone.

      ‘Hello!’ He waved his hand in front of her face. ‘Don’t tell me I gave you a concussion.’

      She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. ‘No. I’m fine. Just a bit of snow blindness.’ Pathetic excuse, but with him standing so close, she couldn’t seem to do better. Opening her eyes, she squinted. ‘It’s a bit bright with the sun. I should have worn my goggles.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      His voice was hypnotic. She couldn’t stop herself leaning forward, breathing in his scent. The need to give in to the temptation to touch, to kiss, to lick, was overwhelming. It was like she’d been bewitched.

      She snapped upright. Panic clawed at her throat. Could she be? Bewitched?

      No. Bron had said she had stronger shields than anyone she’d ever met, thanks to her grandpa’s spell, and there was no reason not to trust her best friend in this matter. She was Wiccan after all. Not a true magic user like her family had been, but she did know about this stuff.

      So what was happening to her?

      Lust.

      Yes. That was it. Mr Too-Gorgeous-For-Sanity was a fantasy come to life. She had to ignore the sensations shooting through her body. Force herself to be sensible. He was just being friendly because he’d knocked her over. And she’d made enough of a fool of herself for one day.

      Biting her lip, trying to shelve her disappointment, she nodded. ‘I’m sure. Go and kill your brother for making you snowboard and then enjoy the day.’

      He chuckled. ‘I might just do that. Adam needs a good killing.’

      ‘Excellent. So, off you go. I’ll be fine by myself.’ Before he could say anything else, she hobbled down the hill to her skis. She clicked into the bindings, swallowing a gasp as pain sliced up from her ankle. Clenching her jaw, she endeavoured to ignore it. After all, she’d put up with worse.

      There was the slide of board on snow behind her and she looked up to see the Adonis making his way down the slope towards her.

      ‘How about I shout you a hot chocolate at Koflers just to make sure you’re fine?’

      Surprisingly pleased by his perseverance, Skye opened her mouth to say yes.

      Don’t say it! her inner voice snapped.

      Taken aback, she blinked. Why?

      He may not stink of magic, but there’s something about him that’s affecting you. Think about River. Think about what your magic did to him.

      Even though the voice still didn’t sound like it usually did, Skye knew it was right. This man might not have the magic to bewitch her, but he was making her behave strangely, almost to the point of acting without thinking—which she never did. She could never afford to lose control—her magic had only ever brought pain. She swallowed hard, knowing that despite the fact this was a holiday and she should be able to flirt and have fun, she couldn’t do it with this man.

      Taking herself in hand, she said, ‘Thanks, but no thanks. I still want to get a few runs in before I call it a day.’

      ‘What about a drink after? I feel I need to say sorry in some way.’

      The wish to say yes was almost a pain inside her; but that in itself was reason to say no. ‘I can’t. I’ve got a prior engagement with friends.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ He flashed a grin so charming it made her breath catch. ‘I’ll just have to hope we’ll meet another time and your answer will be different.’ He leaned forward, his astonishing warmth radiating towards her, and took a deep breath as if trying to breathe her in.

      It was weird and yet … unbelievably sexy.

      ‘Okay,’ she squeaked. Unable to stand his closeness for another moment and not give in to his invitation, she pushed off with her good leg and took off down the slope. Pain stabbed up her leg from her wounded ankle. A little whimper escaped from her lips.

      What are you? A lion or a mouse?

      A lion.

      So ignore it. You have to get away from him.

      She took in a shuddering breath—duck-it, she could still smell the warm male scent of him; earthy and yet clear and fresh, like the mountain air, yet so very different in how it affected her. Mountain air was cooling, refreshing; this was … hot and made need simmer under her skin. She took in another breath as she created more distance between them; but the scent stayed with her as if it was imprinted on her senses.

      A tingle started down her spine. Was he watching her? Were his eyes caressing her arse the way he said they had been before he crashed into her? She almost groaned at the memory of the way they’d come to a stop, his body spread on top of hers, chest to chest, legs tangled. Skye bit her lip as muscles well below her abdomen clenched and quivered.

      It was a sensation she’d not felt for a long time—too long. Hell, she’d almost become a nun with the length of time she’d been celibate, and she’d been content with that. But coming face to face with that Adonis would make even a nun change her habits. It wasn’t so unusual that he’d had such an impact on her.

      Or was it?

      She stopped herself from glancing back over her shoulder. It didn’t matter what she felt. All that mattered was it couldn’t be. Her life was like this by necessity. There was no choice. She’d come to terms with that a long time ago.

      Lifting her face to the sun, she decided to luxuriate in the rare spring day and not worry about could-have-beens.

      The sapphire blue sky was glorious.

      And reminded her of his eyes.

      She stared at the choppy snow in front of her. Yes, that was better. Nothing about the snow reminded her of him. It did remind her that she needed to thank Shelley and Bron once again for agreeing to change their plans for a Noosa holiday and had come with her to Mt Buller instead for the last of the season. Good snow in spring was a rarity, so she hadn’t been able to pass up the opportunity when a few days before they were due to leave for Noosa, a huge dump was reported. Fresh powder, the blue skies of spring and the freedom she only felt in the mountains was a siren call she couldn’t ignore. Thankfully her friends agreed, even though they weren’t as keen to get on the slopes as she was and stay there all day. They were more into staying at the lodge or enjoying a cocktail or two at one of the bars that was still open at this time of the year.

      Which was where she’d left them to come out and get in a few more runs before the lifts closed for the day.

      They had planned to go out again tonight for their last night here and she’d been looking forward to it, but the pain in her ankle was beginning to make her doubt if she’d be able to. By the feel of it, she might have done some serious damage. Duck-it! Bron was bound to fuss and Shelley to lecture.

      Her spine tingled again. Was Mr Too-Gorgeous-For-Sanity still watching her? She turned her head to sneak a peek and lost her rhythm. Her ski slid down the side of a mogul and pain jagged up her leg. She groaned.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he yelled, his voice winding around her like a feather stroke even at this distance.

      She didn’t look back again, only waved, hiding her red face, not wanting him to ski after her.

      A moment later, she pulled up at the end of the queue of skiers and boarders waiting to get on the lift. She chanced a glance back up the slope. He stood right where she’d left him and something about the way he stood made her certain he was still looking right at her. She shivered, the sensation far too pleasurable for her own—or anyone’s—good.

      She shuffled forward, glad the queue was fast moving, but still she couldn’t help breathing out a sigh of relief as she hopped on a chair and it climbed into the air through shielding trees.

      Adonis might not be a warlock, but his combination of good looks, charm and velvety voice was just as dangerous. He’d not only made her want to change her nun-like habits, he made her feel like a horny teenager. He’d even made her consider, for a split second, turning her back on her obligations and the promises she’d made to her grandpa and to River.

      She could never do that. Ever.

      Those promises kept them all safe.

      As the lift rose over the crest of the slope, she shivered. This time it wasn’t the feeling of being watched that made that strange tingle race up and down her spine; thoughts of what happened all those years ago always did this. Her magic pushed at her, fighting to get out. She swore, pushing it back down. That man’s presence had addled her brain, made her shields weak. Closing her eyes, she repeated the mantra she’d been taught.

      Her magic was dangerous. To protect River and everyone she loved, it was something she could never set free.
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      ‘Was that her?’

      With a slide of board on snow, Adam came to a halt. Jason didn’t turn to look at his brother, his gaze still on the place where the lithe redhead had disappeared as the chair she was on rose over the crest of the hill. Unexpected warmth still fired through his body.

      ‘If that was her, why’s she running away?’ Adam clapped his brother on the shoulder.

      ‘Did you try your charm on her?’

      Jason didn’t answer. His mind was too full of the woman: those green eyes like spring pools, glistening with hidden depths in the sun; her hair, licks of flame on her shoulders; her generous mouth full of laughter and mischief. Even that spike of temper and the funny way she’d had of swearing had been sexy.

      Despite himself, he was engaged. He hadn’t expected that. And her scent—his wolf had growled at her scent. Familiar, yet there was also something strange about it.

      ‘Aren’t you going to follow her?’

      Jason shook his head and brushed the snow off his pants. ‘No. Something’s wrong. She didn’t recognise what I am.’

      ‘Maybe she isn’t our Pack Witch.’

      Jason clicked his boot onto the snowboard and balanced for a moment, shifting his weight back and forth. ‘I’m pretty sure she is. But there’s something …’ He shook his head. ‘She should have expelled some magic when she saw me, but she didn’t.’

      Adam frowned and sniffed. ‘But I can smell that zip in the air, like the electrical build-up before lightning. Doesn’t that denote magic?’

      Jason thought about the last time they’d encountered the scent of magic—the night their parents, two older brothers and their mates had been murdered in their never-ending quest to find their kidnapped Pack Witch. The scent in the air now, a scent that lingered in his nostrils like a teasing perfume, was nothing like that acrid scent. ‘It is magic. But she didn’t expel it when she saw me. It’s around her all the time, like a cloak, but muted or something.’ That was definitely wrong. Yet he was sure it was her. He’d seen her in his dreams; dreams he’d always had of her; dreams that had been nebulous things until the Calling had caught up with him after his father’s murder and he’d become Alpha.

      ‘How can you be certain it’s her then?’

      ‘Because of the dreams. I saw her skiing here with her friends.’

      ‘You dragged us here to chase down a woman who doesn’t even smell like she has the magic of a Pack Witch all because of some dreams?’

      ‘They’re not just dreams. It’s the link.’

      ‘What link?’

      ‘The link between the Alpha and the Pack Witch. Dad was linked to Paul Collins—’

      ‘As Iris Collins was linked to Grandpa before him.’

      ‘Yes.’ It was the only way the magic worked. The Pack Witch fed it into the Alpha and the pack syphoned it from the Alpha through the Packbond—the ultimate form of synergy.

      ‘But how are you linked to Paul’s daughter?’

      The question was understandable. A bonding wasn’t supposed to be undertaken until a Pack Witch or Warlock was of age, after they’d imbibed the Bond Wine. But in this case …

      Jason looked out at the distant mountains. The moment he’d clapped eyes on her, he’d realised that Paul Collins had linked them all those years ago—the future Alpha and the future Pack Witch. It’s why he’d had the dreams. It made sense of something that had always seemed nonsensical to him. Something he’d spent years denying because he’d been too young to understand the significance of what had been done to him. The proof was irrefutable though.

      The link was the reason he’d found her when nobody else could.

      ‘Paul linked us when Skylar was a few months old.’

      ‘What?’ Adam gripped his arm, his voice bitter. ‘Did you keep this from me because I’m nothing but the Trickster?’

      ‘No.’ Jason clasped Adam’s shoulder. ‘And don’t talk like that about yourself. From what I’ve been reading in the Pack Witch Diaries, the Trickster is far more essential to a pack than we remember. Besides, I have named you my second. I wouldn’t keep anything from you. It’s just … I’ve only now realised what Paul did.’

      He remembered standing in the dark room looking down at her crib, Paul lighting candles that had smelled like jasmine and cinnamon and honey. He’d muttered words Jason hadn’t understood and in the quiet hush that followed, a sizzle had shot along Jason’s skin, sinking into his nerve-ends and sparking in his brain. The baby had cried out, holding out her chubby little arms to him. Despite being a boy who thought babies were smelly, noisy things, he’d picked her up, bouncing her until she giggled. That giggle had fizzled inside him like popping candy, leaving him with the same sense of warmth and sweet aftertaste.

      ‘It is done. You will keep my daughter safe,’ Paul had whispered.

      Jason hadn’t realised the significance. He’d just been a small boy holding a pretty baby who smelled of powder and her mother’s sweet milk.

      ‘Why would he do that when it goes against pack law?’

      Jason was brought out of his reverie by his brother’s question. He understood the horror in Adam’s tone. The pack’s greatest duty was to look after their children. They would never do anything to hurt or place unnecessary burden on a child. But Paul had done exactly that when he’d linked Skylar to Jason.

      ‘He was prescient. Maybe he’d seen this future. Maybe he knew I would become

      Alpha and that I would have to find her.’

      Adam shook his head. ‘I always thought Paul looked sad. It’s no wonder if this is what he saw.’

      Jason glanced at his brother and sighed at the look of devastation on his face. Nobody would have looked at Paul and thought him sad, yet Adam had seen beyond the facade Paul showed to the world, to the grief of a man who saw things he shouldn’t. It was remarkable sometimes, the things the Trickster saw. Things none of them had realised the significance of until it was almost too late. Now he knew that without Adam pushing fun and laughter into the Packbond, the pack would already have succumbed to the Curse. He’d maintained positivity when there was nothing to be positive about.

      And it was taking a toll. As Alpha, linked to his brother in ways he’d never been linked before, Jason could feel the pressure of pack wellbeing tear at Adam. He wished he could take some of that burden but it wasn’t possible. Not until they had their Pack Witch back safe and sound and the Curse averted. Because, more than anything, he knew that what Adam was doing for the pack was helping to keep him from slipping into deadly insanity.

      Gripping his brother’s shoulder, Jason whispered, ‘I know. I know the burden that knowledge places on you.’

      Adam swallowed hard. ‘I know you do.’ He gripped Jason’s shoulder in turn. ‘That’s why you make one fucking great Alpha.’

      Jason smiled and slapped his brother on the arm. Even when torn apart by a pain that wasn’t his, Adam couldn’t help but see the bright side. ‘I think you’re right about Paul. He saw at least some part of the future. That’s why he linked Skylar and me at an age when it would normally be forbidden.’

      ‘Did Mum and Dad know?’

      Jason frowned. ‘I think perhaps they did, after the fact. Why else would they have given me such freedom?’

      ‘Because they were sick of listening to you whinge and whine about wanting choice,’ Adam said. He managed to keep a straight face when Jason glared at him, then burst out laughing.

      Jason chuckled ‘You can’t help yourself can you?’

      ‘Comes with the burden of being the funny one.’

      ‘You’re funny, all right,’ Jason said, twirling his finger beside his head.

      ‘You can talk. I’m not the one following strange dreams.’

      ‘You’re right.’ Jason sighed, all levity dying as his thoughts turned darker. ‘I just wish the link had activated properly before Mum and Dad, Seamus and Sian, and Josef and Marianne were killed.’

      ‘But that’s not how it works.’

      ‘No. Dad had to die for me to find her.’ He ground his board into the snow, fingers clenched, the wolf desperate to break through and claw at something.

      ‘You can’t blame yourself for that. You didn’t kill them.’

      Jason’s lips curled into a snarl. ‘No. I didn’t. But I swear by the Dark Moon, I will find who did.’

      It all came down to the woman he’d just smashed into: Skylar Collins.

      She was their hope of a future without madness. She was also the only hope he had of finding those responsible for causing the Curse to touch his pack, bringing them to near extinction.

      ‘So, if that is Skylar, why didn’t she use her magic when she saw you?’

      Jason took in a deep breath of clear, cool air, trying to calm himself. ‘I don’t know. But I have no doubt that the reason why Cordelia or the old McClune Pack Witch could never scry for her is at the heart of it. Whoever took her hid her by changing more than her name.’

      ‘So, what’s the plan?’

      ‘I’m going to bump into her again at the lodge and when the time’s right, I’m going to share some wine with her.’

      Adam’s eyes glittered with understanding. ‘Do you think crashing into her was the best way of meeting her then? I don’t know if she’ll want to share the Bond Wine with an accident-prone idiot.’

      As was the Trickster way, Adam was trying to lighten his mood. It worked. Jason’s lips split into a grin. ‘I didn’t think she’d stop short like that, but in retrospect it was a stroke of genius. Because if she heals herself, we’ll know there isn’t anything wrong with her magic. Besides, I got so close, I filled myself with her fresh scent. I can track her anywhere now.’

      ‘Will that be necessary?’

      ‘We’ll see. But at least we know she can’t disappear again. It’s taken too long to track her down. I don’t want to waste any more time.’

      ‘I’m with you there. I’m sick of this.’

      The growl in his brother’s tone had Jason’s gaze sliding to Adam. There was a red tinge in the amber of his eyes. The darkness Adam had banished moments ago had returned. Ultimately, breaking the Curse would cure that, but for now … ‘You need to hunt.’

      ‘Later. Let’s race.’

      With a whoop, Adam took off down the slope, his motions balletic as he controlled the board. Jason’s smile widened into a thoroughly wolfish grin as he caught Skylar’s scent; still clear even though she’d was gone. His wolf wanted to hunt her down right now—it didn’t like that she had run from them.

      Soon, he promised, stroking his wolf with a mental hand. For now, let’s go chase Adam.

      The wolf growled its agreement.

      Pushing forward, he followed Adam down the slope, catching air as he flew over a snow-capped boulder and cut Adam off. He heard Adam’s bark of laughter as his brother tried to push past him; a sound he echoed as he passed the Trickster in a few quick movements, beating him to the queue by a hairsbreadth.

      Adam might have been doing this longer, but nobody beat Jason in the chase. And Skylar Collins was about to find out that running only served to sweeten the hunt.
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      Skye hopped off the bus with an exhausted sigh. Limping to the back, she pulled her skis out of the rack. Just as she stepped away, that same strange crawling sensation she’d felt all day crept down her spine. She’d say it was her sixth sense, except her sixth sense was blocked by the repression spell.

      She glanced around, trying to find the source.

      People were beginning to clear from the bus, trudging through the snow to their lodges, but there was nothing out of the ordinary about that. Nothing to explain why she felt like she was being watched, as she had all day—except for when Adonis had knocked her off her feet. She’d forgotten all about being followed when she’d stared into his incredible blue eyes. Combined with his smoky-chocolate voice, they’d made her forget a hell of a lot. She’d been making her way back to the bus stop at the village when the feeling of being watched had come over her again. But apart from a couple of young guys who were ogling all the girls, nobody was watching her. Must be her imagination.

      She shuddered, wishing her imagination would just shut up.

      The bus moved off with a puff of exhaust and she headed across the road. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man standing in the shadow of the trees, staring at her.

      She swung around, her skis clattering together at the suddenness of the motion and peered directly at the spot where she’d seen the figure.

      Nobody was there.

      What the hell? She was certain she’d seen someone standing there.

      ‘Where did he go?’

      ‘Did you say something?’

      She jumped and looked up to see a man smiling down at her curiously. ‘No. Just talking to myself.’ There was something oddly familiar about him, but Skye was certain she’d never seen him before. He held a snowboard under one arm and a small set of skis over the other shoulder. A young boy, locks of sandy hair poking out from under a black helmet, hung off the man’s leg, his forest green eyes watching her with suspicion that seemed out of place for someone his age. He began to pull at the man’s leg, making him stumble sideways.

      She knew she probably shouldn’t engage with the boy, but she couldn’t help it. She smiled at him. ‘I think someone wants to get out of the cold. Hot chocolate coming your way?’ she whispered conspiratorially.

      The boy flashed a nervy smile. ‘With marshmallows.’

      Skye nodded. ‘Mmm. My favourites are the pink ones. I love when they start to melt in the chocolate.’

      The little boy’s eyes screwed up. ‘Pink is for girls.’

      Skye laughed. ‘Must be why I like them then.’

      The little boy turned a pleading face up to the man. ‘Do we have marshmallows, Uncle A?’

      ‘I’m pretty sure I managed to pack some, Tombo.’

      ‘You’re the best, Uncle A.’ He hugged his uncle’s leg again. A deep ache settled inside Skye for the things she would never have. She turned her head to surreptitiously wipe at her damp eyes and froze. Her heart thumped in her chest as she fought against mind-numbing fear.

      A big, grey, wolf-like dog trotted across where she thought she’d seen the man standing before. Her skis dropped to the ground with a loud clatter. The world swam in front of her eyes as the dog turned to stare at her with yellow eyes.

      Back away. Now.

      She didn’t need the internal voice to tell her that, but she couldn’t move.

      A shiver ran down her spine—much worse than that sensation people blamed on someone walking over their grave. This felt as if death had marked her and was standing behind her with an outstretched hand, waiting to push her into her grave.

      She couldn’t breathe. The world began to spin.

      ‘Are you okay?’ A hand under her elbow stopped her from crashing to the snow. She looked up and saw the man—he and his nephew hadn’t moved away.

      ‘Did you see that?’

      ‘See what?’

      ‘That wolf-like dog. Over there. It was huge.’ She pointed into the deepening gloom.

      Nothing was there. There was a faint rustle of movement among the bushes to the left of where the wolf-dog had stood only seconds ago, but the bushes weren’t big enough to hide it.

      ‘There’s nothing there now.’ He picked up her skis. ‘It must have run away.’

      Skye nodded, trying to swallow. Trying to breathe past the constriction of fear in her chest. ‘You’re right. It just gave me a fright. I don’t like dogs very much.’ She shivered again, but made herself let go of the man’s arm, realising she was clutching at it like a crazy person.

      ‘Here.’ He handed her skis to her. ‘Are you sure you’re fine?’

      ‘Yes. I just got a fright.’ She took her skis from him. ‘I think I need a big drink.’

      ‘That sounds like a great idea.’ He looked at her, expectantly.

      Was he asking her for a drink? It was nice of him, but even though he was rather nice looking, she certainly didn’t feel the pull towards him she’d felt when Adonis had asked her for a drink an hour or so earlier. There was no temptation to say yes.

      She took a step back, wondering how to let him down kindly, when she noticed the little boy jiggling on the spot behind him. ‘You look like you’ve got a little one who’s about to bust.’

      He glanced down. ‘Damn, I think you’re right. Come on, Tom.’ He took his nephew’s hand and began to run to the lodge—the same one she was staying at. Maybe that’s where she’d seen him—maybe they’d arrived last night and she’d seen him fleetingly before she and Shelley and Bron had gone out.

      Skye threw her skis over her shoulder and crossed the road towards the lodge, limping as her ankle protested the movement. As she passed the bushes where the wolf-dog had disappeared, she peered into them. Nothing was there.

      She was definitely going quietly insane. Maybe two drinks would be the thing.

      ‘Skye!’

      She turned. Shelley was racing across the road, having just got off another bus.

      ‘Hi, Shells. Where’s Bron?’

      ‘She was chatting up our instructor in the bar.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Felt a bit like a third wheel, so I decided to come home and have a nice cup of tea.’ Piercing Skye with a look, she asked, ‘Why are you limping?’

      ‘I’m not limping.’

      ‘Oh, really? So one of your legs has got mysteriously shorter, has it?’

      Skye laughed. ‘Okay. I got knocked over on Federation and twisted my ankle a bit.’

      ‘You had a spill?’

      ‘No. I got knocked over by a snowboarder. There’s a difference.’

      Shelley snorted. ‘Is the offender still alive?’

      ‘Ha ha. Very funny. He’s fine, by the way. Boarded away and everything, legs still intact.’

      ‘Yeah. But was his manhood?’

      ‘I’m not that bad!’

      ‘You keep telling yourself that.’ Her laughter died. ‘So, when did this happen?’

      ‘On my last run of Federation. Just past the crest.’

      Her friend’s eyebrows disappeared under her bright green woollen ski cap. ‘And I suppose you skied the rest of the way down and then all the way back to the bottom of Burke Street?’

      ‘What? You wanted me to make a fuss and call ski patrol to come and get me?’

      ‘That’s exactly what I would have done if it had been me. But then, I’m sensible.’

      ‘I’m sensible.’ Shelley angled her a look that had Skye shrugging sheepishly. ‘What?”

      ‘Might as well hit my head against a brick wall as try to get you to look after yourself properly,’ Shelley mumbled.

      ‘I look after myself. I came home instead of continuing to ski, didn’t I?’

      Shelley rolled her eyes then said, ‘Fine. You’re the best at looking after yourself.’

      ‘Too right.’

      She chuckled. ‘Come on. Let’s see the damage.’ Before Skye could protest, she took her skis and trudged ahead to the steps of the lodge. Skye limped after her. By the time she got there, Shelley had gone inside, put the skis away and was back at the door, holding it open.

      Skye shook her head. ‘You don’t need to baby me.’

      ‘I need to do something to you. Now, come in out of the cold and we’ll see what needs to be done with your ankle.’

      ‘Yes ma’am.’ She snapped a salute.

      Shelley laughed. ‘Come on, you idiot.’

      Icy fingers crawled up Skye’s spine as she walked into the foyer. She shuddered and turned to look behind her once more.

      ‘What is it?’ Shelley asked, leaning to look around her.

      ‘Nothing. I’ve just had a strange feeling all day that someone’s been watching me.’ Shrugging off the crawling sensation, she headed into the drying room, instantly enveloped in the dry heat and the smell of wax, waterproofer and sweat.

      ‘Maybe your grandmother is scrying for you like my mum used to do to me.’

      ‘That would be impossible.’ Skye tore her hat from her head and threw it onto the bench. ‘Grandpa was the magic user. Morrigan hates it as much as I do, especially after what happened to Papa.’

      Shelley narrowed her eyes. ‘I know I don’t have any magic of my own, but I am Wiccan. I know magic when I feel it. And your grandmother uses magic. Not much. Just a little, but magic all the same—like you do.’

      ‘Impossible.’ Skye crossed her arms.

      Shelley looked up and clenched her hands together before letting them drop with a slap to her side. ‘All right. If you won’t believe that, then could she have sent someone to keep an eye on you?’ Shelley pulled her hat from her head and flipped her long blonde ponytail over her shoulder. ‘I was kind of surprised she let you go away for two weeks without so much as a whimper of protest.’

      Skye rolled her eyes at the ceiling and plopped down on the bench. ‘Fudge it all to hell. You’re right. Morrigan just can’t keep her perfect Cantrae nose out of my life. I don’t know what she thinks I might do if she stopped interfering for five minutes.’

      ‘She’s probably afraid you’re going to hurt yourself.’ Shelley looked pointedly at her ankle.

      ‘Yeah, right.’

      Her friend hung up her jacket, flipping her heavy blonde plait over her shoulder with a dull thump. ‘Stop worrying about your grandmother and let’s get your boots off. I want to see the damage.’ She stood there, hands on hips, her height, flawless skin, hair the colour of golden wheat and eyes the colour of the ocean—so deeply blue they were almost violet—making her look like a Norse goddess.

      Sighing at her own inadequacies in the face of such perfection, Skye bent to undo the buckles on her boots with a jerk, the loud snap not enough to assuage the anger seething inside.

      The very idea that Morrigan had sent someone to watch her! She yanked off one boot and dropped it with a loud clatter on the floor. But when she tried to jerk the other boot off, she yelped. ‘Shoot and fudge. That hurts.’ Shelley chuckled. ‘What?’

      ‘I love your way of swearing. It’s all so Disney. You used to swear like a trooper.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I can hardly swear around the kids. I had to come up with alternatives. And even then I only let rip around you and Bron. Or when I’m angry.’ She looked down at her ankle. ‘Or when I’m hurt. So right now, I’m three for three.’ She tried to pull the boot off again and winced at the stab of pain that shot through her ankle.

      ‘Let me help.’

      Shelley knelt in front of her and slowly edged the boot off her foot. Her ankle throbbed, and not the usual throb of relief after having been strapped into a tight boot all day. She bit her lip as she stood, careful to keep her weight balanced on her other foot as she took off her jacket, hat and gloves, and hung them up. She went to grab her boots, but Shelley had already put them on the boot rack. ‘You don’t have to baby me,’ she said again.

      ‘And you don’t have to take your anger at Morrigan out on me.’

      Skye grimaced an apology. ‘I’m sorry. She just makes me so angry.’ She clenched her hands at her sides, a hot ball tightening in her chest, fingers tingling. ‘I mean, why does she persist in treating me like a child?’ She hobbled out of the drying room and down the stairs, Shelley following close behind. ‘No. Worse. Like I am nothing more than a possession.’

      ‘I’m sure she doesn’t think that.’

      Skye laughed bitterly. ‘You don’t know Morrigan. It’s easy to get charmed by her and miss the fact she can be a right royal bitch.’

      Skye shoved the key in the lock of their bunk-room door and pushed it open. She hobbled through, angry that her ankle was so sore, because she sure felt like kicking something. ‘I mean, why have me followed? It’s like she doesn’t think I can be trusted. She makes me so mad.’ Her fingers were burning but she ignored the sensation, too caught up in trying to find a way to explain how her grandmother made her feel.

      ‘Um, Skye.’

      ‘I don’t know why she bothers. I mean, she hates me. She always has. Thankfully, she cares about River, but me …’ She shook her head. ‘I’m like the dirt she scrapes off her boots in winter—annoying and easily discarded. Yet even though she hates me, she won’t keep her perfect nose out of my life. Always there. Always harping about my wrong decisions and the fact I should do so much better than I am.’ She wanted to pace but could only manage a pathetic sort of limping hop, which made her temper spike higher. The burn in her fingers got hotter, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was the flame of anger in her mind, cauterising her heart at the thought of how little her grandmother truly cared for her. ‘I’m so frustrated and hurt and angry—I feel like I’m going to explode.’

      ‘Skye. You need to calm down,’ Shelley said forcefully. ‘You need to calm down now.’

      ‘I don’t want to calm down. I want to go back home and ask Morrigan who the hell she thinks she is. I want her to look at me. To really look at me and—’ Skye turned and for the first time registered the look on Shelley’s face—fear and awe. She glanced down to see what Shelley was staring at.

      There was blue flame on her fingertips.

      ‘No! No, no, no, no, no.’ Fear gripped her throat, cutting off the words tumbling out of her mouth. She hadn’t seen that blue flame erupt from her hands since the night she hurt River when they were ten.

      No. This couldn’t happen.
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      ‘How are you doing that?’ Shelley took a step towards her.

      ‘No! Stay away. I can’t control it. I might hurt you.’ The flame flickered with her words and she flinched, but there was no escaping it. The flame was attached to her, coming from her.

      ‘Skye? Are you okay? Does it hurt?’

      She shook her head, trying to think past her horror. ‘It never hurts me. But I don’t understand. Grandpa’s spell is supposed to stop my magic from erupting. I shouldn’t be able to create the flame. I don’t even know how to. How do I make it go away?’ She looked up, hopeful.

      Shelley shook her head. ‘Don’t look at me. Besides, I’ve never seen anything like it before.’

      ‘Oh God! Oh God.’ She looked at the sink and dived for it. Maybe water would help to put it out. She had to get rid of it. She had to get rid of it now.

      The flame flickered and then went out as she reached for the tap.

      She grasped the edge of the sink, shaking. Darkness edged her vision. For a brief second, she wondered if she might pass out. But the darkness ebbed and in front of her was her pale, frightened face reflected back at her in the mirror.

      How could that have happened?

      It couldn’t. There was no way she’d just made flame spark from her hands. It was impossible. She must be dreaming. She glanced at Shelley’s reflection. Her friend stared at her with an expression that told Skye it was no dream.

      Skye closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see that stunned look on her friend’s face turn to fear. ‘I’m sorry I frightened you. I didn’t mean—’

      ‘You didn’t frighten me.’

      She didn’t sound frightened. Skye opened her eyes. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes. I was just concerned you wouldn’t know how to control it. You’ve always been so anti-magic. When did you decide to tap into it?’

      ‘I didn’t.’

      ‘Then—how?’

      Skye frowned. ‘I don’t know.’ She looked down at her hands again. They were normal; nothing special. Just pale skin with a scattering of freckles across the back, a scar on her pinkie finger and a few chewed-down nails.

      ‘Did something happen to you today?’

      Skye staggered back a couple of steps and sank onto the bed as images of Adonis and the big wolf-dog flashed through her mind. ‘Now that you mention it … when the guy knocked me down on Federation, the voice of the spell barked at me.’

      Shelley gasped. ‘Was he a warlock?’

      ‘No. That’s what was strange. There was no reason for the voice to react like that. He was just a guy.’ Well, he was more than just a guy. She was still uncertain why she’d responded to him like she had. But it was too confusing to share, even with her best friend. ‘The spell voice also barked at me when I got off the bus and thought I saw a big wolf-like dog. The dog stopped, stared at me and then disappeared. But that wasn’t the strangest thing.’

      ‘A really massive dog staring at you and then disappearing isn’t the strangest thing?’

      Skye shook her head, trying not to laugh at her friend’s tone. ‘No. And stop laughing at me. I’m trying to be serious.’

      Shelley pressed her lips together. ‘You’re right. This is serious. So, tell me, what was the strangest thing that happened to you today?’

      ‘The voice, when it barked at me, it didn’t sound right. It was Grandpa’s voice, but it was like he was channelling Morrigan.’

      ‘Maybe you bumped your head and it did something to the spell.’ Shelley leaned forward as if to check for contusions.

      Skye jerked away. She didn’t want Shelley to touch her in case the fire came back. There was no way she would hurt her friend like she’d hurt River. ‘I didn’t bump my head. But there was definitely something off about the voice. It sounded strange.’

      ‘Has anything like this happened before?’

      She stared at the wall, frowning. ‘Once or twice—when I was going through puberty and I got angry or frightened.’

      ‘You were pretty angry earlier.’

      ‘Yes. Maybe that was it.’ She hoped that was the reason. It made sense. More sense than the spell not working properly. ‘Grandpa always said I had to be careful to channel my excess adrenaline outward so it didn’t fuel what was inside me and break through the spell.’

      ‘Which is why you’re into sports.’

      ‘Yeah. Being active helps me to keep in control. Maybe if I hadn’t been injured today and had to come in early, I would have been fine.’

      ‘Seeing that big dog wouldn’t have helped either,’ Shelley mused.

      Skye rubbed her head. There was an ache just behind her eyes that was getting worse.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘This wasn’t your usual flare of temper. This was a serious burn.’ She blanched and glanced at Skye’s hands. ‘Sorry. Bad choice of words.’

      ‘No. It felt exactly like that.’ Her head was pounding now. She lay back on the bed, eyes closed against the light. ‘It has to be the anger.’

      ‘Maybe it’s time to let your magic out a bit. Learn something more about it.’

      ‘No.’ Her eyes popped open and she sat up, but her head throbbed and she groaned, lying back carefully on the pillow. ‘No. I just need to make sure I don’t get so angry again. I felt off-kilter, like I’d lost my balance somehow. I don’t even know why I got that angry. I mean, it’s not like Morrigan having me followed should come as a surprise.’ She moaned as the pain in her head increased.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      Skye opened her eyes and winced at the stab of light. ‘I’ve got a bad headache. It’s the spell. Grandpa tied pain into it as an extra precaution to stop me from using my powers. It’s kicked in—just a little too late.’ She pressed her fingers into her forehead. ‘I’d forgotten how intense the headache was.’

      Shelley came to her side and touched her head. Skye tried to push her hand away.

      ‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ Shelley reprimanded softly.

      ‘It’s not that.’ Skye swallowed hard. ‘I’m afraid I’ll hurt you.’

      Shelley’s brow cocked. ‘Your aura is drained.’

      ‘You’re reading auras?’

      Shelley’s eyebrows rose. ‘Yeah. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Must be channelling Bron or something. Forget I said that.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘My point is, you couldn’t hurt a fly at the moment. In fact, it looks like you’d keel over if someone spoke a little too loudly. It’s kind of pathetic.’

      Skye choked on a laugh. ‘Nice bedside manner, Nurse Shelley.’

      ‘Some stubborn patients need tough love—so suck it up. Now, if you’ve got a headache, do you need a painkiller?’

      ‘Do you mean a real painkiller or one of Bron’s hinky herbal things?’

      Shelley rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll have you know that Bron’s “hinky herbal things” are highly sought-after natural medications that have a long history of helping people in the Wiccan community. But given I know how you feel about anything that might have the slightest hint of the magical about it, I’m offended you think I would offer you one of those.’

      Skye grinned ruefully. ‘You did mention auras.’

      Shelley chuckled. ‘I forgive you if you forgive me.’ Skye nodded gingerly. ‘I’ll get you something with codeine.’

      She stood as the door opened and Bron danced into the room.

      ‘Oh good, you’re here. I’ve got something really cool to tell you.’ She danced over to the mirror, barely looking at Skye or Shelley, and made a face at her reflection. ‘Ew. Serious hat head.’ She began to fluff up her choppy black hair.

      Skye tried not to wince at her friend’s excited voice. She knew Bron wasn’t yelling, but it sure sounded like it.

      ‘Shelley, did you tell Skye about the guy we caught the lift with today? He was a honey. Better than Chris Hemsworth in Thor: Ragnarok.’

      ‘He wasn’t that good,’ Shelley mumbled, heading towards her bags.

      ‘Not every cute guy is like Charlie, Shells. You have to get over him one of these days.

      Maybe then you’d agree that the guy on the lift today would definitely go on the list.’

      ‘What list?’ Skye asked, trying to get Bron off the subject of Shelley’s ex. She knew Bron thought talking it through would help, but like her, Shelley wasn’t a talker.

      Bron’s cinnamon eyes sparkled as she turned to face Skye. ‘You know. The list of who you could sleep with, with no repercussions if you ever met them. The free-pass list.’

      Skye tried to smile, but it hurt too much, so she just said weakly, ‘I thought that list was supposed to be made up of famous people and was only for those in a relationship.’

      ‘Oh, who cares about silly rules?’ Bron spun in a graceful pirouette that made Skye’s head swim to watch. ‘All I know is our lift buddy would top the list. And I said to Shelley that if I bumped into him again,’ she said, waggling her eyebrows, ‘all bets would be off. And then, you won’t believe it, when I was coming into the lodge, there he was. What are the chances of that? It’s like kismet. Anyway, his name is Adam and he’s here with his brother and nephew and the nephew’s nanny.’

      ‘Oh, I think I might have met them outside.’

      ‘He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?’

      Skye shrugged. He had been good looking, but nothing like her Adonis.

      ‘He asked us all out tonight. We’ll go, right? Please say we’ll all go?’

      Skye laughed at her friend’s pleading expression and then clutched at her head. It felt like it was about to tear in half.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Bron asked, the dreamy look on her face changing to worried.

      ‘She’s got a bad headache,’ Shelley began, but Skye shook her head frantically behind Bron, despite the pain. She didn’t want Shelley to tell Bron she’d used magic. Bron would want to discuss it; something she definitely wasn’t up for right now. Besides, she was pretty certain what had caused the problem and wasn’t going to let it happen again, so it didn’t matter.

      Thankfully Shelley got the message.

      ‘She had a spill on Federation and hurt her ankle and bumped her head and then was stupid enough not to call the ski patrol and go to the medic centre to have it all checked out by a medical professional.’

      ‘You’re a medical professional,’ Skye said as she pushed up onto her elbows, trying to ignore the pounding in her head. ‘And I didn’t have a spill. I was knocked over by an out-of-control snowboarder.’

      Bron knelt down beside the bed. ‘Is it bad? Has Shelley checked it out yet?’

      ‘She’s getting me some painkillers.’

      ‘What about the foot?’ She glanced at Skye’s legs. ‘You haven’t bandaged it.’

      ‘I haven’t had a chance to look at it yet,’ Shelley said, rummaging in her bag. ‘Can you do that while I get the first-aid kit?’

      ‘I’ll check her for concussion too.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Skye complained. ‘You both worry too much. You’ll get wrinkles.’

      Bron stuck out her tongue. ‘For your information, I use my grandma’s herbal moisturiser, so I don’t wrinkle. Now, stop whinging and follow my finger.’ She did a quick assessment before narrowing her eyes in that way that told Skye she was using her Wiccan-sight to look at her aura. Skye shuddered—she hated when Bron did that around her. ‘I don’t think you did any serious damage—good thing you’ve got a hard head.’

      ‘Hey!’

      ‘Now, take these off so I can get a good look.’ She tugged at Skye’s ski pants.

      Knowing there was no use in arguing, Skye lifted her hips off the bed and shimmied the pants down as best she could.

      ‘Oh my God!’ Bron gasped as she saw the full extent of the damage. ‘What did he do? Whack you over the leg with his board then slice you with the edge for good measure?’ She looked up at Shelley then back at Skye. ‘It’s a pity you won’t let me do some reiki on it because this is going to ache like a bitch for days.’

      ‘Not going to happen,’ Skye growled. ‘It’s bad enough you used your healer-woo-woo stuff to look at my aura.’

      Bron looked at her, startled. ‘Jeez, a bump on the head and a bruised leg and ankle are the least of your problems. You’ve lost your sense of humour. Quick, Shells, get the laugh paddles, stat.’

      ‘Leave her alone, Bron,’ Shelley said, coming to stand beside the bed. ‘She’s touchy because the snowboarder ruined her perfect run record.’

      Bron snickered. ‘Yeah. That would do it. So we’re not going to need a humour transplant then. Just some ice packs and a bandage.’

      Bron took the bandages from Shelley and began on Skye’s foot while Shelley handed Skye a glass of water and a couple of tablets. Skye swallowed the tablets and lay back, letting Bron fuss over her.

      After a few minutes, she shoved a pillow under Skye’s foot to elevate it. ‘Doesn’t that feel better?’

      ‘Yeah, it does.’

      ‘And no healer woo-woo stuff required.’ She sighed. ‘Although, now I’m wishing I’d brought one of my herbal poultices with me—they’re great for inflammation and bruising. But I forgot I was coming away with a daredevil, so this will have to do.’ She cracked the icepack in her hand to mix the two chemicals and placed it over Skye’s ankle. Once done, she pouted at Skye. ‘This means no gallivanting for you tonight, I’m afraid. I’m so disappointed. I was hoping you’d be my wingman. Adam was going to take us to the Arlberg for karaoke and everything.’ She sucked in a deep breath. ‘But I’ll have to give up on that now.’

      Skye sighed as she felt the painkiller start to take a hold. Thankfully they always worked quickly on her. ‘Why? Can’t Shelley play wingman?’

      ‘We’re not leaving you here alone.’

      ‘You’re not staying with me.’ Skye pushed up onto her elbows, but her head spun, so she lay back down. ‘I’m serious. I’m going to be as much fun as a piñata full of spiders. Go out. It’s our last night.’

      Her friends shared a look.

      ‘I’m not a child who needs taking care of. I’ll be fine.’ She ignored Shelley’s piercing stare. The pain in her head meant the spell was obviously working fine now. What had happened before had been an aberration. It wouldn’t happen again. ‘I’ll stay put and rest up like you told me to.’

      ‘Good girl.’

      ‘Are you going to pat me on the head now and tuck me in?’

      Bron chuckled, but neither of them moved.

      ‘I’m serious. Off you go.’ She pointed at the door. ‘Go out with Adam and his brother and have some flirty fun. I want all the delicious details tomorrow.’

      Bron’s eyes lit with anticipation and she turned to Shelley. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Shelley asked Skye, her gaze saying far more than her light tone.

      ‘I’m sure. I’m fine now. I promise.’

      Shelley nodded slowly, although she didn’t look fully convinced. ‘All right. But if you need us, give us a call.’ She waved her mobile phone.

      ‘Yes, Mum.’

      Bron chuckled and shook her head as she grabbed a towel and her toiletries bag. ‘I’m going to have a shower.’

      ‘In case I’m out like a light by the time you get back, have a fun night.’

      As the door clicked closed, Shelley said, ‘You’re a good friend.’ She placed a blanket over Skye.

      Skye dropped the false cheer she’d put on for Bron. ‘No, I’m not. You are. Both of you.’ Tears pricked her eyes and she blinked them away. ‘Now, I don’t want to see either of you again until after midnight.’

      Shelley straightened and smiled. ‘Okay.’ She turned at the door. ‘Make sure you rest.’

      ‘The way these tablets are making me feel, I think I’ll have no choice about that.’

      Shelley blew her a kiss, turned off the light and closed the door.

      Skye shut her eyes.

      Memories of blue fire arcing from her fingers and flickering into the dark surged across her mind.

      ‘No,’ she muttered. She had to think of something else. Something that made her feel safe and warm. Actually, not warm. She didn’t want to feel warm at all. She wanted to feel cold. Ice cold.

      She grabbed the still-cold icepack from her ankle and wrapped it around her fingers, just in case then lying back, closed her eyes, tentatively. Blue greeted her again, but this time it was the lightning-shot blue of the eyes that had mesmerised her this afternoon, surrounded by dark lashes, set into a face that would almost be pretty if not for the scar running through the full lips and stubborn jut of the square jaw.

      She smiled. This was an image she could safely go to sleep with.

      She filled her mind with her memory of what had happened that afternoon, the feel of him as he lay on top of her, legs tangled. As memory turned to dream, she didn’t push away like she had earlier. Instead, they were suddenly naked, the snow turning into a soft, warm bed. She stared up into those remarkable eyes, pierced to her soul by the warmth in them as he gazed down at her.

      His lips twitched into a crooked smile. ‘Skylar,’ he whispered.

      She frowned. Why had he called her that? But before she could question him further, he leaned towards her, his breath brushing over her, a thousand warm caresses along her sensitised skin. Then, in a voice that could melt even the frostiest of hearts, he murmured, ‘You’re mine.’

      In her dream, Skye murmured, ‘Yes.’

      But even in her dream, as he leaned down to claim her lips, she knew it was a lie. Her hand made a fist at her chest over the deep ache there.

      She could never belong to anyone, least of all a man like him. All she had was dreams. Deep in her subconscious, she decided to give in to the allure of this one.

      Winding her hands into dream Adonis’ hair, she opened her lips and poured herself into the kiss, hoping that if she gave in to her desires this once, the adrenaline rush would be enough to gain back her control.
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      Jason waited in the shadows, staring at Skylar Collins’ closed door. Her friends had left with Adam, whose job it was to get any information he could from them about their friend, after which Suzie had brought Tom by to say goodnight before she tucked him into bed.

      That had been hours ago.

      He started when the door he’d been staring at suddenly opened and the woman he knew had to be Skylar Collins hobbled out, a towel slung over her shoulder and a toiletries bag in her hand.

      His wolf instantly came alert, watching her intently, taking note of her wild red hair and peaches-and-cream complexion with the smattering of golden freckles across her nose. Looking down at those freckles this afternoon, he’d had the absurd desire to lick them, see if they had the tang of the caramel they so resembled.

      He swallowed hard, trying to ignore the inclination to show himself. He couldn’t, just yet. He had to be more certain before he gave her the Bond Wine.

      His gaze ran up and down the gentle curves of her lithe, athletic body. She wore a loose, oversized T-shirt that hung sexily off one shoulder, and black leggings that encased her long legs like they’d been painted on. There was a fluffy green sock on one foot, a scarlet one with orange stripes on the other.

      Jason smiled, wondering if she was quirky or just disorganised. His wolf wanted to know. He wanted to know. But only because any information he could garner about this woman would be helpful in figuring out if she was their Pack Witch and why she hadn’t returned to them when she’d reached her majority.

      She hobbled across the hallway in front of him. He couldn’t help but notice the sway of her hips as she made her way to the bathroom.

      His mouth dried. His wolf whimpered.

      The woman swung around, wobbled, catching herself on the door jamb of the bathroom, and stared into the darkness of the hallway behind her.

      He drew back further into the shadows, pulling his aura more tightly around him. He could see the confusion in her eyes as she seemed to stare right at him.

      ‘Who’s there?’ she asked, her voice hesitant.

      He didn’t answer. This was a test. Cloaking themselves in their aura was a talent the Pack Witches had taught the Were, something that used internal energy rather than magic. However, even though the cloak’s essence wasn’t magic—if she was in control of her powers, she’d be able to see him.

      Her gaze slid away.

      His wolf whimpered again in frustration before he could muffle it. Her gaze snapped back to the shadowed corner he stood in as if she’d heard the internal sound. Then she winced, touching her head.

      ‘I heard you, Grandpa or Morrigan or whoever you are today,’ she whispered. ‘But you’re wrong. There’s nothing there.’

      Jason frowned. Who was she talking to? A familiar? Most witches he knew who had familiars usually chose an animal of some kind, but it wasn’t unheard of that a familiar could be a spirit. But if she had the magic to talk to a spirit familiar, then why couldn’t she see him? What was going on here?

      After a long moment of staring into the shadows, she turned away and rubbed her eyes. ‘What the hell was in those painkillers?’ she muttered, her voice husky. ‘I think they’re making me hallucinate.’ She made a face and he heard her smack her tongue against the roof of her mouth. ‘And how can my mouth still feel like the Sahara after a full bottle of water? It’s not fair. I’ve got all the symptoms of a hangover without the fun drinks beforehand.’

      He had to bite back a laugh at her tone.

      She pushed open the bathroom door and hobbled inside. The door clicked closed behind her. Running water sounded a moment later—she was in the shower.

      He thought of soapy water moving over that soft, creamy skin and silently cursed as his cock hardened, pressing painfully against his jeans. He tried to think of something else. It was more difficult than it should have been.

      The shower turned off after a few minutes—thank the Moon. He didn’t think he could take much more of that. Although the thought of her towelling down that delicious body was just as bad.

      Fuck. He needed a shower. An ice-cold one.

      Ten minutes of hell passed before the door opened. A steamy cloud billowed out into the hallway, filling it with the fragrance of orange and lemongrass-scented soap and herbal-fragranced shampoo. Skylar emerged behind the cloud, her wet hair pulled back into a ponytail. The severe hairstyle emphasised the slash of her cheekbones, the rose pink of her lips, the slightly tilted almond shape of her eyes.

      He took in a sharp breath, drinking in the delicious perfume that was her essence. She was a beauty. But it was the kind of unknowing beauty that made a man tremble inside with longing to be the one to show her just how beautiful she was.

      He shook his head against the thought. That’s not what he was here for.

      She limped back to her room.

      The wolf lunged inside him, wanting him to move, to touch the silken flame that was her hair, caress the creamy skin of her shoulder exposed by the T-shirt. But he didn’t. He stood in the shadows, hands clenched to his sides.

      When she returned a moment later, he didn’t follow her. He knew she wasn’t going out—she still wore those mismatched socks and leggings.

      Before he showed himself, he had to get under control.

      Halfway down the hallway, she stopped and turned, looking right at him. ‘Look, you can see for yourself, Grandpa,’ she said, pointing at the shadowed corner Jason stood in. ‘There’s nothing there. Now stop making me even more paranoid than I already am and let me go and get some dinner. I’m hungry.’

      With that she turned and hobbled down the hallway towards the lounge room and kitchen.

      Jason stayed where he was, the spark of desire that had flared to life now thoroughly doused by confusion.

      She had definitely been talking to someone. Grandpa? Strange name for a familiar. Even stranger that the familiar sensed him, yet she couldn’t. And what was going on with the limping? She should have healed herself by now—unless she was hiding her abilities for some reason. Or someone was blocking them, as Adam had suggested. Although, if that were the case, he shouldn’t be able to sense magic on her at all; yet there was a definite something emanating from her. It just wasn’t what he expected.

      None of it made sense. Unless she wasn’t Skylar Collins.

      But then, why had the dreams shown her to him and brought him here? There was also the fact she had Paul Collins’ red hair and piercing emerald-green eyes and Ivy Collins’ heart-shaped face.

      And what about her scent?

      He breathed in deeply, her familiar scent still vivid among the others in the hallway. He remembered that essence emanating from the baby he’d held in his arms all those years ago, mingling with normal baby smells of powder and mother’s milk. Yet something had changed in it that had nothing to do with the fact that she was an adult now. There was something wrong with it. Almost like a hint of something dank and musty clinging to the edges. But this afternoon, that dankness hadn’t been there. Whatever was going on, he was intrigued.

      So was his wolf. It was lunging forward, trying to break out of the protection of the aura cloak, wanting to get closer. Needing to touch, to taste.

      No!

      That wasn’t what he was here for. Besides, it was ridiculous. He barely knew this woman. She certainly wasn’t his type. And yet, this afternoon, lying on top of her, her scent surrounding him, those green eyes searching his soul, the raw edge of lust had threatened to take over. He’d almost leaned forward and taken her mouth in a kiss that had nothing to do with duty to his pack and everything to do with getting her into bed.

      But he’d fought off the raw, edgy need. This woman wasn’t his for the taking. If she was who he thought she was, she belonged to the pack. He’d known then there was only one way to prove the truth of that.

      The wolf insisted he give her the Bond Wine right now.

      ‘When we find her, your father will give her the Alpha-made Bond Wine.’ He heard his mother’s words in his head as though she stood beside him. ‘Once it enters her system, she’ll respond as if she is drinking sun-warmed nectar. The Packbond will ignite inside her and flare to life. Then she will be ours.’

      She will be ours.

      There would be no denying Skylar’s ties to pack after that moment, even if she wished to. She would return with him to the pack, take up her birthright and stave off the Curse.

      Once that was accomplished, he’d be able to move on to what was driving him beyond his need to save the pack: revenge.

      Whoever was responsible for kidnapping Skylar Collins would pay. They would pay three times over: for killing her parents and twin; for bringing the Curse down on his pack; for killing his family. He would hunt them down and they would regret the day they’d ever tried to bring down the McVale Pack.

      But only after he’d proved she was Skylar Collins by giving her the Bond Wine.

      His wolf lunged inside him, longing to get out. Taking a deep breath and ignoring the hammering of his heart, he dropped his hold on his aura. Promising his wolf freedom soon, he stepped out of the shadows and walked down the hall to claim his destiny.
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      Skye watched the soup spin slowly on the microwave plate, tapping the spoon against her hand.

      ‘C’mon! Hurry up.’

      Her stomach growled, almost overriding the prickling in her neck.

      Almost.

      But she wasn’t going to look behind her again. Nobody was watching her. She was just being stupid and jumpy because she was still angry about the idea that Morrigan was probably having her followed. She had to let that go. She couldn’t allow her powers to take control again.

      She wished she knew why the spell hadn’t worked to stop the magic. Or why the inner voice had barked at her all afternoon.

      She wished there was someone she could ask about what was going on. Shelley and Bron couldn’t truly help. Wiccans didn’t have their own magic—it was only borrowed from their Goddess, which, according to her grandmother, didn’t count. Skye was grateful that was true because otherwise she would never have become friends with them, and their friendship was more precious to her than she could explain.

      If Grandpa was still alive, she’d be able to ask him, but he wasn’t. So that left her grandmother—and Morrigan always refused to even discuss anything magical.

      The microwave pinged and she jumped.

      Stupid. Jumping at microwaves!

      This is what happened when you had the kind of overbearing grandmother who sent people to follow you around on your holiday. Paranoia.

      Slamming her hand against the button, she barely waited for the door to swing open before grabbing the bowl. Soup spilled over her thumb.

      ‘Fudge a fudgy-duck!’ She put the dripping soup bowl down on the bench and sucked at her burned thumb. ‘Ffffffruitloops, that’s hot.’

      ‘Wow, impressive. She not only skis like a pro, but she knows how to swear in the most inventive way I’ve ever heard. Tell me you can dance the samba and I think I might just want to marry you.’

      The prickles on her neck bloomed into hot fire at the sound of a voice she would never forget. ‘You!’ she said, spinning around.

      ‘Me.’ His lips twitched.

      Her gaze collided with those incredible eyes and her heart took a flying leap up her throat, cutting off her breath.

      Breathe. Don’t act like a teenager with a crush. He’s just a man.

      But what a man!

      Luckily, her lungs responded to the demand for oxygen, because her brain was still missing in action.

      ‘Here. Let me help.’ Without asking, he took her arm and led her out of the kitchen to a bench, made her sit and then headed back to the kitchen, returning with her soup, toast, a spoon and a glass of water a moment later.

      ‘Thanks.’ Skye spun the spoon between her fingers as he sat on the bench seat opposite. It clanked against the side of the bowl, the sound kick-starting her brain enough for her to ask, ‘What are you doing here?’

      She almost rolled her eyes at the stupid question. It wasn’t like he would tell her if he was the one her grandmother had sent to follow her.

      His face split into the kind of grin that could break a mother’s heart and have a father pull out a shotgun. ‘I didn’t follow you here,’ he said, as if reading her mind. ‘I’m staying here.’

      ‘Since when?’

      ‘Since today. How about you?’

      ‘Almost two weeks.’

      ‘I didn’t see you when I got in this morning.’

      ‘My friends and I hit the slopes first thing. Didn’t want to waste a moment of such a beautiful day.’

      He leaned against the wall behind him and crossed his arms, a smile curving his mouth. ‘Of course not. I can imagine though, with the way you ski, even the worst weather wouldn’t stop you from getting out there.’

      Convinced he wasn’t the one following her—and he certainly wasn’t the type of man Morrigan would use—she relaxed a bit. She picked up her spoon and said, ‘Is that a compliment?’

      ‘Do you need compliments?’

      Smiling cheekily, she took a sip of soup before answering. ‘No. But it’s nice to hear I’m an amazing skier from someone other than my friends.’

      ‘I don’t think I said “amazing”.’

      ‘No. But I know that’s what you meant.’

      There was a pause and then he laughed. Skye took another mouthful of soup and a bite of toast, trying to ignore the impact of his laugh on her system. ‘So, you’ve been here for a day. At least that explains why you were so terrible on that board.’ He didn’t laugh this time, but his smile let her know he hadn’t taken offence. In fact, his smile warmed her on the inside in a way the soup couldn’t.

      ‘As I said on the slopes,’ he said, his lips twitching, ‘I was doing pretty well until I hit that icy patch.’

      She smirked. ‘I thought ogling my nice arse caused the accident.’

      He laughed. ‘It was more than your arse. It was like I was drawn to you.’

      ‘What? Like animal magnetism?’

      ‘Something like that.’

      The smirk died on her face at the look in his eyes. Smouldering didn’t cover it.

      Careful.

      She coughed and looked away.

      He leaned forward and tapped her bowl with his long, masculine index finger. ‘Finish your soup before it gets cold.’ He stood.

      ‘Going out?’ A wave of disappointment made the words sound choked. She’d said no to him this afternoon because it was the right thing to do. But Fate had thrown him into her path for a second time, and she didn’t feel like giving Fate the finger again right now. Not when flirting with him was taking her mind off her magic. Aside from that, she’d been enjoying it. She covered the sound of her disappointment by swallowing a spoonful of soup.

      He shook his head. ‘Just getting a drink. I’ll be right back.’

      Skye blinked as he walked away. For one strange moment, she thought his pupils had glowed amber. It must have been the light. She shook her head and watched him as he moved around the kitchen. Her eyes lingered on his broad shoulders, tracing their way down to his tight bottom framed in dark jeans. Stop it. You shouldn’t encourage him when he comes back. There’s no future here.

      Once again, that sounded more like something Morrigan would say than her grandpa, Harrison Cantrae, so she didn’t feel like listening. Besides, there was nothing quite like having a good-looking man pay his undivided attention to you and only you. Compliments were nice, but the fact that he wanted to come back and talk to her was better.

      Surely some harmless chat and flirting wouldn’t hurt despite the fact that Morrigan would never approve of a man like him. Her grandmother never approved of the men Skye was drawn to. And she was incredibly drawn to this one. Morrigan would hate him. There was something altogether too raw and masculine about him. So much so it was sinful.

      But she didn’t care. She rather liked sinful. And why did it have to matter that there was no future here? Couldn’t she have a bit of fun for once in her life?

      A hot tingling raced through her at the thought.

      He walked out of the kitchen holding a bottle of red and two glasses. ‘I feel like a drink and I don’t like drinking alone. Will you join me?’

      Say no. He’s dangerous.

      ‘Sure,’ she said, ignoring the spell voice. It was definitely playing up. It shouldn’t be channelling her grandmother’s kind of overprotective smothering. There was nothing about this man that said he was a warlock. There was nothing of the air or fire or water about him. In fact, she’d never met anyone more grounded in the scent of earth than this man—except, perhaps, for River. It was kind of comforting.

      ‘Great.’ He put down the glasses and began to pour.

      ‘Where’s your brother?’

      ‘He went out for the night. I preferred to stay here and have a quiet one after a day of falling on my arse.’

      Skye laughed. ‘You really shouldn’t mistreat such a nice arse.’

      He sent her a simmering look. ‘I thought it was yours I mistreated.’

      ‘Touché.’

      Uncorking the bottle, he poured two generous glasses, lifted his and tipped it towards hers. ‘Here’s to your health.’

      ‘Here’s to rather nice arses and out-of-control snowboarders.’

      He chuckled and clinked her glass. ‘That too.’

      He held his glass on an angle, watching her in a way that encouraged her to drink first. Wondering if it was some strange custom of his, or if he was just the old-fashioned-gentleman type, she took a sip of the wine. It was rich and full bodied, with a slight tang and an aftertaste of cinnamon. ‘Mmm, it’s lovely.’ She had to take another sip. A warm path followed the wine down her throat, spreading until she felt it even in her skin. The pain in her leg and foot diminished in the wake of the warmth. ‘This is amazing.’

      ‘You like it? This is a new mix I’m trying out. It’s taken me a while to get it right.’ He took a sip, his wolf-blue gaze never leaving hers over the rim of his glass. ‘But I think this may be what I’ve been looking for.’

      Skye’s brow furrowed as she looked at the label on the bottle—McVales was a well-known name in wine. ‘You made this?’

      ‘I come from a long line of vintners. The earth and the grape are in my soul.’

      Her mouth dropped open. So, not only was he tongue-hanging-out-fall-over-yourself good-looking, he was a part of one of the most successful wine labels in Australia in the last ten years. ‘You’re one of the McVales?’

      He held his glass up to the light, looking deeply at the rich plummy colour of the liquid gold his family had become famous for, then flashed a grin. ‘You know your wine.’

      ‘Not really. But who hasn’t heard of your family in the last few years? You’ve been big news, particularly after the accident—’ Her voice faltered. Surely he didn’t have to be reminded of the tragedy that had struck his family. ‘Sorry. That was tactless. I should know better than to mention it. I lost my parents when I was younger in a car accident, too. I know how much pain the thought of them still brings and your loss is far more recent.’ She took a hasty sip of wine, looking anywhere but at him, and almost choked as it caught in the lump of embarrassment in her throat. Why the hell had she said so much to him?

      ‘Don’t worry about it.’ His hand on hers made her jump. ‘I knew we had something more than loving to ski in common. I felt it in my bones.’

      She glanced up to see if he was serious. Their gazes collided and she caught her breath, the depth of understanding in his eyes touching her soul.

      Panic clawed at her chest, and yet, for the first time in her sheltered life, she couldn’t make herself back away despite the danger to her equilibrium. The desire for a connection was just too damned strong.

      Unsettled by the direction of her thoughts, she took another sip of the wine, the full-bodied flavour melting across her tongue and down her throat to pool low in her stomach with a warm buzz. She decided to change the topic. ‘This smells like passionfruit and raspberries, but has a spicy aftertaste, like chilli-chocolate and cinnamon.’

      His brows rose and a hint of confusion crossed his face but all he said was, ‘You’ve got excellent sensory perception.’

      ‘Not so excellent. I didn’t hear you coming before you smashed into me.’

      His lips twitched. ‘I’m not going to apologise for that again.’

      She curled her hand around the glass to stop herself from reaching out and running her finger over that enticing scar. ‘You don’t have to if you pour me another glass of that wonderful wine.’

      He did so with a smile. ‘So, seeing we’re sharing a bottle of wine, would it be too forward to ask your name? You already know mine.’

      ‘Only your last name. Which is fine as long as you want to be called Mr McVale.’

      He screwed up his nose. ‘Mr McVale was my grandfather. My father didn’t even get called that. He always preferred Luke. You can call me Jason.’

      ‘Nice to meet you, Jason.’ She tipped her glass at him.

      His smile widened as she sipped at her wine and said nothing else. ‘Are you going to make me guess your name?’

      ‘You’d never get it right. My father was a bit of a hippy.’

      Jason winced. ‘Don’t tell me they named you something improbable like Moon Unit.’

      She laughed. ‘Nope. They weren’t high when they named me. But I was born outside; and that’s all the clue I’m going to give you.’ She looked up at him over the rim of her glass.

      He was giving her his undivided attention.

      Her heart beat to the rhythm of his twitching lips as he said, ‘A guessing game?’

      ‘You not up for it?’

      ‘I am absolutely up for anything.’ There was a light in his eyes that seemed to flare with the challenge.

      The glass almost slipped from Skye’s hand as his gaze intensified. An image of trapped prey sprang to her mind—with her as the prey. ‘Great.’ She had to clear her throat as her voice didn’t really come out right. Taking a sip of wine, she tried out her mischievous smile, but was afraid it came out stiff. ‘So, guess.’

      ‘Running River.’

      She laughed. ‘I said they were hippies, not American Indians.’

      He nodded. ‘Right, stupid guess. Let me see.’ He tapped his bottom lip. There was a dent there that made her want to run her tongue along it, then suck the plump flesh to see if it tasted like the ripe blood plum it resembled.

      An electric flush ran over her skin and she swallowed more wine to cover her reaction to the errant erotic thoughts. Luckily, Jason hadn’t noticed. He was looking away in thought. ‘What about Star?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘Fawn?’

      ‘There aren’t any fawns in Australia,’ she said, chuckling now. ‘So I suppose that means Bambi is out as well.’ She screwed up her nose.

      His eyes lit up. ‘What about Fern?’ She’d barely begun to shake her head when he leaned forward. ‘Skylar.’

      She jerked at the sound of that name. So like hers, but not, yet it … Skylar! Don’t do that to your brother. You know he’s got claws.

      She gasped as the voice echoed in her mind.

      ‘Am I close?’

      His question snapped her back into the present. She blinked. ‘What?’

      ‘Skylar. Is that close?’

      She nodded. ‘Close.’

      He considered for a moment, his blue gaze piercing hers as if he was trying to read her thoughts, and all memory of the voice she’d just heard skittered from her mind.

      ‘Skye?’

      The affirmation must have been in her eyes because he pumped air and then raised his hand for a high five just like a kid. Laughing, she couldn’t help but respond.

      The moment her hand touched his, laughter died. Her breath caught in her throat as his fingers curled around hers, holding tight, surprise clear in his eyes.

      It was as if their skin had been fused together by something hot and molten. But it didn’t bring pain. In fact, she wanted to hold tighter and never let go. She could barely even think as the warmth moved up her arm to curl through her entire body.

      Then slowly, as if waiting for her to pull away, he lifted her hand, his gaze holding her more firmly than his fingers ever could. His lips pressed against the back of her hand, soft but firm, cool but warming her from the inside out like a glass of gluhwein on a cold winter’s day. She stiffened as a vivid image flashed into her mind—an incredibly erotic image of entangled limbs, sweat-soaked skin and glowing eyes seeking her in the dark. She shivered. The image was familiar, like the erotic dream she’d had earlier. She’d had dreams like that on and off for years, about a man whose face she could never see but whose eyes glowed like sulphurous flame in the night; dreams that made her awaken in a state of heightened sexual awareness.

      But tonight, for the first time, the man had a face—and that face was her clumsy snowboarding Adonis, Jason McVale.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Skye.’ His voice broke into her reverie. She jerked, almost breaking contact, but he held her hand tight in his, then slowly, ever so slowly, as his gaze captured and held hers, he turned her hand over and breathed in deeply, nose brushing against the skin of her wrist. ‘You smell so good.’

      ‘It’s the wine,’ she choked as muscles clenched and curled between her legs.

      His lips curved at the corner, but she wouldn’t really call it a smile; it was more the look of a hunter before he brought down his prey. The smile made her shudder. He breathed in again, deeply, closing his eyes, his thumb rubbing against the pulse thumping in her wrist. All of a sudden, he jerked. His fingers loosened on her wrist as if he’d been shocked.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      He glanced up at her, frowning. His fingers tightened on her wrist, firm, possessive, sending a hot spurt of worry tinged with desire chasing through her nerves. Astonishment flared in his eyes. Then, just as suddenly, it disappeared. His frown fell away and his eyes filled with a warm excitement that caressed her core. He sighed, took in a deep breath, nose brushing against her skin. ‘I’m more than okay. I got my wish.’

      He closed his eyes, releasing her from his mesmerising lightning-shot blue gaze. Not that he needed to use his gaze to hold her in place. His voice, his touch, his breath tickling along her skin like a warm summer breeze, did the work for him.

      ‘Skye … A perfect name. You smell fresh and clean, like a summer’s day leading into autumn; wide blue skies with a hint of thunder cloud on the horizon.’ His eyes opened. ‘So many hidden layers. That hint of secrets and mystery—it has tantalised me all afternoon.’

      He moved closer, his leg brushing against hers under the table. ‘To a wine maker, a scent connoisseur, you are a gift waiting to be unwrapped.’ His lips touched the inside of her wrist.

      If he’d placed those lips over her clitoris, the effect would have been the same. Waves of ecstasy rose through her as muscles unclenched and trembled and a sudden rush of damp wet her underwear. Desperate to cover her insane reaction to him, she attempted humour. ‘Are you trying to seduce me, Mr McVale?’

      There was that hunter’s smile again and his nostrils twitched as if scenting something wonderful, something exotic. ‘Is it working?’

      ‘God, yes.’ The words shuddered out even though she didn’t mean to say them. One-night stands weren’t her style, but she hadn’t felt this attracted to someone in ages. In fact, she didn’t think she’d ever been this attracted to any man.

      He rose from his seat, rounding the table without letting go of her hand, and pulled her upright. Her body bumped against his. The contact wasn’t enough. She wanted to plaster herself against his hard length.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he whispered, lips brushing her ear.

      She didn’t ask where. She knew exactly what he had in mind; probably what he’d had in mind when he sat down with that extremely good bottle of wine and started the charm offensive. Not that she was complaining. Truth be told, she hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind all afternoon despite efforts to the contrary. Her inner voice had tried to make her see sense, but there was no sense in a situation like this.

      She wanted this man. She was going to have him. Bron and Shelley had met their free-pass man.

      Jason was hers.
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      He pulled her into his side, arm curved around her back, fingers playing over her hip, and walked towards the hallway that led to the rooms.

      Skye’s head spun. The wine added to the medication? Or was it just the rush of heady attraction? She couldn’t be certain. Not that she could find an ounce of caring with his side hot against hers, his hand brushing a fiery path up and down her hip, his lips lingering against her ear, telling her exactly what he was going to do to her as soon as they got to his room.

      By all that was holy, did he have one hell of an imagination! His words alone made her tremble with need. ‘I love a good imagination,’ she said, voice breathy. ‘But if you don’t stop, I’m going to orgasm before we even get to your room.’

      Something like a low growl rumbled from him as he turned and pushed her up against a door. ‘Bugger getting to my room.’ The hands he’d just been telling her were going to do all sorts of wicked things, ran down her back, cupped her bottom and pulled her flush against his impressive erection. ‘I can’t wait a moment longer to do this.’

      He leaned in, slowly, so slowly, and she arched up. But instead of capturing her lips with his, he smiled and she saw a glint of something wild in his eyes as his head descended past hers and his mouth covered the pulse at the base of her throat.

      Breath exploded from her lungs. His tongue skimmed out to touch the pulse point, sharp teeth scraping along the column of her neck.

      ‘Mmm,’ he muttered, breathing in deeply. ‘Smell so good.’ His tongue ran a path up to her ear, circling the sensitised skin, making her tremble. ‘Taste even better.’

      If this was what it was like to be made weak at the knees, she wanted—‘More.’ She turned her head to try to find his lips with hers. But he ducked his head to the side and sucked on her other ear lobe. ‘Tease.’ The word shuddered out of her mouth as her stomach clenched, flipped inside-out then clenched tighter.

      ‘No. I just know if I kiss you and truly taste you, the secret you, I’ll be gone.’ He stepped back, eyes alight with desire, and at their centre, the pupil was dark, something red and flickering reflected there. Fire crackling on a salt-encrusted log. She wanted to reach out and touch, to get burned by it. Weakness swept through her at the thought.

      His hands tightened on her arms, keeping her upright.

      ‘Where’s your room?’ she asked huskily.

      ‘At the end of the hall, just there.’

      She turned her head to look and he bent, tasting her throat once more. Her eyes fluttered and she could barely focus on the door he’d gestured to—one of the luxury suites the lodge boasted. She should have guessed that’s where a man like him would stay. It seemed too far away—at the end of the hall and up a flight of ten steps. Her legs gave way and she fell back against the door.

      Laughing, he caught her as if she weighed nothing. ‘Too much to drink?’

      Her tingling breasts were crushed against his chest. ‘It’s been a while. I feel like I’m about to explode.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘Really?’ Apart from the glow in his eyes, he looked cool, calm, collected. But maybe she could do something about that.

      She leaned forward and pressed her lips against his neck, copying his action. He moaned, low in his throat as she dipped her tongue against his skin, tasting salt and something far more enticing than the full-bodied wine he’d served her. She licked a path up to his ear. His hands trembled as they skimmed down her back. Satisfied, Skye looked up into his beautiful eyes. ‘Do you share the room with your brother?’

      ‘No. He’s in another room with our nephew.’

      ‘Good.’

      He swung her up into his arms.

      ‘I can walk,’ she protested.

      ‘You’re limping. It will take too long if you walk.’

      ‘Someone smashed into me today.’

      His gaze met hers as he took the steps two at a time—those variegated blue eyes were so intense up close, the world became a rich shade of golden-swept blue.

      ‘Can I take away your aches and pains?’

      ‘God, I hope so.’

      He lowered her to the bed; she hadn’t even noticed they’d entered his room. All she could see was him as he followed her down, those eyes, the desire in them, reaching out to stroke and stoke the matching flame in her.

      She reached up, touched his cheek, ran her hand down to brush her trembling fingertips over his full lips, pressing gently against the little dent that had caught her attention earlier. His jaw wasn’t cleanly shaven. She loved the sensation of roughness against her skin. It felt so good.

      He felt so good.

      His eyes fluttered closed and he moved his head against her palm, lips pressing, teeth nibbling, tongue flicking out to taste. He opened his eyes, gaze falling to her open lips. ‘Are you sure?’

      Don’t do this. You have no idea who he is.

      The voice was a whisper in her head, like an echo that had almost faded away. Easy to dismiss.

      ‘I’m sure.’

      But he didn’t move. Tension spanned between them, almost unbearable as he remained poised above her, gazes locked. Something flickered through his eyes she didn’t understand. For a fleeting moment, she thought he was going to roll away. Her arms clenched around him. With a growl, he lowered his head, brushing his lips over hers.

      ‘No regrets.’

      Listen to me. Something’s not right. This is dangerous.

      Distracted from the spell voice’s weak protest by the solid muscle of his arms under her hands, she answered, ‘No regrets.’

      No! Don’t. He’s not what you th—

      His lips moulded to hers and all thoughts whirled away in the tornado of feelings that ripped through her body, tearing her slowly but surely apart. Panic reared up in her for a moment; something this intense couldn’t be good. What had the spell voice said? She tried to grab at the echo of words it had whispered, to push a wedge between sensory overload and thought. But it was no use. She couldn’t hear them, didn’t want to hear them while the insane desire to take and be taken screamed for attention.

      Jason shifted, his hands pushing under her shirt, tracing a blazing path along heated skin. Desire won.

      Shivering, Skye gave herself up to enjoying sensations too long denied. She was barely aware as he skimmed her shirt off her arms, undid her bra, pulled her leggings and panties away. She was aware of his hands, his lips, his tongue, his teeth, as they supped and nipped and traced wet fire along her skin, igniting every nerve. She was certain that at any moment she would implode, raging flames turning her to nothing but ash if he didn’t kiss her; didn’t push inside her.

      His lips clamped on her breast, tongue swirling around her nipple. Skye cried out, arching up as that mysterious line connecting breast and womb pulled tight. She ached and trembled and wanted even more.

      But he wasn’t done torturing her yet. His lips transferred to her neglected breast, giving it equal attention, while his fingers circled the damp nipple in an erotic glide. Just when she thought she could take no more, his finger moved, tracing the path of that hidden line from breast to groin. Muscles jumped and quivered in her stomach as his fingers brushed across the flat surface, dipping into her belly button before continuing their journey. His lips moved again, to her throat, then her ear, nipping, soothing the pain with his tongue, sucking her earlobe into his mouth, blowing cool air on the wet skin then sucking the flesh in again. The change between cold and heat made the tantalising tingle of longing become almost torturous.

      His fingers brushed the skin of her inner thighs, one then the other, before running down her leg. He stopped at the bruise, fingers tracing over the lump.

      ‘I’m sorry for this.’ His voice was a gentle breeze on her face.

      Skye opened her eyes and jerked in shock. His eyes glowed, the pupils dark red coals, as he stared down at her. She bit back on the sudden surge of fear.

      A reflection of the lamplight—that’s what it was.

      Almost as if he could feel her sudden surge out of the passionate haze, he lowered his lips to hers while his fingers parted her, thumb slicking over her cleft, two fingers pushing inside.

      Her lips parted on a gasp. His tongue gained entry, twining with hers, tasting, sucking. He angled deeper. His heat enveloped her. His fingers moved in and out and his thumb stroked, finding and playing over the tight nub at her core. The building tremble in her muscles tightened unbearably then exploded. All panic, all reason, all thought flew away as the orgasm took her with tearing violence.

      Body shaking and shuddering, she slowly lowered back to the mattress, limbs and muscles loosening from the ecstatic agony of the most astonishing orgasm she’d ever experienced. Gentle fingers brushed back sweat-damp hair; lips moved over her brow, her eyelids.

      ‘You are amazing. More than I ever imagined.’

      Her eyelids fluttered open, almost reluctantly, but drawn by his voice to see his expression. Relief shuddered out on a sigh. The reflection that made his eyes look red was gone. Now they were a blue glow, gazing into hers as if trying to find answers to her soul.

      ‘How could you have imagined me? We only just met.’

      ‘Oh, Skye. I’ve imagined and denied you for eternity.’

      The words didn’t make sense, but as his breath fluttered over her face, she found she didn’t care. She closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation. His thumb brushed over her lips; involuntarily, they parted and she pressed her tongue against the pad of his thumb. He groaned, his erection flexing against the juncture of her thighs. He raised himself over her.

      She pushed up towards him, wanting nothing but that he enter her in one swift thrust. He pulled back.

      She quivered, waiting.

      ‘Look at me, Skye.’

      She didn’t know why, but for some reason she didn’t want to open her eyes and look into his. It was almost as if she was afraid of what she would see. What he would see.

      The connection.

      Instead she arched her hips towards him, rolling her head to the side at the sensation of his rigid erection pressing against her entrance.

      He moved back, raising himself up and away.

      Cold replaced the warmth. She longed for the warmth. ‘Please.’

      ‘Look at me, Skye.’

      She shook her head, whimpered, legs trembling with the strain of lifting towards him, trying to make it impossible for him not to do what she longed for; what she was certain he longed for. ‘Please.’ Her voice was a harsh whisper of breath, unrecognisable to her own ears. She’d made a rule never to plead with anyone for anything—she’d done enough pleading with Morrigan to last her a lifetime—but she was pleading now, almost crying as he held himself immovable above her.

      ‘Look at me.’

      His voice resonated in her ears, claiming mastery over her. Skye opened her eyes. Their gazes met.

      Jason thrust inside her.

      She cried out at the sheer shock of pleasure.

      He swallowed her cry with his mouth; his lips and teeth and tongue meshing with hers while his hands ran down her sides, to her legs, cupping under her knees, lifting her. He pushed in deeper, slowly, then pulled out even slower, until he hovered at her entrance again, holding there until she thought she would scream with need.

      He drove into her.

      Skye bucked. He pulled out, the movement torturously slow. He paused, holding motionless at her entrance again. She whimpered against his lips, ‘Please!’ He plunged inside her.

      She screamed into his mouth, the sensation so pleasurable it tore at the heart of her. He began to move out again. Skye wrapped her legs around his waist to hold him close, tilted up her pelvis to pull him deeper.

      He moaned into her mouth, holding still for a moment and then began to move, long glorious glides that made another scream build in her chest. He let go of her legs, ran his hands up her side and arms. Twining his fingers with hers, he moved their hands across the sheets until they were pressed above her head, holding them still; holding her prisoner.

      Why he bothered, she didn’t know. She was a slave. A slave to the sensations thrumming through her entire being. Sensations he created. Sensations she had never experienced with anyone before.

      The thought had her eyes flickering open again only to be caught in his hot, red-blue gaze. She couldn’t break the gaze this time as he thrust into her, again and again, deeper and deeper, his expression intense, a play of emotion she couldn’t explain flickering across his face, moving in his eyes.

      Ownership?

      Why not? At this moment, with their bodies melding together, Skye did belong to him. As he belonged to her.

      Rather than frightening her, as the power of orgasm tightened inside her, the thought felt true; it felt right.

      Her body tensed, exploded. A cry tore the air; hers or his, she didn’t know. All she was certain of was, at the moment the orgasm took her, shaking her world apart, he joined her, staring into her eyes, owning her, just as she owned him.

      Jason’s need had become a thing more unstoppable than his wolf as the bond-scent emanated from Skye’s skin. He’d been attracted to her from the start, an attraction he was willing to deny, but one sniff of that scent after she’d drunk the Bond Wine and his will became as ashes before a raging inferno of need and want. He barely even had the wherewithal to realise the Bond Wine should not have affected him like this. It wasn’t a sexual thing. Paul had been bonded to Jason’s father by it. He’d had no reason to believe this would happen.

      The only time this ever happened—rare, but it had happened—was when the Pack Witch and Alpha were fated to be mates and then the Bond Wine would begin the mating process.

      She was his.

      His wolf howled in triumph at the knowledge.

      Skye was his mate.

      He bent to kiss her again, tongue tangling with hers, hands running across her shoulders and down to cup her breasts. She combusted in his arms, as if she knew already, as if she accepted. He could no more stop taking what she offered than he could stop an avalanche from rolling down a mountain.

      Like an addict, urged on by his wolf, he pleasured her until she screamed for release; a release she would get from no one but him. He gave it to her and then started over again, filled with the energy of their mating, pushing it back into her. And every time he did, she rose, body slick with the sweet sweat of her exertions, to match him.

      Trembling, voice hoarse, she screamed his name over and over into the night as he imprinted her with his scent in a way that meant every Were would know she was his. That scent would never fade—it would be with her until she died, as hers would be with him, wound into the very fibres of his being.

      She was his mate.

      Caught up in the first steps of the mating, as he found his release again in her tight, wet folds, he couldn’t summon an ounce of caring that all his plans had been laid to waste.

      This was meant to happen. The Fates had deemed it so.

      Lost in those sensations, revelling in them as he pushed into her again, fingers gripping hers as he bent to claim her mouth, he only took notice of the prickle of energy skating across his skin when it became an urgent rush; blue fire licking at his flesh.

      The shock of what it meant almost made him pull out of her.

      She was feeding magic into him. An incredible amount of magic, unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.

      He looked down.

      Her gaze pinned him in place. The emerald green of her eyes had been subsumed by a black as dark as night with swirls of liquid gold at its centre where her pupils should be. Twin universes. The swirls of gold sped up as she hooked her legs behind his back, urging him to push deep inside her again and finish what he’d started. His wolf surged to the fore, sensing true freedom within its grasp for the first time in years.

      There was no way he could stop with her urging him on, with her power funnelling into him.

      He drove into her again and again until her body convulsed against him, her sheath tightening around him as an orgasm, more explosive than any he’d driven her to so far, took her up and over the edge.

      She collapsed; her legs fell away, arms limp against the sheets, and her eyes closed. He snarled, unable to hold back the animal lunging for release. It wanted more.

      Needed more.

      Her eyes snapped open, the swirling gold now a fluid circle within the liquid black. ‘I am yours,’ she whispered in a voice echoing and harsh with power. ‘I give back what was lost.’

      Her body convulsed, back arching off the bed.

      Magic shot through him. Flaming heat engulfed the warm rush across his skin, burning him to his bones. To his core. He swore and fell away from her as his skin began to twitch. His body shook violently as the rainbow glow engulfed him.

      Scintillating energy burned through him like molten gold; pulled him apart, reshaped him into the creature too long locked inside.

      Landing on the floor, he looked down to see paws where hands had been. He shook, desperate to feel the air run its warm fingers through his fur. He moved forward slightly and almost wept in relief as the air caressed every fibre of his fur. It had been too long since he’d felt the world around him through his thick, silver-gold pelt. Everything was keener—sight, sound, smell, especially the deep musk of their loving mixed with her apple blossom and honey scent.

      His skin tightened with want; with a need so strong he’d never known its like. But he couldn’t move towards her yet. The energy still pulsed through every sinew as he struggled to believe what had occurred.

      He couldn’t deny what he saw, however. What he felt.

      Without thought, he lifted his muzzle to the ceiling and howled. Howled for the gift he’d been given. For what this meant to him and his pack.

      This miracle—it was a gift beyond compare. It almost drove him to his knees. This one change would allow him to hold the pack together for months. He couldn’t believe she’d done this for him. Her power was even greater than her father’s. Perhaps even greater than that of the original Colliere Witch.

      Why would she hide it from him and pretend she didn’t know who and what he was? What game was she playing?

      The question echoed loudly in his head, halting his instinct to revel in this moment of freedom she’d given him. His wolf wanted to leap through the window and howl to the night, run until his legs shook only to return, change back and take her again.

      But he couldn’t allow her to play games with him, even if she was his mate. He had to make her understand how much she was needed by the pack. She had to come back, allow them to care for her, keep her safe. And she could channel her remarkable power into all of them so they would once again have the gift of the change at will.

      He couldn’t stay in his wolf form to do it, though. Even though his wolf had barely had a chance to stretch and revel in its freedom, he had to trap it once again.

      His wolf snapped and snarled a protest as he pulled on his will and the magic she’d just given him and forced himself to change back. It’s only for a little while, he placated his wolf. You can come out again when we’ve discovered what she’s playing at. His wolf subsided and the rainbow light of the change swept through him. Standing on two legs again, he padded to the edge of the bed, surprised she had fallen asleep. Using her magic should have energised her. His wolf’s howl of triumph moments ago could have woken the dead.

      ‘Skye?’ He bent down and shook her shoulder.

      Nothing.

      A chill chased over him. He knelt on the bed and turned her head to face him.

      Her eyes were open, staring blankly. Blood seeped from her nose and the corner of her eye. His breath caught in his throat.

      Fucking hell. She’d flamed out.

      He reached out and shook her gently. ‘Skye?’

      She lolled like a rag doll, her open eyes glassy and blank.

      ‘Skye?’ He shook her again. She didn’t even twitch.

      Fuck. This couldn’t be happening. Witches with her power couldn’t flame out. They would know better—wouldn’t take the risk of serious injury or death.

      By the Moon. This hadn’t happened for centuries. Not since the Witch–Were Pact had been formed.

      What had she done? Was she dead?
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      No! She couldn’t be dead. He wouldn’t allow it.

      He cupped her face. She was warm. Her pulse beat under his palms, the sound of her heart a low thrum in his ears that he hadn’t heard in his panic.

      She wasn’t dead.

      He kissed her. Her breath filled his mouth, her lips soft and pliant under his, but she didn’t respond. Stupid to think a kiss might waken her. This wasn’t a fairy tale for fuck’s sake!

      He whispered against her lips, ‘Wake up, Skye. Wake up, my love. Please.’

      Nothing.

      He shook her again. ‘Wake up, Skye, damn you. Don’t do this.’ Worry was a claw in his throat, but even as his wolf whimpered inside him, the worry turned to anger. ‘Why would you do this? Why would you give me so much? Why would you purposefully flame out?’

      Shocked by the panic raging through him, he realised he was yelling. He settled her back against the pillows and stepped away from the bed, raking his hand through his hair.

      She didn’t need his anger or panic right now, she needed his help.

      His wolf snarled at the thought because giving back the leftover magic would trap it again.

      ‘She’s our mate,’ Jason said. ‘What else can we do?’

      His wolf subsided, but its acquiescence didn’t make this any easier. He’d never had to do this before, only knew the theory—although the tenuous mating bond should make it easier.

      Trembling, he took her in his arms and cradled her head against his chest. Despite the anger riding him at the risk she’d taken, his need to feel the warmth of her skin was one he couldn’t deny.

      He stroked her arm, twined his fingers in her silken blaze of hair, kissed her forehead. She was so beautiful. Her pale skin glowed like fine porcelain in the moonlight coming through the window, dappled by the shadows of the trees outside.

      One shadow was far darker than any other. He frowned, brushing his fingers over the skin on her upper thigh.

      A bruise. A large, dark bruise with a fine line across its centre from where his snowboard had pressed into her.

      With power at her disposal, it should have been gone by now, but it wasn’t. She was still healing. The fact that she hadn’t healed herself had given him pause earlier; made him think there might be something wrong with her powers. But she’d just pushed power into him—such power no witch in centuries had held—so there was nothing wrong with her magic.

      The only conclusion was she had no idea what she could do or how to do it.

      Fucking hell! It wasn’t an act.

      Which meant, maybe she didn’t know what he was or what she’d just done for him.

      Hell, he wasn’t even certain if she knew what she was.

      She’d been taken away from them, from her father, before she was anywhere close to trained, but they’d always assumed she would remember that training; would remember the pack and her duty to them as laid out in the Pact.

      But it seemed likely she knew none of it.

      No, that was impossible. She was too intelligent not to know she was a witch. Nobody could ignore the manifestations of a power such as hers—his mum had written to him often when he was away at school, pride in each word as she told him what a natural their next Pack Witch was. Skylar could levitate at two years old, could call fire and wind and rain by four. Summon moondust at five. Even if her memories of her childhood had been taken away, she wouldn’t have been able to keep those magics leashed.

      Unless she did so purposefully.

      But why would she hobble herself? Blocking her powers would be something akin to a Were not being able to change: it was fundamentally wrong.

      Someone had done this to her. And she’d almost killed herself because of her ignorance.

      His hands clenched into fists. He wanted to rail against the universe, punish whoever was responsible. But first, he had to give some of her power back before she sank further into a coma.

      Laying her down on the bed, he held her head in his hands, fingers finding and pressing on the pressure points in her skull and her forehead. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and concentrated, trying to find the channel between them she’d locked onto and used.

      He rammed up against something like a brick wall. The channel was blocked.

      He frowned. Then why did his skin still tingle?

      He sat back with a gasp. Even unconscious, she still shared her magic with him, using energy she didn’t have to spare on making him whole.

      He had to stop her. She was already comatose. If she continued giving it to him, her heart would stutter and then stop.

      Fear skated along his spine as he closed his eyes and tried to reach the Alpha–Pack Witch bond that had been created by her father before his death. Once again it was blocked to him. He tried to push at the block with his mind. It didn’t budge. He looked for another way.

      His wolf growled in frustration.

      Of course! The mating bond.

      He concentrated on it. It vibrated with the feel and scent of her, but no matter how he called to her, begging to let him reverse the flow of magic, he was still blocked. Too much magic was channelling through from her end and the mating bond wasn’t strong enough yet for him to use as another conduit.

      Even so, he pressed again. Breath hissed out of him. His hands trembled as they held her. Darkness crept around the edges of his mind. The room began to spin. He groaned as a spasm arched his spine; pain spiked through his head.

      Letting go before he passed out, he pushed away from the bed and caught himself against the wall. Pulling in deep, shuddering breaths, he willed the trembling from his limbs. Slow minutes passed, but finally the room stopped spinning and he could stand without assistance.

      His gaze never left her.

      He felt like howling. He slammed his hand against the wall instead. He couldn’t get through. She wouldn’t let him—she was so goddamned strong. But he had to do something.

      Cordelia. The McClunes’ Pack Witch. He’d call her. She would be able to advise him.

      Thank the Moon Marcus McClune had been happy to keep up the treaty with the McVale Pack, despite the onset of the Curse. Where many other packs had turned from them, Marcus had stood firm, allowing them to use his resources, even giving Jason direct access to Cordelia—something Jason was eternally grateful for. She couldn’t help them to break the Curse—only their own Pack Witch could do that—but she had used what powers she could to help them. He knew she would help him now.

      Picking up his phone, he dialled.

      ‘Jason?’ she asked, voice thick with sleep.

      ‘Sorry to wake you, but it’s an emergency. I’ve found her.’

      ‘Oh, Jason. That’s wonderful. Let me speak to her.’

      He glanced across at Skye. ‘You can’t.’ He quickly told her what had happened, not glossing over anything, knowing she had to have all the information.

      There was a long silence on the end of the phone. He gripped it tight, anxiety rippling through him in noxious waves. ‘What? What should I do?’

      ‘You have to leave her.’

      Her words were a punch to his solar plexus. ‘No.’

      ‘You have to. You’re right. What she’s doing could kill her. If you can’t break through the block, you’ll have to break the connection.’

      ‘I can’t,’ Jason breathed. ‘She’s my mate.’

      ‘I know. And I’m sorry. But you can’t continue the mating. Not while her powers are so wild. Hell, Jason. She could have killed you tonight with the magic she pushed into you.’

      ‘She didn’t. It seemed like she knew what she was doing.’

      ‘But she obviously doesn’t.’ She sighed and he heard a rustling sound on the other end of the phone. ‘Look, I’m not saying you have to sever the mating bond. But you will have to leave her, allow her to heal. Her powers will rejuvenate by themselves if you aren’t near. Her lack of training will serve us in this. Without proximity, she won’t be able to access the Alpha–Pack Witch bond to syphon magic into you; the channel will close.’

      ‘How long?’ Hours he could take—maybe even a few days.

      ‘A few weeks at least.’

      ‘Weeks?’

      ‘Jason! Stop growling at me. Think past your wolf. She has to be trained properly; taught how to syphon her energy so this doesn’t happen again. You won’t be able to complete the mating until she knows how.’

      Pain lashed through him at the thought. He didn’t know how he was going to stand being away from Skye with the mating incomplete, but Cordelia was right. He knew he must.

      ‘I never imagined she would be in this state,’ Cordelia continued. ‘I need to do some research. If she’s holding back her magic for some reason …’ She blew out a long breath. ‘It explains why we could never find her. But I’m not going to sugar coat it for you, Jason. This is not good.’

      ‘I guessed that when she wouldn’t wake up.’

      Cordelia sighed. ‘I’m sorry. This has caught me by surprise. I never thought … Let me talk to Marcus. Maybe he’ll allow you to bring her to me. Or let me come to you. But first, I’ll scry with my Familiar and try to find out what happened to make her like this. That might give me a clue how to proceed. For now, stay away.’

      ‘My pack needs her, Cordy.’ His hand tightened on the phone. The screen cracked. ‘I need her.’

      ‘I know. Just give me time. I wasn’t prepared for this. Moving too quickly could be disastrous—as tonight has shown. But for now, keep her warm and then keep your distance.’

      ‘How far?’ He always thought he understood the mating bond, but now a blaze of fresh, white-hot understanding flamed across his mind. His mother hadn’t died from life-threatening injuries—she’d died because her husband, her mate, the man she couldn’t live without, had died. Mates were joined in ways that even the bonds of family, children and dear friends could not replace.

      He’d hurt if Skye hurt. He’d die if she died. Staying away from her was almost unbearable to contemplate.

      Cordelia’s voice held a wealth of understanding, although her tone was firm. ‘Tonight you have to get as far away from her as you can. Afterward, you can watch from afar—I know you won’t be able to stand not seeing she’s safe. You’re too much like Marcus in that way. But you cannot be in the same building tonight and you won’t be able to be in the same room for a few weeks at least. You cannot touch her or be near her until we’re certain the channel has closed. Until then, I’ll see if the Pack Witch Diaries have anything to add to this unusual situation.’

      He could watch her from afar. It was something at least. ‘Thanks, Cordy.’

      ‘Don’t thank me yet. When I know what’s going on, I’ll let you know.’ With that, she hung up.

      Jason put down his cracked phone and turned back to face Skye.

      It hurt to move away, but despite the wolf growling inside, he made himself do it. He threw on some clothes, gathered hers up—they were torn. Damn! He spied the blanket tangled at the base of the bed. With more caution than he’d take with the most fragile of porcelain, he wrapped her in the soft folds of the blanket, picked her up, cradled in his arms, and moved to the door.

      The lodge was dark and quiet, with most of the guests already asleep in their rooms. Even so, he moved through the darkness, folding the shadows around them, using his natural Were power to cloak them both from all but another Were or someone with power.

      Down the stairs, past the central lounge and kitchen, down more stairs to the lower floor, he moved with stealth and speed that marked him as nothing human. In less than a minute he stood in front of the door to her room and opened it—she’d left the door unlocked. When this was resolved, he’d have to have words with her about security.

      Nudging the door open, he carried her to the bed that held her scent and laid her on top. Standing back, he looked down at her cocooned in the blanket, her bare shoulder an unbearable temptation.

      Clenching his hands at his side, he forced himself not to give in to the need to stroke, to lick, to nip.

      He turned away.

      Turned back.

      He couldn’t leave her lying there, naked, helpless. He didn’t know if she was that familiar with her friends, and he didn’t like the idea of anyone seeing her as he’d seen her tonight.

      Pyjamas lay on the floor next to her bed, as did some other clothing that carried her scent. He smiled, wondering if untidiness was one of her habits. Trying to keep his mind on harmless thoughts, he unpeeled her from the blanket and dressed her in the pyjamas, clenching his teeth to stop from touching her more than necessary, Cordy’s words echoing loudly in his ears.

      Once done, he tucked her back in the blanket and placed the doona over the top. He knew he should take the blanket, but he had a strong need to leave his scent with her in something more than her skin. Besides, Cordy had told him to keep her warm.

      He stood there, watching as she breathed, listening to the beat of her heart, taking in her glorious scent. Her magic still caressed his skin. Too long. She’d given him too much for too long. Her breathing was shallow, her skin cold.

      He must leave.

      A sound above caught his attention. Footsteps on the metal stairs leading to the front door. The door opening and closing. The sound of female voices and one male voice—Adam. Her friends had arrived home. They would look after her.

      Shivering, he whispered, ‘I will see you soon, my mate.’ He longed to bend and kiss her but couldn’t risk it. Besides, he had to leave the room before her friends came downstairs and saw him there. They might not be born witches like Skye and her ancestors, but Adam had told him they had the scent of Wiccans on them when he’d ‘bumped’ into them this afternoon. If they were from one of the old families, they could still have enough power— power borrowed from their Mother Goddess—to see him, despite his aura cloak. He didn’t want to have to explain what he was doing there, nor why Skye wouldn’t wake up.

      Taking one more look, one more long, deep breath, he padded to the door and let himself out.

      As he slipped up the stairs, he heard the Wiccans and Adam in the kitchen. By the smell, they were warming milk in the microwave. Their voices were low, but happy. They’d had a pleasant night.

      He didn’t feel like facing his brother right now. How could he explain what had happened? His actions tonight had endangered the safety and health of their Pack Witch and, therefore, their pack. What kind of Alpha was he to put his own pleasure before his duty?

      Taking the rest of the stairs in one bound, he sped down the hallway, leapt up the final stairs and was through the door with barely a whisper of sound as it clicked softly closed at his back.

      The curtain was open and moonlight shone, pale and milky, through the trees, glinting on the snow that made the limbs bow down under the heavy weight. Normally he would have been drawn to the window to look up at the simultaneous joy and curse of the moon.

      But tonight, his gaze halted on the ruin of his bed.

      The scent of her warmth, the perfume of her skin, the musk of sex, all rose to greet him with memories he would never forget.

      He might not have her here in his arms, waking beside him in the morning as he wished, but he did have the memories of what had occurred. He wouldn’t give up those memories for anything or anyone. Despite endangering his pack, he wouldn’t be sorry for those hours of bliss here with Skye.

      Not now he knew his mate.

      But he couldn’t stay here, surrounded by her scent. It would drive him insane.

      He unlocked the glass door that led out onto a balcony and stepped out.

      A light misty fog enveloped him, full of the smell of wood smoke and eucalypts and the heavy, tangy scent of snow. He shivered as the cold curled around him, the snow crunching crisply under his bare feet, but it was a cold he needed to calm the burn of panic and self-recrimination in his chest. He closed the door behind him and let the change take him over, not caring that his clothes were ripped to shreds by the explosion of energy that tore through him.

      Mid-change, he leapt over the balcony and landed a floor below, his paws sinking into the soft coldness of the snow. Without so much as a glance behind him, he ran into the night.

      He would do as Cordelia had said. He would get as far away as he could to make certain the channel closed. And afterwards …

      Cordelia would figure out how to help Skye. She had to. But Jason couldn’t sit around leaving Skye’s safety and the health and wellbeing of Pack McVale up to Cordy. He would return home tomorrow and read through their Pack Witch Diaries. Maybe there would be a clue there as to what to do. He also had to figure out who had taken Skye and why they had done this to her—and to his pack.

      Whoever they were, they would have to be incredibly powerful to have shrouded her from the McClunes’ Pack Witches all these years. He had to be careful, but that didn’t mean he had to cower in the dark at the mercy of their evil.

      He had to find a way forward. For pack, of course, but also for himself.

      The wolf growled in agreement.

      She was his, and one day soon she would know it. She’d have to know it. Because without her at his side, life wouldn’t be worth living.
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      ‘Why do I feel like the waking dead? I didn’t drink that much,’ Skye grumbled as she dragged her aching self out of bed to pack the next morning.

      Minutes later, Bron and Shelley came back into the room, freshly showered and looking sickeningly bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.

      Bron, after taking one look at Skye as she hobbled between the wardrobe and her bed, hustled across the room. ‘Sit down before you fall down,’ she said, snatching the t-shirt out of her hand. ‘And let me do that.’

      ‘Stop fussing. I’m fine,’ Skye insisted, holding her toiletries bag against her chest when Bron reached to take it.

      ‘You’re not fine. Is she, Shelley? Your aura is all muddy. I think you might have hit your head or something yesterday. Please, sit down and let us take a look.’

      Annoyed with all the fussing—her head thumped with every word uttered—she snapped, ‘I didn’t hit my head. It’s just because I got angry yesterday and my magic spurted out a bit and then the suppression spell hit me and that’s why I feel so crappy.’

      Bron gaped and looked at Shelley. ‘Did you know about this?’ Shelley didn’t answer, just continued to pack. ‘I can see you did. And you didn’t tell me?’

      Touching her aching head, Skye said, ‘I asked her not to say anything because I didn’t want you to carry on about it.’

      Bron frowned. ‘Well … I can’t say I’m not feeling a little hurt but—hang on.’ She crossed her arms. ‘That explains why you were feeling so bad last night, but you still shouldn’t be feeling like that now unless you used your magic again.’

      ‘I didn’t.’ Skye looked away, ignoring the flash of memory of her tumble in bed with Jason, magic flaring from her into him, creating a bright, golden-rainbow nimbus to surround him. That hadn’t been real. It couldn’t be. She couldn’t have done that—she didn’t know how to use her magic like that. Besides, one-night stands were not her style. And it all had a hazy aspect to it, like she hadn’t been in control of herself. Exactly like what happened to her in her dreams.

      So it had to be a dream. ‘I didn’t use my magic again,’ she reiterated when Bron continued to stare at her.

      ‘Then explain why you’re so sick.’

      Skye swallowed hard, scrabbling for a reason, any reason, that didn’t have anything to do with magic. ‘It might be a little self-inflicted. When I got up to eat something last night, one of the other guests sat down with me and we shared a bottle of wine.’ She grimaced sheepishly. ‘I think maybe I drank too much.’

      ‘You what?’ Bron shouted. Skye winced. ‘Don’t tell me you were stupid enough to drink wine on top of those tablets Shells gave you?’

      ‘I think maybe I was exactly that stupid.’ She stopped, looked up. ‘Could drinking that wine on top of the tablets have caused me to hallucinate?’

      Bron’s eyes widened. ‘Yes. You could have really tripped out. Did you?’

      Skye twisted her mouth. ‘I think so.’ It would certainly explain the erotic dream and the impression she’d used her magic. Not to mention the image of the silver and gold wolf standing in the room watching her, its lightning-shot blue eyes glowing in the dark. She shuddered. Apart from the mind-blowing sex in the dream, the rest had been somewhere in the vicinity of her worst nightmare.

      ‘You didn’t go anywhere, did you? Do anything you wouldn’t normally do?’

      Skye shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. I don’t remember much after having a few drinks. I think maybe the guy I was drinking with carried me back here.’ She had a hazy memory of him tucking her into bed. Hell! She hoped she hadn’t passed out or thrown up or done anything equally embarrassing. ‘I think I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. But I had some pretty disturbing dreams.’

      Bron sighed heavily. ‘Goddess, Skye. It’s no wonder you’re as sick as a dog this morning. In fact, it’s a wonder you’re not a whole lot worse.’

      Shelley chuckled as she folded a blanket and placed it on the bed. ‘I think that’s the pot calling the kettle black, Bron. Give her a break.’

      ‘But it’s so refreshing not being the irresponsible one.’

      ‘Do you mind not shouting? My head’s about to split in half.’

      Bron dropped down beside Skye. ‘I’m sorry. Shells is right. I know how you feel. It’s just … Please don’t hide things from me. I don’t like it.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Skye murmured.

      ‘I know.’ Bron gave her a gentle hug and took the clothes that Skye had been trying to stuff into her bag. ‘I’ll do that. You go and ring for the taxi and Shells and I will finish packing.’

      Skye whispered, ‘Thanks,’ then limped upstairs to find enough reception for her mobile and ordered a taxi. Achy and miserable, she wanted nothing more than to sink into the chairs in the foyer but made herself head back to the stairs to help bring their gear up. Shelley and Bron were already coming up with the bags. They hustled her out of the way, dumped them by the front door and ordered her to stand guard.

      A few minutes later, the taxi arrived and Skye dragged her bag out to it—had the air suddenly become ten times as thick as usual? It was harder to breathe, harder to walk, harder to think. She couldn’t be suffering from altitude sickness—it wasn’t that high here—but that was certainly what this felt like.

      After handing her bag up, she turned back to get another one, but Shelley bustled her into the taxi, where she sat with a heavy sigh. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this ill.

      ‘Where to?’ the driver asked.

      ‘Andrews Car Park,’ Shelley said, handing him the taxi tickets. He nodded and they set off.

      As they drove away from the lodge, a flash of grey caught Skye’s attention. Turning, she saw the grey wolf-dog she’d seen yesterday standing in the shadows of the trees. It seemed to be watching them.

      ‘Look. There’s that wolf-dog I told you about yesterday.’

      ‘Where?’ Shelley asked, craning around to see.

      ‘Just there …’ It had gone.

      The taxi swung out onto Goal Post Road and she lost sight of the lodge. ‘I swore I saw it.’

      ‘Probably another hallucination from mixing drugs and alcohol,’ Bron said, her lips twitching. Shelley hit her.

      Skye turned to face forward and shook her head but stopped when the thumping upped its tempo. ‘Why do I have to hallucinate about terrifying, wolf-like dogs, while other people hallucinate flowers and faeries?’

      Bron turned, the brightly interested glow in her eyes making Skye want to crawl into a corner and hide. ‘Must be something in your psyche trying to come out. Do you want to come and do a hypnotherapy session with me? We could figure out where your fear of dogs comes from.’

      Skye shuddered. ‘No thanks. I know where it comes from.’

      Bron shook her head. ‘But the dog that attacked you didn’t even bite you. I think your fear stems from something much deeper.’

      ‘Bron.’ Shelley put her hand on Bron’s arm, her gaze on Skye’s face. ‘She’s not up for soul searching today. Keep it for when she’s feeling better.’

      Bron’s eyes flickered down to Skye’s hands and back again—Shelley must have told Bron exactly what had happened, Skye surmised. She winced inside, waiting for the flood of questions coming her way.

      Instead, Bron said, ‘You’re right. Sorry. I just want you to feel better.’

      Skye nodded, relief flooding through her. ‘So do I.’

      ‘You should sleep in the car,’ Shelley said as the taxi pulled into Andrews Car Park.

      ‘Oh, my Goddess. Look at all the snow!’ Bron leapt out of the taxi and began to attack the snow heaped on their four-wheel drive while Skye and Shelley unpacked their bags from the taxi and thanked the driver.

      It took them half an hour to dig the car out before they could pack their bags into it and leave. Exhausted, her muscles aching, Skye dropped into the back seat and closed her eyes. Shelley was right. She would try to sleep on the drive home.

      The sway of the car as they wove down the mountain, Bron’s voice in the background as she chatted and sang to the song on the radio, all comforting and familiar, lulled her into sleep. She snuggled her head against the pillow she’d made of her coat and sighed as Jason walked into her dream, his lips cocked in that lopsided smile that had charmed her the night before.

      His gaze fixed on her. ‘Come with me?’ He held his hand out.

      She nodded, placed her hand in his.

      Suddenly, she was lying on a bed, writhing, her skin sweat-covered and tingling as he ran his hands down her sides, over her breasts, between her legs. He was naked, the tip of his erection sliding over her cleft.

      ‘Please,’ she begged, the tease too much to bear.

      He pushed himself inside her in one hard thrust that spilled her over the edge. As she spiralled through her orgasm, screaming his name, his eyes locked on hers. ‘You’re mine,’ he said, sliding in and out, in and out; rhythmic, hypnotic, sensual.

      Her body clenched around him and magic sparked between them, on her fingers, burning under her skin, longing to get out and do—

      ‘Wake up, sleepy head.’

      Skye jerked, sitting up with a gasp.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Bron stood at the side of the car, the door open, her forehead furrowed. ‘You look terrible. Worse than before.’

      Skye tried to breathe past the panic in her chest. ‘I’m fine. Just a bad dream.’ She stood up, boots crunching on the pebbled drive, and almost fell over when her ankle protested.

      ‘You need to go and put that foot up,’ Shelley said. ‘Put some ice on it if it’s still that bad.’

      Skye would have nodded, but she thought if she moved her head it might explode. ‘I’ll just help get the bags in first.’ She bent to pick up one of the bags Shelley had dumped out of the boot. Dizziness overwhelmed her and she staggered into the mud-splattered back of the car.

      Shelley snatched the bag out of her hand. ‘Honestly. Go inside and get in bed. I’ll get all this in.’

      ‘But you have to go to work.’

      ‘Not for another couple of hours. I have time if only you don’t fall over and crack your head open.’ She gestured to Bron. ‘Make sure she gets in bed and look at her foot again.’

      ‘Sure will. I’ll also get her something to eat. She’s not eaten since last night, which could be part of the problem.’

      ‘Worrywart,’ Skye protested as Bron put her arm around her waist and ushered her forward. ‘I can walk without help.’ She might as well have been talking in a different language for all the good it did. Despite her short stature, Bron was strong. She swept Skye up the stairs, down the hall and into her bedroom, where she pulled out pyjamas, thrust them at Skye and with a rather bossy, ‘Get changed. I’ll be right back,’ was out the door again before Skye had a chance to blink.

      A few minutes later, the door opened and Bron’s shadow fell over her. ‘Here, drink this.’

      Skye lifted her hand from her eyes and saw her friend holding out a steaming mug. ‘Oh, you angel. Coffee?’

      ‘No. It’s one of my special herbal tisanes.’

      Skye shook her head, even though that made the pain worse. ‘No thanks. You know I don’t believe in that stuff. I’d prefer something with codeine and paracetamol.’

      ‘This is better. Your aura is all kind of hazy and muddy. This will help cleanse it.’

      Skye frowned belligerently and shook her head at the proffered cup.

      Bron sighed. ‘It will also stop that headache from splitting your skull open and rehydrate you.’ She paused and flashed Skye a smile. ‘Don’t you trust me?’

      ‘You play dirty.’ Skye put out a shaky hand and took the mug. Wincing at the bitter taste, she swallowed. ‘You could have put some sugar in it.’

      ‘That would negate the efficacy of the herbs.’

      Skye peered at her friend suspiciously. ‘How do they work?’

      ‘I’ve used valerian, skullcap, lemon balm and passion flower and steeped them in chamomile tea. They have sedative and antispasmodic effects and the chamomile is a muscle relaxant. It’s all quite sciency, not magical. Now, stop bitching at me and drink your tisane like a good girl while I go and get you something to eat.’

      Skye sipped, mouth puckering from the bitter taste. The things she did for her friends!

      She’d finished the tisane and was in the process of climbing into bed when Bron swept back in with a tray.

      ‘Eat,’ she ordered, then began placing scented candles around the room.

      ‘What are they for?’ Skye asked, swallowing some soup, thankful that it tasted much better than the herbal muck.

      ‘These are lavender, chamomile and rose. They’ll clear your aura and help you sleep.’

      Skye didn’t comment, not wanting to get into a discussion about her aura again. ‘Thanks, Bron.’ She took a bite of the roll, groaning in appreciation as the flavour of butter and fresh bread filled her mouth.

      ‘Yeah, well, just don’t tell Shelley about the butter and we won’t have any problems.’

      Skye held up her fingers. ‘I promise not to tell the health nut. Scout’s honour.’

      Bron chuckled and grabbed her fingers, giving them a shake. ‘You were never a scout.’

      Skye shook her head. ‘I wanted to be, but Morrigan didn’t think it appropriate.’ She sighed then took in a deep breath. The candles smelled nice, but she still had no energy. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d felt so low.

      Bron sat on the bed and touched her arm, smiling; a smile that warmed a person from the inside out. ‘Oh, I didn’t get to tell you about last night. Our date with Adam.’

      ‘Adam?’

      ‘The hot guy from the lift.’

      ‘You mean the free-pass one?’

      Bron blushed. ‘Yeah. Him. He took us out last night as promised, except his brother didn’t come with us. We went to that new restaurant Shelley liked to have some gluhwein and dinner and then went to the Arlberg for the karaoke night. He has a pretty amazing voice.’

      ‘So you really liked him?’

      ‘Yeah. But despite being super-hot, he’s not the dream guy—more’s the pity.’

      Skye frowned. Bron had this strange thing about seeing the guy she was going to be with in a dream. It was apparently a family thing. Her grandma and great-grandma had dreamed of their husbands, and when Bron had a similar dream as a teenager, she vowed he was the guy. And there was no talking her out of it.

      ‘But what about just having some fun with him? You haven’t had a problem doing that in the past, despite other men not being the dream guy.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe.’

      ‘What do you mean, maybe? I thought he was your free-pass guy.’

      ‘I mean, he’s hot and everything and his eyes …’ She blew out a breath. ‘I always thought blue eyes were my thing, you know, like Ian Somerhalder’s eyes. But Adam’s eyes,’ she sighed. ‘I could get lost in them. They were so warm and glowing, like pools of deepest amber. But despite him being incredibly sexy, we just had a really good time. I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so much. I’m not sure sex is on the cards for us. I think we’re just meant to be really good friends.’

      Skye laughed at the astonishment in her tone. ‘I’m glad you had a good time.’

      ‘Yeah, I did. Shelley spent the whole night frowning at him, though. But do you know what?’ She flashed a naughty smile and waggled her brows. ‘Her lack of interest just seemed to egg him on. He kept calling her “kitten”.’ She snorted out a laugh. ‘Kitten! Can you imagine anyone calling Shelley kitten? And when he sang “Suicide Blonde” right to her—you remember how she used to be so into Michael Hutchence when we were young and she found her mum’s old INXS records? She played that song over and over—well, I thought she was going to melt on the spot. Her cheeks went so red. And then he swaggered off the stage and walked straight up to her …’

      As Bron’s voice flowed on, a picture flashed in Skye’s mind of a man standing on the stage singing, his amber eyes glowing in the firelight to the right of the bar, a dimple creasing his chiselled cheeks, his dark hair artfully tousled, his full lips stretched in a wide, slightly lopsided smile that was sex and charm combined.

      He looked familiar. It was the man from the bus with the little boy! But unlike when she’d seen him then and felt nothing, heat now raced through her body. Her cheeks flushed as he stopped before her, looking deep into her eyes.

      ‘… and he said, “Did you like that, kitten?” I thought I was going to wet myself from laughing at the look on her face. Skye. What are you doing?’

      Bron’s hand on her arm made her jump and the image disappeared as fast as it had come. Shaking her head she said, ‘Sorry. I was just trying to picture your hot guy and got carried away for a moment.’

      Bron shook her head. ‘No. It wasn’t just that. It was like—your aura flared brightly for a moment, as if you were tapping into your magic and—’

      ‘No!’ Skye looked down at her soup, disconcerted. ‘That couldn’t happen. The spell.’

      ‘But the spell didn’t stop your magic from sparking yesterday.’

      She wouldn’t look up at Bron—didn’t want to see the look in her eyes. ‘Please. Don’t,’ she whispered.

      Bron sighed and after a long, tense moment, said, ‘What was I talking about?’

      Skye sighed in relief that her friend wasn’t going to push. ‘So, do you think Shelley likes your free-pass guy?’

      ‘Hard to tell. Although she did stare a lot at his eyes and dimples. You know how she’s a sucker for a man with dimples. And he had two proper ones, unlike my great crevice,’ she said, digging a finger into the dimple on her left cheek. ‘We talked for ages about everything, even about Wicca. He seemed really understanding and interested. Shelley of course kept frowning at me like I was spilling state secrets.’

      ‘So, did he walk you home?’

      ‘Of course. He was staying at the lodge—remember?’

      ‘Oh, yeah.’ Then something dawned on her. ‘I think maybe the guy I shared the wine with was his brother. He mentioned being up with a brother called Adam and his nephew. Huh.’ She shook herself before she could muse any further over that remarkable coincidence. ‘So will you see him again?’

      ‘I gave him my number and he’s texted me with his. I thought Shelley was going to snatch his phone out of his hand and delete it. The look she gave me would have fried an egg. I said to her afterwards that if she was interested, she could have given him her number. She just snarled at me.’

      Skye chuckled. ‘You will ride her, won’t you? I would have snarled at you too, and I don’t have half of Shelley’s reasons.’

      Bron sighed heavily. ‘I know. But it’s good to get a rise out of her. One of these days I’m going to snap her out of the Miss Responsible role she’s cast herself in. Grandma always said life wasn’t worth living unless you took a few risks and had fun. Maybe I can get Adam to help me. He seemed to have some mischief in him.’

      Skye shook her head. ‘Don’t push her too much, Bron. She’s been through a lot.’

      Bron sighed and shrugged. ‘I know. I just want her to be happy. Just like I want you to be happy.’

      ‘I’m happy.’ Skye’s mouth twisted on the lie. She thought she’d been happy—as happy as she could be given everything that had happened in her life. But for some reason, right now, she felt miserable, like something was missing. Something she’d never known she wanted but needed more than life itself.

      Except she didn’t know what that something was.

      ‘Stop frowning, Skye, and eat your soup.’ Bron began to tidy up. ‘How can you live in such a mess? People think I’m the free spirit, but I do like everything to be organised and have a place. I don’t know how you live in such chaos.’

      ‘A little chaos never hurt anyone.’

      Bron glanced around the room, brows raised. ‘I wouldn’t call this a little. But it’s your room.’ She put the clothes that were folded on the chair into the dresser then returned to the bedside to pick some tablets off the tray and held them out with a glass of water. ‘Shelley said you should have these too.’

      If Shelley were here she’d kiss her for the normal, western medicine—even though, strangely, the pain had lessened since she’d drunk that foul herbal muck.

      As she swallowed, Bron flipped the sheets back.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Looking at your foot. Now, be a good girl and sit still or I’ll make you another tisane.’

      Grumbling, Skye did as she was bid as her friend undid the bandage.

      Bron sighed as she placed Skye’s foot in her lap and tutted. ‘I can’t believe this isn’t healed more.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Skye looked at the nasty purple bruise. ‘It’s looking pretty good for having been done yesterday. In fact, it’s not hurting anywhere near as bad—thanks to you and Shelley nursing me.’

      Bron frowned, running her finger over the bruise. ‘I would have thought the power you use to feed the blocking spell would have helped heal you faster than this.’

      Skye shook her head. ‘What are you talking about? I don’t use any of my magic. It’s my grandpa’s spell. It’s his power that’s fuelling it.’

      Bron looked up at her in astonishment. ‘His power died when he did, Skye. The spell he wove is tied into your magic.’

      Skye shook her head, gasping as pain sliced through her temple. ‘You’re wrong. He wouldn’t have done that. He knew how dangerous …’ She pushed the leg of her pyjama pants down. ‘My grandpa’s spell hasn’t failed.’

      Bron’s stunned gaze collided with hers. ‘Failed? Nobody said it’s failed. It’s just …’ She shook her head and held Skye’s stare for long, uncomfortable seconds.

      ‘Just what?’ Skye croaked, panic clawing at her throat again, choking her.

      ‘You’re so tired today. Using your magics to heal yourself would explain that.’

      ‘No.’ She rubbed her head. ‘No. I’m tired because I’ve just done two hard weeks of skiing and partying and from the way my head is feeling, I’ve probably also caught the flu.’

      ‘Maybe …’ Bron shook her head again. ‘I don’t like the spell your grandpa helped you to create. It’s not healthy for you to bottle your magic up in this way. I can’t believe someone who cared for you would have allowed it.’

      Skye’s eyes were hot and prickling. She blinked, keeping back the tears. ‘Well, he did and it was because he cared for me … and everyone else.’

      Bron obviously wanted to say something. Skye wished to hell she wouldn’t.

      Somebody answered her wish, because Bron bit her lip and nodded. ‘If you’re getting the flu, you need to rest.’

      She turned and was at the door before Skye spoke. ‘Bron?’ Bron stopped. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You might not want to thank me when this blows up in your face.’

      ‘It won’t.’

      ‘I just hope you know what you’re doing.’

      Skye’s mouth twisted. ‘Maybe I don’t. But Grandpa did.’

      ‘Well, we’ll just have to trust him then.’ She softened her words with a smile and blew a kiss at Skye. ‘Sleep well.’

      Her friend turned off the light and pulled the door closed behind her with a quiet snick.

      Skye frowned, rubbing at her leg.

      Bron was wrong. She didn’t use her magic to fuel the blocking spell. She couldn’t.

      Grandpa had made that clear. He wouldn’t have lied to her about that. He just wouldn’t.

      She remembered so clearly what he’d told her:

      ‘Magic caused your parents’ deaths. It hurt your brother. It’s dangerous. I tried to think differently for years, but now I can’t hide from the truth, and neither can you. Morrigan and I tried to tell your father, but he wouldn’t listen. I can’t bear that the burden is placed on you, love, but it is. You must never use your magic again. You cannot let it destroy anyone else. You cannot pass it on to anyone else. The Cantrae line of magic must die.’

      Skye tossed in her bed as those remembered words stabbed her in the heart. She clutched her chest, rubbing at the pain, but it made no difference, because the truth, no matter how much it hurt, was the truth. Magic—true magic—only caused pain and death. She was done with it.

      She shuddered as wisps of memories crept into her mind: a dark night; trees flashing by; the moon riding high in the sky; crashing, crunching metal and a sharp jab of pain; screaming, crying, sobbing; an angry flash of blue light followed by shrieking; an animal roar; glowing eyes, like hot coals in the night; a gunshot; another blue flash; a pinpoint flare of pain in her shoulder and then … Silence.

      Jerking upright, hand to her shoulder where a ghost pain throbbed, Skye gasped for breath.

      Oh hell! What was that?

      Looking around wildly, she noticed the candles were guttering. She slumped back against her pillows. A dream. It had just been a dream. She squeezed her eyes closed, rubbing at her temple, head throbbing again.

      What was happening to her?

      Nothing. Nothing was happening to her. She was just sick and tired, her body banged up from the skiing accident yesterday, her system full of medication she wasn’t used to.

      She just needed to go to sleep. And hope the nightmare images didn’t follow here there.

      Sulphur-blue glowing eyes followed her into sleep, and even though she knew she shouldn’t, she welcomed the sight of them. She gave herself up to his stroking hands and passionate kiss, as she lost herself to a sense of rightness she’d never felt with anyone before. If only she could feel this way forever.

      Yet, she knew it could never be, because the nightmare of her birthright meant happiness, true happiness would never be hers.

      A tear slipped down her face in her sleep.
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      ‘Skye!’

      Skye laughed as a dozen three- and four-year-olds attached themselves like limpets to her legs and arms, pulling her down to swamp her with hugs.

      ‘Whoa kids! One at a time.’

      She had missed this. It felt like she’d been away forever. Five weeks in total—two weeks skiing and then three weeks getting over a really bad dose of flu. Now she was ecstatic to be back, and from the children’s response to her arrival, they were equally ecstatic.

      She was dragged through the room as each child clamoured to show her what they’d been doing over the last few weeks. She oohed and ahed over each project. Very soon she was sitting down in the reading area, little Andy Peterson in her lap, as she read the children’s favourite book.

      As she read, Andy’s body softened against hers and by the time she’d finished the story, he was fast asleep. He never slept during the day—and she was rather suspicious, given the bags under his eyes, that he didn’t sleep properly at night either—so there was no way she’d take a chance and wake him.

      She gestured to one of her staff who came over to lead the children quietly away to other activities. Skye stayed where she was, the book on the floor beside her, the tired little boy’s body a heavy warmth against her.

      Her heart ached.

      The bell chimed as the door opened and closed but Skye didn’t move—Jenny would take care of the new arrival. Skye stayed where she was, on the floor in the reading corner, Andy’s head on her shoulder, the soft, snuffling sound of his little boy snores puffing against her neck. If she could, she’d stay here the entire day if needed.

      ‘Come in. Welcome to 4us2.’ Jenny’s voice was warm, welcoming. ‘We received all your paperwork and everything is ready to go.’

      ‘Thank you. You’ve got a lovely place here. My brother and I were really impressed with your program.’

      Skye didn’t hear Jenny’s response because everything else faded away at the sound of that voice. It was a little rougher than she remembered, like he’d been to a rock concert recently and sung all night. But even so, his voice was unmistakable.

      Jason McVale!

      What on earth was he doing here?

      No. It couldn’t be him. It was too much of a coincidence. Wasn’t it?

      Skye craned her neck, but couldn’t see the door over the bookshelf a few metres to her left.

      ‘I have to say, I’m amazed to get a place so quickly. When my friend told me about you, she said we most likely wouldn’t get a spot because you were so popular. So we were thrilled to get your call on Friday.’

      ‘That’s nice of you to say. But we just had a family move away and a few spaces came up in the toddler and pre-prep programs.’

      How could Jenny talk so calmly? Wasn’t she affected by the picture of male perfection standing in front of her? Perhaps glowing blue eyes and a come-bed-me voice didn’t work on a woman happily married for over twenty-five years.

      For a moment Skye wished she was older and happily married. Then maybe her heart wouldn’t be trying to leap out of her chest with such painful intensity. She closed her eyes, breathed in and out nice and slow, trying to calm down.

      ‘I think our nephew is going to be really happy here. Just as soon as he lets go of my leg. Come on, Tombo. We talked about this. Nobody here is going to bite.’ He laughed.

      Jenny’s laugh joined his. Not her usual laugh-with-the-customer one, but something a little flirtier and lighter.

      Well, well. It seemed even the happily married couldn’t resist Adonis-style charm.

      What chance did she have if even Jenny wasn’t immune?

      She just had to make sure she didn’t behave like a ninny again—easier said than done!

      ‘We meet a lot of our little friends like this. Hello Tom.’ Jenny’s voice was full of the tone that made her a favourite with the children. ‘My name’s Jenny. We’re so excited you’ve decided to join us this morning. We have so many things to do, and it will be much more fun now you’re here. Would you like to come with me?’ There was a scuff of sneakers on the linoleum tiles.

      ‘Tom! Come on now. Say hello to Jenny.’

      No words came out of the little boy. Skye imagined Tom clinging to Jason’s leg, hiding his head.

      ‘I’m sorry. He’s shy. Ever since the accident, he’s really only been with family. But he needs to be with other kids his age, not just us crusty adults.’

      ‘I’m sure you’ve done a wonderful job, Mr McVale.’

      ‘Please, call me Adam.’

      Skye’s eyes snapped open. Adam? Jason’s brother. The only one not killed in the accident. After going out with him at the snow, Bron and Adam had stayed in contact, catching up a few times over the past few weeks; a fact that made Shelley quite surly whenever it was brought up. Skye was still to meet him, though, seeing as he’d never come to the house—he’d always picked Bron up from work.

      Was that how he happened to be here? Because of Bron?

      Would that mean she’d see Jason? She had no idea if he was guardian for his nephew. Maybe Tom just lived with Adam.

      She hoped so. How could she face Jason again after getting drunk and passing out? How could she look him in the eye when every time she closed her eyes he was the star of the most erotic dreams she’d ever had in her life?

      The gate into the main area opened and closed.

      ‘If you bring Tom inside, we can try to engage him in an activity. If he sees something that interests him, he’ll be more likely to let go. And I can give you both the tour as we go.’

      ‘You’re the expert.’

      Skye heard movement and craned her neck up to see. Jenny walked into her line of sight followed by a very tall man with a young boy firmly attached to his leg. One of the other staff called out to Jenny and she turned.

      ‘Excuse me for a minute. I’ll be right back.’

      ‘No hurry.’

      Adam seemed to sense he was the subject of heated contemplation. He turned in her direction, as did Tom.

      ‘Hey, that’s the marshmallow lady from the snow,’ the little boy blurted, a shy smile spreading on his face.

      Adam’s face split into a wide grin. ‘It sure is.’

      Skye’s breath hiccoughed in her chest. Did he know?

      Adam’s grin widened as she lifted her chin and stared back, getting her first really good look at him—at the snow he’d had a beanie and glasses on. Now she could see him clearly. Apart from the voice, which was so like his brother’s it was uncanny, he didn’t really look like Jason at all. He was black coal to Jason’s warm chocolate. He was a little taller than she remembered Jason being and definitely broader across the shoulders and thicker through the waist and hips. As she stared at him, his lips, full like Jason’s, twisted in a kind of ironic smirk that was vaguely irritating. It was little wonder Shelley found him annoying.

      He stood like Jason: lanky and confident, with an animal wildness that said these men could not be tamed.

      Skye swallowed hard. She’d tried to tame Jason in the dream, but he had taken her over. Not that she’d complained—he’d been masterful, playing her body like a virtuoso played their instrument.

      Andy squirmed a little in her arms and mumbled a protest. She realised her hold on him had tightened. Looking down at Andy, she made shushing noises and loosened her hold. After a moment, he settled against her.

      ‘That’s Skye Cantrae,’ Jenny said and Skye looked up to see them both looking at her now, Jenny having returned. ‘She owns and runs the centre.’

      ‘Cantrae? That’s a Wi— An unusual name.’

      ‘Is it? I’ve never thought much about it. But Skye is the reason 4us2 is such a great childcare centre. She’s the mastermind behind what we do.’

      ‘I think you’re laying that on a bit thick, Jenny,’ Skye muttered under her breath.

      Adam’s lips twitched again into that ironic smirk as if he’d heard her. The bell tinkled as the door opened and Adam turned and drawled, ‘Jason! Glad you could make it.’

      ‘I wouldn’t miss this for the world.’ Jason stepped into view and joined his brother.

      Skye’s heart stopped.

      Please, please, don’t let him see me here.

      Jason turned, gaze colliding with hers.

      ‘Skye.’ He said her name as if it were a tasty morsel and his eyes opened wide in delight.

      Andy moved restlessly in her arms again and she looked down at him. He was waking up. She wished he wouldn’t. He created a barrier between her and the man who had invaded her dreams in the most exotic, erotic way ever since she’d met him.

      Jason’s gaze skimmed down to the little boy in her arms. A shadow crossed his eyes, darkening the glowing blue, but was gone too quickly for Skye to be certain she’d even seen it, let alone try to figure out what it meant.

      He started towards her across the room. ‘Skye! What a surprise. What are you doing here?’ His voice carried to her even though he spoke softly, possibly in deference to the sleeping child in her arms.

      ‘You know each other?’ Jenny looked between them, surprise etching deep lines in her brow.

      ‘We met up at Mt Buller last month. Well, in actual fact, I ran her down on Federation and then met her again at the lodge. And now here you are! If I didn’t know better, I would say we were destined to meet.’

      ‘I don’t believe in destiny.’ The vehemence in the words shocked her and by the look on Jenny’s and Jason’s faces, she wasn’t the only one. Thankfully, despite the noise in the room, Andy didn’t move, seeming to be more deeply asleep than before. Even so, she kept her volume lower as she said, ‘I think Adam knows my friend, Bron. She told you about 4us2?’

      Adam nodded, his lips twisting up at the corner. ‘She didn’t mention your name, though, when she said her friend ran it.’

      She barely heard his reply, her gaze tangling with Jason’s as he walked closer. Behind him, Adam stopped beside a table set up with paints.

      Tearing her gaze from Jason, she said to Adam, ‘Why don’t you see if Tom wants to paint?’ She winked at the little boy still clinging to his uncle’s leg. ‘Using your fingers is fine. We like mess here. And I’d love to hang one of your paintings on our art wall.’ She gestured with her head at the wall behind her. ‘Then you’ll feel truly at home.’

      Tom’s gaze flickered from her to the wall and back again before he ducked behind his uncle’s leg. But not before she’d seen a shadow of a smile and his gaze dart to the table and chairs beside him.

      As Adam bent to detach Tom from his leg, Jason moved closer to her, making her arch her neck to look up his length to his too-handsome face.

      ‘Thanks for that. He’s a bit nervous.’

      ‘I would be too if I were him.’ Jason cocked an eyebrow. ‘This is a strange place with strange people. And children are told all the time not to trust strangers. So why would he be happy to be left here?’

      Jason shook his head, chuckling. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that.’

      She shrugged. ‘You have to get down on their level and understand things from their perspective. It’s not difficult to gain a child’s trust. You just have to know the right way to go about it.’

      ‘So, it’s all about the right touch.’ He nodded at Andy, moving closer still and crouching down so she no longer had to crane her neck or whisper loudly. Unfortunately, that brought him much too close for her liking—so close, she could feel the warmth radiating from his skin.

      Uneasy, she sat up a little straighter against the wall, clenching her muscles, willing the stupid tremors to stop. ‘Yes. And trust.’

      ‘Well, you’ve certainly got both. That little boy seems perfectly trusting there.’ His voice lowered to a whisper only she could hear. ‘I know from personal experience there’s no better place to be.’

      Skye gasped.

      Oh! My! God!

      That night wasn’t a dream.

      They had slept together.

      Heat flushed her face with something that wasn’t just embarrassment. The expression in his eyes was so hot it made her skin sizzle. His tone was suggestive, knowing, like he remembered exactly what she looked like naked, hot, sweaty—and open to him.

      Oh no! It was bad enough when she thought it just a dream. But if he was real and the sex had been real, could her memory of the magic sparking under her fingers be real too? It wasn’t possible, and yet—

      ‘Thkye?’

      She loosened her death grip on the little boy. ‘Shh, it’s okay,’ she whispered, stroking his back. ‘It’s going to be okay.’ She wished someone could say those words to her and they would be true.

      ‘Do children often fall asleep in your arms?’ Jason’s deep voice rumbled close. He’d edged forward and was now in front of her, looking at Andy.

      While his gaze was elsewhere, she took the opportunity to open her senses just a fraction like her grandpa had taught her. She’d checked him up at the snow for magic but given what had happened between them and the power of the feelings he created just by looking at her, she had to make sure he wasn’t a warlock trying to bewitch her. Energy flared around him, bright and powerful but with a raw wildness that was kind of beautiful.

      She shifted, uneasy, and made herself look for the markers of a warlock. Nothing. No magical signs of attachment to earth, wind, water or fire.

      She dropped the sight with an internal sigh of relief. He wasn’t a warlock. But if the problem wasn’t with him that meant the problem was with her. The spell was malfunctioning.

      For one brief, insane moment, she wanted to push Andy into Jason’s arms and run. But she couldn’t. That would be weak and foolish and stupid. Her magic had sparked in her that day at the snow because she’d been so angry about Morrigan having her followed. Any residual magic that sparked from her was probably because her emotions had still not been stable. Having mind-blowing sex probably hadn’t helped the instability.

      No reason to panic. She wasn’t angry now and she wasn’t about to have sex with Jason. She was in control.

      She would start by not giving in to the magnetic pull of attraction Jason created in her.

      Despite their night together, he was nothing more to her than the guardian of one of the children under her care. She stared brazenly at him, almost as if daring him to bewitch her with those lightning-struck blue eyes again.

      His eyes glowed, a red spark in the black centre, as if to say, ‘Challenge accepted!’

      Taking a deep breath to make sure her voice was cool and steady, she said, ‘Andy got to bed late. He’d probably find a cactus comfortable.’

      ‘You are far from being a cactus.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. My friends say they’d never want to be on the wrong side of me.’

      He smiled at her, the crooked smile that made her insides flip. Shoot! She had to end this little tête-à-tête. Lowering her voice, she said, ‘If you get too close, you might get pricked.’

      ‘I remember feeling the prick of your temper at the snow. It was a flash and then gone. I think I can handle it.’

      Fire rushed through her veins. Then Andy shifted and Skye ducked her face down to hide the flush. She brushed unruly hair away from Andy’s face as he whimpered. At her touch, his eyes opened. He rubbed them then asked sleepily, ‘Ith it lunch time yet? I’m real hungry.’

      She wanted the boy to stay where he was because she needed the barrier while Jason was so close. But if he was hungry … She hugged him. ‘Of course you are. If you go with Jenny, I’m sure she’ll be able to find you a piece of fruit.’

      She glanced up at Jenny, who held her hand out.

      ‘It’ll be just between you and me though, Andy,’ Jenny said, sotto voce. ‘The others will all want some too if they know.’

      ‘I can keep a thecret.’

      ‘I know you can.’

      Andy scrambled out of Skye’s lap and took Jenny’s hand. As they passed Tom, Andy turned and asked, ‘Do you want to come, too?’

      Tom looked up at Jason, who nodded. Tom stood from his painting, a shy smile lighting his face. ‘If that’s okay.’

      Jenny gestured with her hand and the boys followed her happily, Adam behind them.

      Smiling after them, it took a moment before Skye realised she was now alone with Jason. Fudge a fudgy-duck! She should have taken Andy and Tom to get something to eat and left Jenny to deal with Jason and Adam. Maybe it wasn’t too late to do just that.

      She began to push to her feet, feeling a little like she’d already done a full day’s work when a hand cupped under her elbow.

      ‘Here, let me help.’

      She found herself pulled upright by an incredibly strong and sturdy grip, a grip that held her close, too close, forcing her to take in a startled breath.

      His scent, rich and warm and wild, redolent of rain-soaked forest and the fresh lure of a summer’s sky, filled her senses. She leaned into him, veins pulsing with something hot and molten, skin electrified.

      ‘Are you all right?’ His hands firmed on her arms, holding her steady as she swayed.

      ‘Skye?’

      His fingers gripped her tighter. The dizziness intensified. Something surged through her, strong and powerful. Her knees trembled. She tried to pull away but he didn’t relax his grip.

      ‘You can let go now,’ she whispered. ‘I just stood up too fast. I’m fine.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes, I’m sure,’ she said, her tone wobblier than she would have liked. Every inch of her wanted to move closer to him, to breathe in his scent from that warm expanse of skin she could see at the base of his throat, to look up into those gorgeous glowing blue eyes, to give herself up to what he’d made her feel that night she’d thought was a dream.

      No.

      She would never fall prey to what had caused such weakness at the snow. She couldn’t take the chance the emotions he’d released in her wouldn’t make her powers snap out again. Bron and Shelley could have their free-list guys, their turbulent relationships and lovely flings, but that wasn’t something Skye could indulge in.

      Clearing her throat, she took a step back, extricating herself from Jason’s light grip. ‘Really. I’m fine. Thank you.’ There, that was better. She maintained a cool, business-like tone, even though she ached without his touch.

      She glanced up at him as she stepped back, and for the briefest moment thought hurt flickered in his eyes.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and lowered his gaze.

      Silence stretched between them, making her shuffle her feet. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Adam had returned and was staring at them, a quirk to his brow, as if he found the unnerving silence funny.

      Annoyance flared inside her. How could she have thought he was anything like his brother? Jason was at least polite and charming. Adam was just … laughing at her. Could he know about what happened that night? Oh fudging hell! She hoped not.

      His smirk widened.

      ‘If you’re happy to wait, I’ll take over from Jenny and she can finish telling you about 4us2.’ Skye turned away, but Jason’s hand on her arm stilled her movement.

      ‘I’d prefer you show us around.’ His thumb moved, touching the skin of her wrist.

      Fire ran up her arm. Images spun through her mind with a suddenness that made her gasp: a wolf baying at the moon, the pain in its eyes almost too much to bear; blue flashes of lightning in the dark; soft, silky fur caressing her skin.

      Dizzy and nauseated, she grabbed his arm to stop herself from swaying, her fingers touching his bare skin. Blue fire sparked from her hand, chasing across his arm. She tried to let go, but it was like the fire had melded her hand to his arm.

      Oh, God. Help. Not again.
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      Skye looked up at Jason, expecting her horror to be reflected on his face.

      Instead he smiled, his eyes holding a glint of excitement. ‘That was some spark of static, huh? One could almost say the attraction between us is electric.’

      Adam groaned. ‘I have no idea how you manage to pick up women with lines like that.’ He looked at Skye. ‘I swear, I think I might need to pin a permanent sign of apology to his chest.’

      Skye couldn’t help it—she laughed and let go of Jason’s arm. Adam’s ridiculous ribbing of his brother made her realise she was jumping at nothing.

      ‘I don’t think your pick-up lines are any better, A.’

      ‘Better than yours. I still have no idea how you got her into bed.’

      ‘Adam!’

      Adam grinned, running his hand through his hair, further rumpling its already bed tousled state. ‘Hell. If you’re going to be so touchy, I might just go and have some fruit with Tom and his new friend. At least they have original conversation.’ With that, he pivoted and took off towards the kitchen.

      Jason shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘I’m sorry about my brother. I didn’t tell him what happened that night at the snow. He’s just … making assumptions.’

      Skye ducked her head, avoiding his gaze. ‘That’s okay. I get it. Besides, I’m a big girl.’ She took a breath, the scent of paint and chalk not enough to overpower the earth and clean mountain air scent of him. ‘I can take the consequences of my actions.’

      ‘I don’t remember it just being your actions that night. I remember it being mine too.’

      ‘Yes, well …’ She swallowed, unable to rid her mind of those unwanted memories. ‘Let’s just forget all that. It was a fling. A one-night thing. No harm, no foul.’

      ‘What if I wanted more than one night?’

      Her head snapped up. ‘What?’

      ‘You heard me.’ He smiled at her again, a smile that could only be called wolfish.

      ‘But … you … we … it was a fling … I don’t normally do things like … the wine … I’d had medication for my foot and I—’ She snapped her mouth shut as his grin widened, her jaw popping as she clenched it. Then, trying to plaster a smile on her face, she said, ‘I don’t fraternise with the parents of the children I look after.’

      ‘I’m not Tom’s parent.’

      ‘No. But you’re his guardian. It’s the same thing.’

      ‘Then I’ll find another childcare centre for Tom to attend. Which would be a pity given he’s already made a friend. But if you’re going to be so unreasonable about it, I have no choice but to uproot him. Again.’

      Skye gaped at him. ‘That’s blackmail.’

      ‘Is it working?’

      ‘Absolutely not! Besides,’ she narrowed her eyes, ‘I don’t think you’d do that at all. I know I don’t know you well—’

      ‘I think you know me very well.’

      Skye’s jaw popped again as she clenched her teeth, trying not to call him every name under the sun. She. Would. Not. Swear. In. Front. Of. The. Children.

      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ she said after she got herself under control, gesturing for him to follow her as she moved away from any little ears that might overhear things they shouldn’t. ‘I saw the way you looked at Tom. I don’t think you’d take him away from here just to get some.’

      Jason’s eyes twinkled, his lips quirking at the corner, and then he sighed. ‘You’ve got me there. I wouldn’t do that. But still, I’d like to see you again.’

      ‘I can’t. It wouldn’t be right. I need to be able to keep a professional distance. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair to Tom because when things didn’t work out—’

      ‘Don’t make this about Tom. This is about us and what we felt up at the snow that night.’

      She blinked at him. She was kind of surprised he hadn’t backed off like most men would, making comments about her jumping the gun.

      ‘So just to be clear—you want sex again.’

      He barked out a laugh. ‘That’s what I liked about you right from the very first. You’re not afraid to say what you think.’

      ‘I don’t see the point in evasiveness.’

      ‘Neither do I. So I’m going to tell you up front: I am interested in having sex with you again. But that isn’t the only reason I want to see you. There are other reasons. Important reasons.’

      ‘It would be the only reason I’d see you again.’

      The look on his face would have been priceless if not for the fact that Skye was mortified once again by her runaway mouth. ‘I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.’

      He choked on a laugh. ‘No. It sounded just fine. Mind-blowing sex is always a great reason to get together with someone.’

      Skye blushed. ‘It wasn’t that good.’

      Jason stepped closer, his warm, spicy breath brushing over her. ‘I don’t know what you’re remembering, but what I remember was … explosive, to say the least.’

      Skye swallowed hard around the hot ball of desire in her throat. ‘Look, it’s lovely to catch up, but as I said, what happened at the snow was a one-off. It can’t happen again.’

      ‘You won’t change your mind?’

      His voice was a husky whisper that made her heart beat so hard in her chest she wondered if Melbourne was experiencing an earthquake.

      But nobody else seemed to notice—so just her.

      Taking herself in hand, she took a step back from him. ‘No. I won’t change my mind. I have to follow my own rules.’ Her voice sounded remarkably calm despite the deep need tearing her apart inside.

      Aware that some of the children had stopped to watch them, she planted a smile on her face and pulled him over to the corner behind the sleep screen. ‘I won’t go out with one of the parents, or guardians—’

      ‘Don’t give me that line about fraternising again. This is different. We met before my nephew came under your care and it will mostly be Adam or Tom’s nanny, Suzie, who’ll bring him into the centre every day, so you won’t be dealing with me as his guardian. And not to sound desperate, but I thought there was something between us before we slept together and I’d like to pursue that. See where it leads. Surely you felt it too?’

      He sounded almost uncertain. If he’d sounded cocky, she wouldn’t have found it difficult to say no to him. But that uncertainty undid her. Despite all her previous resolve, she whispered, ‘I felt it.’

      ‘Well, come to dinner with me. Tonight.’

      She wanted to say yes. Instead, she said, ‘I can’t. I’ve got to have dinner with my grandmother.’

      ‘Your grandmother?’ He seemed absurdly shocked.

      ‘Yes. My grandmother. People do have dinner with their grandmothers.’

      ‘Of course they do. It’s just that I didn’t think you had a—’ He stopped. ‘Never mind. That’s one of those things you can tell me about when we have dinner. So, if you’re busy tonight, how about tomorrow night?’

      It was so tempting to say yes. For that reason, the answer would always be no. ‘I’m not that easily swayed.’

      His eyes glinted as he took a step back and smiled at her. ‘Then all I’ve got to do is find how to sway you. This could be fun.’

      ‘Jason.’

      He turned to face Adam, who’d come out of the kitchen with two boys in tow. She grabbed his arm to stop him moving away, but let go immediately, the heat of him a burn on her fingertips. ‘It won’t be fun. I’m not swayable.’

      ‘We’ll see.’ He smiled at her and turned to his brother again. ‘All done?’

      ‘Yep. I’ve never seen two little monkeys pack away so much fruit.’

      ‘I’m a wolf, Uncle A. Not a monkey.’

      Adam looked down at Tom, a glint of humour in his eyes. ‘I don’t know about that, matey-o. I’ve never seen a wolf chow down on as much banana as you just did. That’s kind of a monkey thing.’ He bent down and tickled Tom’s stomach. Tom squealed. ‘See? A monkey noise. You’re a monkey.’

      ‘Uncle Jase!’ Tom said, his face crinkling with laughter. ‘Tell Uncle A I’m a wolf.’

      ‘A wolf?’ Jason leaned in and gave Tom a tickle too, making the boy collapse in a giggling heap on the floor. Then turning to Andy, he asked, ‘If Tom’s a wolf, what are you?’

      ‘I’m a lion. Rooaarrr!’ His roar was cut off midway when Adam tickled him too. Andy fell to the floor laughing next to Tom.

      Other children were starting to notice the commotion, so even though she was loath to stop the merriment, Skye stepped forward. ‘I think that’s enough. You’re going to make them sick—especially if the monkeys ate as much fruit as you say.’ She smiled warmly at the two boys as they stopped rocking and laughing and scrambled to their feet. ‘Now, how about that tour?’

      ‘That sounds like a marvellous idea.’ Jason’s smile flashed again.

      She remembered that smile as he’d looked down at her in bed, telling her to look at him as he thrust himself deep inside her. Blinking rapidly to dispel the image, she met his smile with her own.

      Where was Jenny? Over with the children making sock puppets. Damn! ‘I can see Jenny is busy again, so that leaves me. Andy? Do you want to help me show Tom and his uncles around?’

      ‘Yeth!’

      ‘Terrific. What will we show them first?’

      ‘The picture wall.’

      ‘Great idea. Let’s go.’

      She turned away from Jason and his charm offensive.

      Nothing could happen between them. At least, not again. She must never give in to his ‘swaying’. That way lay madness—and heartache. Because, no matter how attracted she was to him, she couldn’t be with him. She wasn’t a fling kind of girl. She also wasn’t the marriage and kids kind of girl. She couldn’t be. Couldn’t involve someone else so intimately in the insanity her birthright had cursed her with.

      Especially not a man who threatened everything she’d ever believed about herself.

      As Andy showed his paintings on the wall, Jason turned, a gentle smile on his lips as if aware of being watched. His wolf-blue eyes lit as his gaze met hers.

      Gulping, she hurried them through the tour, desperate to get away from Jason and the temptation he offered. Finally, she stood with the two men at the front door—they’d left Tom happily painting with Andy under the watchful supervision of one of her staff.

      She shook Jason’s hand, pulling hers out of his grip as quickly as possible and turned to Adam. ‘I think Tom will be happy here, but if you have any concerns, please just give me a call.’

      Adam’s gaze darted in confusion to Jason. Jason nodded. ‘I will.’

      She put out her hand. A spark of warmth flew from her hand into Adam’s. He snatched it away as if he’d been burned.

      ‘Holy f— I mean, hell! That’s quite some static charge.’

      She looked up at him. For a brief second, she thought she saw red glow in the amber of his eyes and a golden haze spill out from his skin.

      But then he shook himself—like a dog—and grinned at her. ‘You sure pack a wallop. I envy my brother. I really do. I can’t wait to welcome you to the pa— to the family, Skye.’

      She glanced between them and stepped back. ‘I don’t think …’ She shook her head. She had to get a grip. He was just teasing, like Jason said he liked to do. ‘Very funny. I’ll see you this afternoon when you pick Tom up.’ She turned away.

      ‘Skye?’

      She glanced over her shoulder at Jason, brow raised. ‘Yes?’

      ‘I’ll be seeing you.’
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      Adam followed Jason into the study, slammed the door shut and crowed, ‘That was fucking fantastic!’

      Sighing, Jason rubbed his hand over his face. ‘She’s still channelling magic and has no idea she’s doing it. I don’t know how to stop her.’

      Adam stared at him. ‘I don’t know why you’re cracking the sads, Jase. Cordelia said staying away would help and it obviously did. She didn’t flare out or faint or get sick when she channelled that magic. And you weren’t so concerned while we were there. I mean, the sexual tension was so overpowering I was surprised you didn’t jump her. You certainly weren’t averse to prodding her into using her power.’

      ‘That’s because I was testing her, you idiot. I wanted to see how safe it was to be around her. Besides, I also wanted to see if she remembered anything at all.’

      ‘And? What did you discuss in that hot little tête-à-tête?’

      Jason glared at Adam. ‘Nothing you need to know.’ He raked his fingers through his hair again. ‘I need to talk to Cordelia.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because while Skye didn’t get sick or flare out, she was upset and surprised about the show of power until I pretended it was static electricity.’ He shook his head, trembling. ‘One touch. I almost turned there and then. She’s so strong.’

      ‘No shit, Sherlock,’ Adam said. ‘She touched me too.’ He leaned forward. ‘I thought I wasn’t going to be able to pull the old boy back.’ He clapped his hands together and laughed. ‘Can you imagine the look on her face if I’d changed? Perhaps it would’ve been best if I had. Maybe it would’ve jogged her memory. Made her remember what we are and who she is to us.’

      ‘Are you serious? It wouldn’t have helped at all. Not to mention we would’ve scared all those children and made the evening news. I just hope we’re not wrong to leave Tom there.’

      ‘He’s not changed yet and is unlikely to for a few more years. Don’t stress.’

      ‘Easy for you to say.’ He shivered. ‘I can still feel it cascading through me.’

      ‘Me too. And while it was unexpected, it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t use what she gave us. It’s been too long and my wolf wants out. Come on, Jase. Stop brooding. Let’s go for a run. I bet you I can beat you this time.’

      Before Jason could answer, Adam lowered his head, a golden rainbow-hued glow shimmering around him. His clothes shredded as the glow intensified and then it faded as fast as it had come and a huge black wolf stood in his place. The wolf looked up at Jason, challenge in his eyes.

      Jason knelt before his brother and gripped the fur on either side of Adam’s wolf’s head, something he’d been unable to do for far too long, thanks to the Curse. ‘You’re on.’

      Adam let out an excited bark as the glow of change swept over Jason. Then they were off.

      As Jason’s paws pounded the earth, sending up the scent of dirt and bark and wattle and eucalypt, he remembered Skye saying she was having dinner with her grandmother. But that was impossible; her grandmother was dead.

      Morrigan Collins had run away from the pack and disappeared just after Paul was born, her bones turning up on the edge of their land six months later, identified by her sister by a necklace she always wore and never took off. What happened was still a mystery, but there was no doubt, Morrigan Collins was long dead.

      Somehow, he didn’t think Skye had lied.

      So was this the person who had kidnapped Skye when she was eight? He had to find out more about this so-called grandmother. And the best person to find out this information from was Skye herself.

      Another reason to make certain she swayed his way. As if her being his mate and their Pack Witch wasn’t already enough. She was also the key to finding those responsible so he could exact his revenge.

      He just had to figure out why she was frightened of her magic and how on earth she was holding it back.

      The only person who could help him with that was Cordelia. He needed to see her.

      He sped up, putting his all into the race with Adam, pulling up first by a nose right at the end of the designated lap. In the privacy of their backyard, he changed, the golden rainbow shimmer of the change casting colourful patterns on the foliage around him. Turning, he faced Adam, whose tongue was lolling out of his mouth, a stupid grin on his face.

      ‘You’re out of shape, brother. You better practice with another lap while I drive out to see Cordy.’

      Heading inside as Adam took off, Jason got dressed, grabbed his leathers and helmet then went to the garage to jump on his Triumph Rocket III Roadster. He could call Cordy, but he couldn’t read nuances over the phone.

      Besides, he really needed to see if Marcus would still back him. Not to mention putting some distance between him and Skye was a good idea right now, otherwise he’d go back there—which would only serve to make her dig her heels in even more.

      The growling roar of the Roadster matched his mood as he started it and, with a squeal of wheels, he was off.

      The McClunes’ hereditary land ran adjacent to the McVales’ on the peninsula in Red Hill, but twenty years ago, they’d bought up a new tract of land past Coldstream that led into the national forest and part of the Great Dividing Range. Marcus had moved many of his central people there to help rebuild after the devastating Black Saturday fires had ravaged the land more than a dozen years ago. It had become his main base of operations—out of the way, plenty of room to expand and for his pack to roam and be safe. Jason knew that’s where he’d find Marcus and Cordelia.

      The drive there was uneventful, the day mildly chilly despite the sun. As he flew along the black roads, the Roadster purring under him, Jason revelled in the wide-open spaces. Farmland surrounded him, the green pastures where sheep and cattle roamed a wild contrast to the dark marching rows of grape vines from all the wineries now situated in this glorious part of the country. But even though he appreciated the beauty and simplicity of the farmland, it was the rise of undulating hills around him leading into the wilderness of mountain ranges to the north that spoke to his soul.

      Maybe, after everything was sorted, it was time to think of expanding again.

      He became aware of the sentries following him the moment he crossed the border into McClune land. He acknowledged them with a wave and drove on. They wouldn’t stop him. While he was an Alpha of another pack, the McVales and McClunes had long been, if not friends, then allies.

      Twenty minutes after he’d crossed the McClune border, he pulled up in front of the old Victorian homestead that was Marcus’ Packhouse and home.

      As he cut the engine, Cordelia appeared at the front door, a smile lighting up her freckled face. She had hair of fire not unlike Skye’s, but it lacked the rich shift of gold to burnished copper that Skye’s hair had and it was dead straight, where Skye’s was wild and full of untameable waves. He preferred the wild.

      ‘Jason.’ Marcus appeared behind Cordelia, his darkness a marked difference to her flare of brilliant colour. ‘Cordelia told me you were coming.’

      Jason wasn’t surprised she knew he’d come here today. She’d been keeping a close eye on the situation. ‘I need her counsel. I hope you don’t mind.’

      Marcus watched him for a moment and then a smile broke across his face, transforming the brooding seriousness into something close to friendly. ‘Of course not.’ He walked down the stairs and held out his hand.

      Jason gripped Marcus’ hand, held it. ‘I am welcome then?’

      Marcus shifted his grip, his fingers wrapping around Jason’s wrist. ‘You are welcome.’

      He glanced behind him at Cordelia, who rolled her eyes at him as she jogged down the stairs to join them now the formalities were over.

      ‘For Goddess’ sake, Marcus. Jason would never let me be harmed. He, more than any Alpha before him, understands the value of a Pack Witch. When he brings Skye into his fold, I’d like to meet her. She will need my help.’

      ‘No. It’s too dangerous.’

      Cordelia sighed again and tucked her arm through Jason’s, ignoring Marcus as he stiffened. ‘It is not good to stifle your Pack Witches or your mate,’ she said to Jason as she led him forward and into the house.

      He nodded, even though he knew she was speaking to Marcus. ‘My father mentioned that many times.’

      ‘Yes. He understood the value of certain freedoms.’ She sent a pointed look over her shoulder at Marcus, who stalked quietly behind them. ‘Marcus is right to protect you and the others.’

      ‘At last! Someone of reason speaks,’ Marcus said.

      Jason held back the chuckle that rose into his throat at the man’s aggrieved tone.

      ‘Yes, but it is unreasonable to hold me back from doing my job,’ Cordelia countered.

      ‘I’m not holding you back. I’m sure Jason will agree you have been of great help to him and I’m happy for you to continue doing so.’

      ‘Yes, but from a distance, which is not really the same thing.’

      ‘It will have to do for now.’ Marcus’ tone was implacable. Final.

      Jason completely understood. In fact, when he had Skye back in the embrace of the pack, he knew he would be far more protective of her than Marcus was of Cordelia and her coven. ‘And I appreciate everything you are doing for me.’

      Cordelia sighed again as she led him into the fully refurbished kitchen. Gesturing for him to take a seat at the table, she headed over to the stove. ‘This room is the only one that no longer resembles a construction zone. I wish we had somewhere quieter to talk, but it will have to do. Now, tell me what brings you here today.’

      As she busied herself making tea, Jason related what had occurred over the last few weeks, leading up to his interaction with Skye today.

      When he finished, Cordelia sighed. ‘She’s blocking her powers herself.’

      ‘How can she be doing that without using them?’

      ‘Well, you need another witch or warlock to help set the spell. They must have helped her create a tap to keep her powers from flowing out. The tap would have to be left open a little, allowing drips of her magic to reinforce the spell, but no more—otherwise we would have sensed it and tracked her down before now.’

      ‘Okay. But why is she spilling magic out now?’

      ‘Over the years, because that tap hasn’t been turned on, the washer has got stiff and unyielding; so stiff and unyielding that even if she wanted to, it would be difficult to open the tap and let the magic flow freely. But then you come along and knock the tap a degree by your presence—and the fact that her father bound her to you. Magic gushed out, but because the tap is so tight, she can’t turn it off again. Nor can she turn it on fully without help. It’s trickling out. It would probably go unnoticed for longer, except that your presence makes it manifest, because not only is she tied to you as the Pack Witch, she is your mate.’

      ‘Is this dangerous? This trickling of power?’

      ‘No. The trickle is good. As was tying her power into the spell. Whoever canted it cared about her to some extent. Because if they dammed it up entirely, her power would have exploded long before now, killing her and anyone near her. Which it still might do if we don’t open the dam and allow her magics out. Despite the trickle, the pressure inside her will build inexorably every year until it gets to a point where it will explode regardless.’

      ‘No.’ Jason’s wolf growled, hackles rising. ‘I won’t let that happen.’

      ‘So how does Jason undo this tap spell?’ Marcus asked.

      ‘He doesn’t. You can’t uncant another witch or warlock’s spell unless they are dead. And Skylar isn’t dead.’

      ‘But you said another witch—’

      ‘I said another witch helped her with the spell. But the power used—it’s hers. It couldn’t have lasted so long if it wasn’t. She has to undo the spell. But to do that, we need her to turn on the tap to full.’

      A chill chased through Jason. ‘Didn’t you say that could kill her?’

      Cordelia reached out, gripped his hand. ‘It would, if it was released into the elements with no control to channel it through. But, don’t you see?’ She squeezed his hand, met his gaze with a smile of hope. ‘You are her channel. You can take in the excess of power while she brings it under control. You can help her in a way no one else can. As long as you are there to channel it as the tap is opened, then it will be fine. But she will need to be trained so that she doesn’t pour all of herself into you as she did when the mating bond snapped into place. Too much power and it could kill you. Not to mention she can’t be allowed to flame out again. Getting her to read the Pack Witch Diaries will be a start, although, another witch or warlock to train her would be better.’ She glared at Marcus. ‘We’ll talk.’

      Marcus simply shook his head. ‘You can talk all you like. I’m not changing my mind on this. Not until I know it’s safe. That she’s safe.’

      Cordelia opened her mouth to argue, but Jason turned his hand in hers, squeezed. ‘It’s okay, Cordy. Despite how much I’d love you to come and help with Skye, I support Marcus’ stance. He is right to protect you and your coven.’

      She returned his squeeze. ‘I wish I could do more.’

      ‘You are doing more than enough.’ He brushed his thumb over the back of her hand and then let go, unable to stand the contact. The only witch he wanted to touch was his own. Taking in a deep breath, he said, ‘So, I need to find a way of making Skye accept her powers and getting her to a point where she can channel the flow of magic to me when it’s released. But how do I get her to release the power in the first place?’

      ‘You have to get her to cant this spell.’

      Marcus handed her a piece of paper and a pen without being asked. A stab of jealousy slashed through Jason; to have that kind of connection was his dearest hope.

      Cordelia scribbled a few lines on the paper and then passed it to Jason. As he read the words, a strange hum of power tingled through his fingers. He folded it and put it in his jacket pocket. ‘She’s not going to want to read this in her current state of denial.’

      Cordelia made a sound of sympathy. ‘I know it’s not going to be easy, but I’m sure you can do it. You’ve made her use her powers before. I’m sure you can do it again.’

      ‘Do you think it’s safe for me to be around her?’ He held his breath, waiting for her response.

      ‘Yes. In fact, I think it might be best if you were close by, just in case her powers flare again. You’d be there to catch her, so to speak.’

      He breathed out a sigh of relief. ‘Good. Great.’

      ‘I know it must be frustrating to your wolf that she doesn’t understand why she’s so drawn to you. But be patient. When she remembers what’s been blocked from her, I have a feeling everything will work out.’

      Her words gave him hope. ‘Thanks, Cordy. I really appreciate your help.’

      ‘You’re the Alpha. It’s in your blood to find the best way forward for your pack. Trust in that.’

      His heart warmed at her words. ‘I will.’ He stood, held his hands out to her. ‘You’re a good Pack Witch, Cordy, but an even better friend. I won’t forget this.’

      ‘Friends don’t keep debts.’

      ‘No, but we do remember.’

      He turned to Marcus, who gripped his arm in a shake that wasn’t just a goodbye, it was a show of solidarity. ‘You will have your revenge. I will help you find who did this to you after you have secured your witch and ensured your pack’s safety.’

      Jason’s smile turned into a ruthless grin as he gripped Marcus’ arm tightly and said the ancient words: ‘The Dark Moon will drown with the blood of those who have wronged me and mine. The McVales will not be trifled with.’
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      Skye woke from the dream with a sob, hot tears running down her cheeks.

      She sat up abruptly, wiping the tears and taking in big gulping breaths. ‘What the hell was that?’ She’d been dreaming. But of what?

      She couldn’t remember.

      All that was left was the imprint of the moon shining in the sky and something dark and angry curling inside, snapping to get out.

      Her power.

      She could feel it even now, the tingling under her skin, the heat in her fingertips, the ache in her chest as her heart beat too hard. Taking in a shuddering breath, she firmed her lips, pressing her fingers into her eyes, willing the tears away, trying to calm down. ‘Stupid to be so upset over a dream. It doesn’t mean anything.’ Her voice echoed in the empty room but the tingling heat in her fingers did not dissipate. In fact, it was getting worse, like at the snow when she’d sparked blue flame out of her fingers.

      No. This couldn’t be happening. What the hell had she dreamed to make her lose control like this? Had she been angry in the dream? She’d been fuming the night before after visiting her twin River and having dinner with Morrigan—her grandmother had denied having Skye followed.

      In fact, she’d paled and muttered something that sounded suspiciously like, ‘It couldn’t be them. It couldn’t be.’

      But when Skye had tried to question her further, she’d clammed up and sent Skye home as if she was a naughty child.

      She clenched her fists. She’d come home mad and because Bron was out and Shelley was on night shift, she’d gone to bed mad.

      It was no wonder she was having stupid dreams that made her feel like she was losing control of her magic.

      The tingle in her fingers intensified. Why wasn’t the spell working to stop it? She should have pain screaming through her head, blocking the magic. But it wasn’t. Which meant she had to stop it herself.

      Right. If this was another lapse of her power caused by temper, she had to calm down. Focus. Concentrate on something else.

      She swiped the last of the tears from her eyes and closed them. The room smelled of the candles Bron had insisted on burning over the last few weeks—rose and lavender mostly, with a hint of lemongrass. She breathed it in. Regardless of what Bron said it did, it smelled nice. She let the lovely scent linger in her nostrils, filling her with Bron’s loving joy.

      The burn in her fingers began to fade. There, that was better.

      She opened her eyes cautiously.

      The room slowly came into focus in the dim light—the oak chest of drawers by the window; the E. Phillips Fox print on the wall of the girl sitting with her mother, learning her lessons; the dark burgundy curtains lit up like a sunset blaze as the light shone through them; her clothes dumped over the sea chest at the end of her bed and on the armchair in the corner; the books on her bedside table pushed to the side to accommodate the large mug of hot chocolate she’d made herself last night. She’d fallen asleep before drinking it and it sat there now, cold and unappealing with a skin tightening the surface.

      Shelley would tsk at the waste.

      She smiled.

      The tingle left her fingers completely.

      There. Another deep breath, a little less shuddering than the last. That was better. She was in control again. No need to panic.

      The doorbell rang.

      She glanced at the clock. It was only seven am. Who would be knocking at the door at this hour? Could Shelley have forgotten her keys? Not likely. It was more likely Bron had stayed out last night and was the one who’d forgotten her keys.

      She shoved back the covers and slung her legs over the side of the bed. Why did she feel so heavy?

      Groaning, she heaved herself out of bed, slammed into the doorjamb and stumbled up the hallway, swearing and rubbing her shoulder. Just before she got there, she looked down at what she was wearing—Betty Boop flannelette pyjamas. Could be worse.

      She opened the door. Nobody was there.

      Then she noticed it: a massive bunch of flowers.

      Grinning, she bent to pick them up, breathing in the exotic rich scent of the roses—a scent that reminded her of happier times. Yellow for happiness, red for love and passion, her grandpa would say as he gave Morrigan roses he’d grown for her in their garden. Skye smiled at the memory.

      But who were these flowers for? There didn’t seem to be any note. Maybe Adam had sent them for Bron. Bron was still playing the friend card, but could it be more?

      With a smile curling her lips as she thought of the shit-stirring ahead, she pushed the door closed and walked towards the kitchen. She’d need to put the roses in some water before they began to wilt.

      As she placed them on the kitchen table and unwrapped them, a card fell out, her name scrawled on the front. Surprised, she flipped open the envelope and pulled out the thick white card inside.

      
        
        I hope you like roses. They reminded me of you—fiery and beautiful.

        Are you swayed yet?

        I’ll be in touch.

        Jason xx

      

      

      The words made her heart beat hard and fast in her chest. Heat raced through her.

      Damn it! She couldn’t fall for Jason. The flowers were nice—her favourites, actually— but she had to be strong.

      The phone rang. She jumped, then chastised herself for being so tense. She swallowed, took a deep, calming breath, then answered. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Skye.’ His voice, low and warm, shivered through her. ‘Skye? Are you there?’

      Her muscles clenched and she swore she could feel the long, hard, thick, push of him inside her body, the strength of his back and chest under her fingers, the silk of his hair against her skin as he sucked and licked at her nipple.

      She dropped the phone. It clattered to the floor, scooting under a chair. She crouched down to get it, banging her knees on the floorboards. ‘Shoot.’ The sharp pain brought tears to her eyes, thankfully stopping the spasms. But the desire was still there as his voice echoed through the phone, asking if she was okay.

      ‘Jason,’ she breathed. ‘Sorry. I dropped the phone.’

      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I’m fine. Can I help you with something? Is Tom not coming into childcare today?’

      ‘He’ll be there. I was just calling to see if you got my flowers. Did they make you smile?’

      Did they make her smile? They made her more than smile, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. ‘They’re lovely. Thank you. Was that all?’

      She waited, prepared for him to ask her out again, firming herself against the appeal of his melt-in-her-mouth voice so she could once again say no.

      ‘No. That’s all. I just wanted to see if you received the flowers and to hope you have a lovely day.’

      ‘Oh … well …’ That wasn’t what she was expecting. She almost felt disappointed. ‘You have a nice day too.’

      ‘Oh, I will. I’ll see you later.’ He hung up.

      The scent of the roses tantalised her senses as she swore at the dead phone. ‘Damn you!’
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        * * *

      

      Jason didn’t drop Tom off that morning as she expected. Instead, when Adam brought Tom in, he handed her a letter.

      ‘Jason asked me to give you this.’

      ‘What is it?’ she asked, eyeing it warily.

      ‘I don’t know. But from the sexual tension thickening the air yesterday,’ he said, lips widening, eyes glinting, ‘I think it might be a dirty—’

      ‘That’s fine. I’ll take it.’ She snatched it out of his hands before he could finish, wishing she could turn and march away. But it was only Tom’s second day, so she stuffed the letter into her jeans pocket, bid Adam a stiff goodbye and made certain the little boy was settled in first before sidling into the quiet of her office.

      The letter burned a hole in her pocket and she headed to her desk, intending on throwing it in the bin. But when she got there, she pulled the letter out and put it in the top drawer instead.

      When a bunch of red tiger lilies arrived at lunch with a note that said Can you deny what I said in my letter? she marched into her office, almost pulling the drawer out completely in her haste, and tore open the envelope.

      He wrote about the day they’d met, the wine they’d shared, the passion that had burned between them. He reminded her of all the things he’d whispered in her ear, what he still wanted to do to her; the things he had done to and with her. But that wasn’t all. He said he’d never felt such a connection with someone before and dared her to deny she felt the same.

      His words made her tremble.

      She crumpled the letter up and threw it away, but before the day ended, she took it out of the bin, smoothed out the creases and put it in her handbag. She would never receive another letter like that in her life, she was certain. It was something to read when she was old and lonely, to remind her that she’d once made a handsome man lose control.

      Chocolates were delivered that night.

      She refused to eat them, giving them to a delighted Shelley and Bron, saying they were a gift from a family that was moving away.

      She went to bed in a mood and when she finally fell asleep, dreamed about the man who was bringing her to the brink of insanity with his gifts of flowers and chocolates and the erotic letter.

      As usual, dreams of him were followed by dreams of using her magic, and she woke up in a cold sweat, swearing at him and the universe for doing this to her.

      There were more roses on the doorstep when she left for work the next day. She snatched the note off them before a curious Shelley could see it and, walking back inside, handed them to Bron, saying, ‘These must be for you,’ before turning and marching back out again.

      Adam brought another letter that day, a smirk on his face as he handed it over. She snatched it from him and tucked it away, planning to never read it.

      Of course she did.

      Then had to stay in her office for half an hour while the blush and trembling faded.

      More flowers arrived—at lunch; waiting for her on the doorstep at home that night; and again the next morning. He sent chocolates at lunch—they came with a note thanking her and the staff for making Tom feel so at home, but she knew he’d sent them so she wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about him. She’d grumbled at Adam when he arrived to pick Tom up that night. ‘You can tell your brother he can stop the charm offensive. It isn’t working.’

      Adam only smiled in that annoyingly knowing way he had and said, ‘I think it’s working fine.’

      She growled at him, which only made him laugh.

      When the last child had been picked up, she told the remaining staff to go and she’d take care of the end-of-day clean-up. Shelley was on night shift again and Bron always saw clients late on a Thursday. Skye really didn’t feel like going home and sitting in an empty house to stew. Packing everything away at the end of the day and doing some paperwork she’d been putting off seemed just the thing to while away a few hours and keep her mind busy.

      Her growling stomach eventually forced her to lock up and head home at nine.

      It was drizzling as she walked across the car park, but it wasn’t the rain or the cold night air that caused the icy fingers to chase down her spine just like they had up at the snow. Someone was watching her.

      She spun around but saw nobody. Yet the sensation of being watched didn’t go away.

      If Morrigan was having her followed again, she would really lose it. This was the last thing she needed right now. What was wrong with her grandmother?

      Digging out her mobile phone, she dialled Morrigan’s number, swearing when it went straight to voicemail.

      ‘Gran, this is Skye. I don’t care what your reason is for still having me followed, I want you to call off your watchdogs. Have the decency to ask me about whatever has you worried enough to lie to me and employ someone to spy. I’m an adult, not a child. I can deal with it. What I can’t deal with is having my privacy impinged on.’

      She jabbed the end button, threw her mobile on the front seat of her car, drove home and then went for a long run despite the late hour, her rumbling stomach and the drizzling rain.

      When she finally got home, wet and tired, she had a long bath, gobbled down the leftover lasagne in the fridge, ignored the flowers on the bench that Bron had put there with a note—These are for you. Adam says they’re from his brother—and went to bed.

      Sleep was a long time in coming, but when she did finally nod off, Jason didn’t invade her dreams again. Images took his place—shadowy figures watching her from the dark; blue lightning-bolt flashes brightening the night; men dressed all in black converging on a crashed car; men changing into huge wolves, baying at the moon; a wolf with a silver and gold pelt standing over her while she lay asleep in bed; a large, grey wolflike dog lunging at her, lips pulled back in a snarl as it attacked.

      She awoke in a cold sweat and wrapped her hands around her chest, thankful her fingers weren’t tingling. The dream might have been awful, but at least she hadn’t dreamed about using her magic.

      When she could breathe again without gasping, she lay back in bed and closed her eyes. Behind her lids, images from the dream flashed, stopping on one of a wolf staring at her in a dark room, its blue eyes glowing in the dark.

      She sat up, fingers clenched, heart pounding once more. There was no way she was going to be able to go to sleep any time soon. She glanced at the clock. Four am. She had to be up in half an hour anyway—she was on the early shift and had to be at work by five thirty.

      Dragging herself out of bed, she tiptoed to the bathroom to have a shower. She stood under the spray to let the heat drive away the chill, but it didn’t work. The chill seemed to be in her bones.

      Giving it up as hopeless, she turned off the water, dried herself quickly and headed back to her bedroom to get dressed.

      After eating some cereal, cleaning her teeth and braiding her hair, she glanced at the clock. Five. Still too early to get to work but she didn’t care. She couldn’t stay here with nothing more to do.

      She grabbed her jacket, slung a scarf around her neck, stuffed her purse into her handbag and headed to the front door.

      Flowers were waiting for her on the doorstep, the sweet scent of lilies and roses rising up to greet her. What the frickety-fudge? How was Jason having them delivered so early?

      She grabbed them, hesitating. She couldn’t bring more flowers into the house. This just might be the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back re Bron’s ability not to pry. These were going in the bin.

      She marched down the front steps and headed across the grass to the bin, frost crunching under her boots.

      An icy crawl ran down her spine. She swung around, peering into the shadows. The streetlights were so few as to be almost useless; the sky was cloud-covered so there wasn’t even any moonlight to help see. She hit the opener for her car. The car’s internal lights illuminated the area near the trees.

      Nobody was there.

      Maybe she imagined it. She turned back to the bins.

      A twig snapped behind her.

      Heart in her mouth, she spun around. Still, she could see no one. But there was definitely someone there.

      Moving away from the bins and towards her car, she said, ‘I know you’re there.’ Her voice was loud and echoing in the early-morning quiet. ‘You can tell my grandmother I’m going to have words with her about this later. I didn’t give her my roster so she could use it to have me followed.’

      No answer. Not that she expected one. Whoever her grandmother had employed had been told to stay out of sight.

      Well, obviously she needed to do more than leave a message on Morrigan’s phone. A face-to-face confrontation would be required, and this time she wouldn’t allow Morrigan to fob her off.

      When she arrived at work, she realised she hadn’t thrown the flowers out like she’d intended. Now over her fit of pique, she couldn’t bring herself to throw away something so beautiful—it wasn’t the flowers’ fault they’d been sent to her by a man who annoyed her beyond reason. Taking them inside, she dumped them in a cut-off milk container and placed them in the staff room—her office already looked too much like a florist shop.

      She threw herself into the morning set-up and everything was done by the time her staff arrived twenty minutes later.

      The early-morning drop-offs began at six and she became too busy to think about Jason or the disturbing dreams that still plagued her sleep. Even so, she still found a reason to be in her office at the time Adam would normally drop Tom off.

      She wasn’t hiding, she just had things to do. She was a businesswoman with a business to run, after all. She couldn’t be expected to greet every child as they came into the centre. Or see their annoying uncles who persisted in handing her letters from a man she couldn’t get out of her mind.

      When Jenny came in during the late drop-offs to remind her they were celebrating Tom’s birthday at lunch time that day, Skye groaned, her head thudding onto her desk between her arms.

      How could she have forgotten that? She never forgot the children’s birthdays. She always greeted them by singing ‘Happy Birthday’ as they walked in the door. She’d let her own problems override the needs of the children.

      Hurrying out of the office, she went in search of Tom. She found him instantly simply because Jason, not Adam, was standing beside him. His mesmerising blue gaze clashing with hers across the room.

      Everything stopped.

      There was no sound, no light except for what glowed in his eyes, illuminating him as if he was the centre of her universe. The world began to spin. Had she stopped breathing?

      Taking a step forward—it felt as momentous as Armstrong’s one step onto the moon—she made herself walk towards her tormentor.

      He smiled—an irritating and thoroughly provoking smile because it said he knew she’d been avoiding him that morning and he knew the reason why.

      Taking a deep breath, she tore her gaze from his and plastered a big smile on her face as she crouched down to greet Tom.

      ‘Happy birthday, Tom.’

      He gave her a shy smile. ‘How did you know it was my birthday?’

      She reached out and ruffled his hair. ‘A little birdy told me.’ Calling out to the staff and children, she said, ‘It’s Tom’s birthday today. He’s turning five. How about we sing him our birthday greeting song?’ Pulling him forward a little, she began a rousing version of “Happy Birthday”. Everyone joined in.

      After the song was done, Tom and Andy ran off in a giggling mass of arms and legs.

      Skye was left crouching on the floor with Jason behind her.

      ‘Let me help you up,’ he said, his voice a throaty whisper in her ear, his hand already cupping her elbow, the touch a punch to her senses that would have made her stagger if not for his strength bringing her to her feet a smooth glide. It was all she could do not to melt into him and beg to be kissed.

      Steeling her spine, she forced herself to sound normal as she eased away and said, ‘Thank you.’

      ‘No. Thank you.’ His gaze darted to Tom. ‘He’s been happier here this week than he’s been in a long time.’

      She waved his compliment away. ‘Well, you and Adam are doing a great job with him. Given what’s happened, he’s doing remarkably well.’ Jason didn’t answer and she cursed herself as she had up at the snow for mentioning the tragedy again. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know why I brought that up. I know it’s still painful for you because you lost them too.’

      His gaze returned to her, clouded. ‘It’s okay. They were important. I don’t want him to ever forget his parents, his grandparents, his uncle and aunt. I don’t want him to be ignorant of the sacrifice they made. But I want him to be happy.’ He took her hand in his and gave it a squeeze. ‘Thanks for bringing a smile to his face and light to his eyes.’

      He let her hand go—Skye almost wished he hadn’t—and turned back to look at Tom once more, a smile touching the corner of his mouth. ‘Do you know, I don’t think I’ve heard him laugh like that since the accident?’ His smile turned into a frown. ‘In fact, I don’t think he laughed much before the accident either. How do you do it?’

      Skye swallowed hard as his gaze, more intense than before, pinned her in place. ‘How do I do what?’

      ‘Give such happiness. Tom feels it. I can see the other children do too. And your staff. The atmosphere here is so different from anything I’ve experienced before.’

      ‘That’s just because of the children. There’s nothing quite so healing to the soul as a child’s smile and laughter.’

      He cocked his head, a dog-like action she’d noticed him do before. ‘You love children.’

      ‘Doesn’t everyone?’ she said blithely.

      His gaze flickered over her. ‘Not everyone appreciates the gifts they’ve been given.’

      ‘But you do. I can see it in the way you are with Tom.’

      His smile widened and he tucked his hands into his pockets as he said, ‘I try. But he needs brothers and sisters. A family.’

      ‘You intend to give him one.’ It wasn’t a question.

      ‘One day. Hopefully. If I’m that lucky.’

      She knew his gaze was on her, but she couldn’t look back.

      ‘Well, it looks like he’s settled in,’ he said after a long pause. ‘He’s certainly forgotten all about me. I’ll just go and tell him I’m leaving. I’ll see you later, Skye.’

      She watched him walk away and then turned, blindly walking back to her office.

      He hadn’t asked her out. Perhaps he’d given up on her. Perhaps coming here today was a test for him and seeing that she hadn’t greeted him with any warmth, and hadn’t really shown him anything of how she felt, he’d decided she wasn’t worth the effort.

      She should be relieved.

      So why did it suddenly feel like her entire world had been torn apart?

      Normally she would talk to Shelley and Bron about what was going on, but she just couldn’t bring herself to talk about Jason with them. Shelley would get all grouchy and impatient with her indecision and Bron would tell her to go for it and have a good time—to live in the now and not worry about the future.

      But how could she not worry about the future when it had been ingrained in her from an early age that she must worry about what was to come? Not to mention the fact that she couldn’t use another human being in that way. He wasn’t a sex toy. He was a warm, vibrant, caring man and it was patently obvious he wanted to give Tom brothers and sisters. He wanted to create a family. That was the one thing she couldn’t give him.

      Somewhere deep inside her, she’d begun to hope those things weren’t important to him.

      She needed to talk with her brother. River wouldn’t judge or preach to her or tell her she was being stupid. Even with the PTSD and horrifying mood swings, her brother was one hell of a good listener. Swiping up the phone from her desk, she took in a steadying breath and called her grandmother’s house.

      ‘Cantrae House. How may I help you?’

      ‘Ferris?’ She was glad Morrigan’s butler had picked up the phone. She didn’t think she could face talking to her grandmother right then.

      ‘Miss Skye. What can I do for you?’

      Her fingers tightened around the phone. ‘I was just wondering if River is having a good day today. I’m thinking of visiting him later.’

      ‘I think he would like that. He’s been a bit out of sorts since your last visit.’

      ‘Is he coming down with something?’

      ‘No. Nothing like that. He’s just not eating much and he’s stayed in his room, refusing to even come out and do some gardening.’

      ‘Really?’ That was strange. River loved working in the garden. It was one of the only times he seemed happy.

      ‘I think a visit from you would do him some good, though.’

      ‘All right. I finish at two. I’ll come right around afterwards.’

      ‘We’ll see you then, miss.’

      She put the phone down with a smile. She’d visit River. Even if she couldn’t broach the subject of Jason with him, just being with him would make her feel better.

      And while she was there, she would find some time to have a little chat about privacy and her rights to it with her grandmother.

      With luck, the day would end on a brighter note than the one it had started on.
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      Skye pressed the button and waited for the ornate iron gates to open, glancing up as she always did at the lions standing on the brick posts of the twelve-foot sandstone wall that surrounded what could only be called a compound. She’d loved those lions when they had first moved here—they’d been friends and guardians, greeting her every time she came home. Now their glowering faces looked down on her with disapproval akin to the expression on Morrigan’s face every time she looked at her granddaughter, a reminder that this place had long ceased to be Skye’s home.

      Cantrae House.

      The gates opened and she drove forward. The place looked like a mansion you’d find in France, surrounded by sweeping lawns and perfect garden beds. It was beautiful. A showpiece that was a source of great pride for her grandmother. It left Skye icy cold.

      She pulled up in front of the house, slammed the car door and trudged up the steps to the oversized double doors that stood under the grand portico.

      Ferris opened the big white wooden door, his greying hair perfectly combed back from his thin, angular face, his posture rigidly upright, mouth pressed in the tight line of a correctly welcoming smile. He would seem cold to anyone who didn’t know him, but Skye saw the warmth and compassion of the man who had always stood as a shield between her and her grandmother.

      Smiling, she stepped through the door and said, ‘Nice suit, Ferris. Is it new?’

      ‘It is indeed, Miss Skye. Madame picked it up for me yesterday.’

      She looked down at the blue tie—it had pink dots on it. ‘Did madame pick the tie, too?’

      Ferris’ lips twitched, but he held back the smile. ‘No. Cook did.’

      ‘I like it. It’s very metro.’

      ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ Ferris nodded slightly and turned to close the door— she was certain he hid a smile.

      ‘Is my grandmother home?’

      ‘Madame is out with one of her charity groups.’

      ‘What are they raising money for this time—disadvantaged heiresses with an addiction to saltwater pearls?’

      ‘I believe it’s something to do with the Leukaemia Foundation,’ he answered stiffly as he took her coat and bag.

      Skye swore under her breath. Ferris had always been so kind to her, but he was loyal to Morrigan and her careless words about her grandmother had upset him. ‘I’m sorry, Ferris. I know Morrigan does a lot of good with her charities. My sarcasm was uncalled for.’

      ‘Have you not had a good day, miss?’

      ‘You could say that.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Forgive me.’

      Ferris smiled. ‘There’s nothing to forgive, miss. Now, I think you’ll find Master River is in the kitchen. He refused his lunch but I finally managed to coax him downstairs to have a sandwich. Is there anything I can get for you?’

      Skye shook her head. ‘I’ll help myself. I’m sure you’ve got plenty to do.’

      ‘Very well, miss. Let me know if you change your mind.’

      Skye thanked him and went in search of her brother.

      River sat at the small table in the bay windows overlooking the back garden, the sandwich in front of him untouched as he stared blindly at the opposite wall.

      His shaggy auburn hair glinted in the sunlight streaming through the window. Seeing him sitting in sunlight would normally have cheered her, but it just served to highlight how pale he was and outline the dark circles under his eyes, marring the chiselled planes of his handsome face.

      The table was designed for the much more petite Morrigan, so when River sat at it, he looked like an adult at the kiddy table. Rather than making him look big though, the comparison just showed how thin he was—far too thin for his six-foot four, wide-shouldered frame.

      The muscles that had started filling out at the beginning of puberty, promising a build that might have looked like Jason’s, had all but gone now with his slow and steady decline. Nothing any of them had done had managed to change things for him. It was like he was slowly fading away and there was nothing she could do.

      She wanted to cry. Instead, she forced a gentle smile to her lips and touched his shoulder. ‘River?’

      He turned slowly to stare up at her, his hazel eyes lifeless.

      Grief clogged her throat at the hopelessness of his situation, but she swallowed it down, tried again. ‘River, honey. Come back to me.’

      After a long moment, he blinked and the lifeless look in his eyes faded. ‘Skye?’ His face broke into a wide, crooked grin. The scars on the left side of his face were more vivid today against his too-pale skin.

      Skye pulled out the chair next to his and sat, taking his hands in hers. ‘Oh, River. You’re not looking after yourself. You look terrible.’

      He chuckled, the blank lack of expression finally disappearing from his eyes. ‘You’re one to talk. Have you ever heard of sleep, little sis?’

      Her lips twitched. ‘I was going to say the same to you.’

      He frowned. ‘I sleep. It’s just … the dreams. They’ve been so vivid. I keep seeing him.’ He looked away from her. ‘So like his father, but so much angrier. Don’t you think?’ He turned back to her, his frown deepening as he saw the puzzled look on her face. ‘But you don’t remember, do you? That’s okay. The dreams help me to remember.’

      ‘I don’t dream.’

      ‘You know that’s a lie, Skye. Everyone dreams. In fact, you’ve come here today to talk to me about your dreams.’

      Skye bit her lip, trying to swallow down the frisson of fear his words caused. It was uncanny how he sometimes knew what she was thinking and feeling. But here wasn’t the place to delve into that mystery. ‘Do you feel like going for a walk outside? We can have a nice chat.’ She glanced around the kitchen. ‘You can tell me whatever’s bugging you without anyone overhearing.’

      ‘A walk outside would be nice.’

      Skye grabbed his hand in hers and led him outside to the garden.

      He tipped his head up to the sky as they walked and breathed in long and deeply. ‘I love the sun on my face. It almost makes me feel normal; like the nightmares don’t exist.’ His face darkened and he stared down at his feet. ‘But they do.’ He looked at her. ‘Don’t they?’

      She shivered, not wanting to talk about that yet, and pulled him along. Very quickly his attention was diverted by a couple of birds playing in a tree.

      They passed the sculptured hedges and the rose garden before she spoke. ‘Why aren’t you eating, River? What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing’s wrong with me that can’t be fixed if you’d just embrace who you are.’

      Damn. She really didn’t want to talk about this now. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      He swung to face her. ‘Why are you fighting it, Skye? Why?’

      She tried not to bite her lip as her gaze swept over the scars marring his cheek from forehead to jaw. ‘You know why.’

      He touched his face, stared off into the distance. ‘I’m not talking about this. It’s your destiny. I know he’s come. I know he’s here.’ He sniffed. ‘I can smell him on you.’

      Skye tried to laugh off his words, but the laugh came out squashed somehow. ‘Are you saying I need a shower?’

      ‘No. You smell nice. It’s his scent. It’s not just on you. He’s touched you deep inside.’ He placed his hand over her heart. ‘Here. He’s imprinted on your skin, in your heart.’ He closed his eyes. ‘I can feel him through the twin bond. So much heat and passion. The power of it is so strong I can almost taste it.’

      Skye began to shake her head, but he stopped her by grabbing both her hands.

      ‘Don’t deny it. I know you feel the twin bond too, even though you do your damnedest to ignore it. Anything that feels like magic to you must be abhorred, isn’t that right?’

      ‘Magic killed our parents,’ she said, shocked by his words. ‘Magic destroyed your life and made it so you can’t leave this house and gardens.’ She tried to pull her hands out of his grip, but he wouldn’t let go. ‘My magic scarred you. It almost killed you.’ She closed her eyes against all those pains, and the one that still cut her more deeply than she ever imagined it could. ‘It has taken so much from us both.’

      ‘You will have children, Skye.’

      Her gaze flashed up to his. ‘You know I can’t,’ she whispered, surprised and hurt by his perceptiveness.

      ‘Miracles happen.’

      ‘Not for us, River. Not for us.’

      ‘Is that why you deny this man?’

      His hazel eyes pierced hers, the golden flecks in them almost seeming to glow in the spring sunlight. She couldn’t look away.

      ‘How do you know that?’

      He smiled. ‘I may be bordering on insane and drugged out much of the time, but I’m not stupid. You wouldn’t be this upset over anything else.’

      Skye’s mouth dropped open. The medication the psychiatrist had River on often made him too spacey to make much sense out of anything, but in his rare lucid moments he could be incredibly perceptive, his intelligence razor sharp.

      Sadness clutched at her heart, clenched in her belly. He could have done so many things. If not for what happened the night their parents died and the trauma he suffered because of it, he would have had a remarkable life—of that she was certain.

      River began to chuckle then turned, tucking her arm in his, and continued to walk along the path. ‘It’s okay, Skye. You don’t have to talk about him, even though that’s what you came here to do. But let me show you what I’ve been working on lately.’

      He led her down a new path that zigzagged between jasmine-covered screens hiding a corner section of the garden from view of the house. When she stepped around the last of the screens, she gasped.

      River had created a little oasis of peace and solitude against the backdrop of the crumbling sandstone walls. Ferns and rocks were scattered about on the Japanese-styled pebble garden beds that led up to and around a waterfall spilling from rocks piled up against the wall. A Japanese maple stood in one corner and miniature cherry trees were scattered around the space, their pink-hearted blossoms a splash of colour against the dark wood of the tree boughs, while cheery yellow daffodils and purple irises nodded in the slight breeze. An old wrought-iron bench seat had been placed in one corner under the boughs of an elm tree that draped itself over the wall.

      ‘It’s beautiful, River.’ She took in a deep breath, the sweet scent of the jasmine filling her lungs. ‘You should be a landscape designer.’

      He shook his head, touching one of the curled fern fronds as they walked through the space. ‘No. This is a hobby. I’m just lucky Grandpa bought a house with a large enough garden and that Grandmother allows me to do what I will with it.’ He sat on the bench, staring at the waterfall he’d made.

      Skye took a seat beside him. They sat in silence, and she marvelled at the way the water looked like sheets of clear silk as it fell from the wide slit in the rocks and down into the green pool below. The rush and tinkle of it was its own special music. She breathed in the scent of the jasmine behind her, the muddy tang of the freshly laid soil and pebbles in the garden bed, the fresh scent of wood chips and mulch. A bird flew overhead, chirping, followed by another to play among the budding boughs of the Japanese maple.

      ‘I long for that.’ River’s voice broke the silent magic of the moment.

      ‘For what?’ Skye turned to look at him. He was watching the birds.

      ‘To have such a sense of freedom. To have no cares.’ He looked down at her, his eyes filled with such eternal sadness that she could barely stand looking at them. ‘Perhaps you will tell me about him another time.’

      Skye swallowed, nodded. This had been a bad idea. Her inner turmoil was affecting River and she had to stop it. ‘There’s nothing to tell. A man has been sending me flowers and trying to get me to go out with him.’

      ‘You should.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Go out with him. He’s good for you. He’s meant for you. He brings the truth. He can help break the spell.’

      Skye closed her eyes. ‘I am not a princess in a tower waiting for the prince to come and save me, River.’

      ‘That’s what you think. If only you would wake up, then we both wouldn’t be dying inside.’

      His expression, filled with sadness and longing, pinned her in place.

      But then he cocked his head and jumped up. ‘Cook is back.’ He sniffed. ‘And she’s got steak. I think maybe I’m hungry after all.’ He began to run back up the path, disappearing behind the jasmine-covered screens. Before she could react, he popped his head back around the last screen to say, ‘Are you coming? By the smell of it, Cook has bought enough steak to feed an army. You will eat with me, won’t you, Skye? Please?’

      She didn’t have the heart to tell him there was no way he could smell Cook or her steaks from here and that Cook might not have bought them after all, not when he looked at her with those pleading eyes.

      ‘Okay.’ She stood, walking over to him.

      His eyes flashed at her as she came up beside him. ‘Race you.’

      He took off up the path before she could answer, his long, loping stride helping him to move so fast it was almost inhuman. His laugh echoed back to her through the garden. He always took such joy in running.

      What the hell, she thought, why not act like a child? It was better than being a confused and depressed adult.

      With a whoop, she ran up the path behind him, enjoying the rare moment of fun, an echo of better times, and left her problems, for now, in his little water-garden oasis behind them.

      Cook had bought steak; enough for an army as River had said. They sat and chatted while she cooked them steak sandwiches and Skye tried to pretend it was like this all the time.

      After they’d eaten, they played cards and talked nonsense, but after an hour, River began to get tired like he always did. ‘How about we go upstairs? You need your afternoon nap.’ She held out her hand and he took it, walking meekly beside her upstairs to his room.

      She tucked him into bed, kissing him on the forehead like their mother used to do.

      ‘Don’t go,’ he said, his eyes already drooping.

      ‘I have to. You know that. But I promise I’ll visit in a day or so.’ She kissed him again and walked towards the door, her heart a tight knot in her chest.

      As she opened the door, he said, ‘Skye?’

      She turned and smiled. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Go to him. You can trust him. He is for you. Ask Grandpa.’

      Skye’s lips trembled. She knew she should remind him Grandpa was dead, but she couldn’t bring that sadness to him right now. If he didn’t remember what had happened, she wasn’t about to enlighten him.

      She nodded, blew him a kiss, closed his door and headed downstairs.

      Nobody was about. Morrigan still hadn’t come home from her charity do. Skye sighed. That particular argument would have to wait for another day. She grabbed her coat and handbag and let herself out.

      As she drove away, she realised she was none the wiser about how to deal with Jason and what he was doing to her. She still needed to talk to someone about it and River’s mention of their grandpa made her realise just who that someone had to be.

      Tears in her eyes, she turned onto the freeway, heading towards Springvale Cemetery.

      She drove through the high brick walls with only a half-hour to spare before closing and parked in the area closest to where her grandpa was buried. She could see Harrison Cantrae’s headstone above the others. A monument to ugliness in a splashy show of money, the ugly-arse angel Morrigan had chosen to commemorate her husband’s passing hovered over the simple grey marble headstone that had been Harrison’s choice.

      Trying not to look at the angel as it glowered down at her, Skye instead concentrated on the name engraved under it and the photo embedded there.

      
        
        Harrison Cantrae

        1945-2010

        Beloved husband, father and grandfather

        Your strength will be missed by all

      

      

      A tear ran down Skye’s cheek as she read the inscription. She sank to her knees and laid her head against the cold stone. It should have been no comfort whatsoever—cold and hard and unyielding grey marble—and yet it was. It was the closest she could come to the man who had faith she could deal with and keep a most sacred trust. She carried the burden of it on her shoulders and had done so since she was ten years old.

      She started to talk, about Jason, the fears over her recent magical use and what that might mean. The words spilled out.

      ‘Bron says my magic is seeping through. That you designed it that way. But it can’t be that. You wouldn’t have done that to me. There must be something wrong with the spell. And perhaps Morrigan knows that, which is why she’s having me followed. Am I crazy? Or is there really something wrong with the spell?’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with the spell, love.’

      Skye bit her lip, not knowing if she could trust the voice anymore, but relieved to hear it again. It hadn’t really come to her since that day at the snow.

      ‘I’m sorry, love. I didn’t mean to forsake you. But you are so blocked it makes it hard to come through.’

      Skye sat up slowly, unable to believe the words echoing in her ears. They didn’t sound like they were coming from inside her. It had been more like a whisper, the breath of sound; something she could feel on her skin.

      ‘You can trust me. I am so sorry that I had to do what I did. But it was necessary.’

      The voice was more than a breath now. It was as if her grandpa stood beside her, talking. But that wasn’t possible. Was it?

      ‘Grandpa?’ she ventured. Shivers chased up and down her spine.

      ‘You must go to your grandmother. Morrigan knows what to do. You need to ask her why we did what we did.’

      ‘I know why. You bound my magic so I couldn’t hurt anyone.’

      ‘That’s only part of it.’ Her grandpa’s voice began to fade away. ‘Ask Morrigan. You must go to Morrigan.’

      ‘Has this got something to do with why she’s having me followed?’ The voice didn’t answer.

      ‘Grandpa?’ She turned around in a circle. ‘Please. I can’t go to Morrigan. She won’t talk with me about this.’

      Her grandpa’s voice, the voice of the spell, didn’t answer. Or maybe it wasn’t the spell voice at all. It had sounded different—as if it was coming from outside her head.

      What if it was actually the spirit of her grandpa talking to her?

      If only that were true.

      But that was a dream akin to River thinking she was a princess who needed saving.

      Pulling herself to her feet, she swiped the tears from her face, pressed a kiss to her fingers and placed them against her grandpa’s name. ‘If I can’t think of anything else, I’ll go to Morrigan. I promise. But first, I’m going to go home and go to bed.’

      As she left, a shiver chased icy fingers up her spine.

      Refusing to give in to the need to turn around and see if she could catch whoever was following her, Skye returned to her car.

      Behind her, a huge grey wolf slunk out from behind a large headstone and watched her drive away, its eyes glowing yellow in the fading light.
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      Morrigan seemed to be hiding from Skye, not returning her calls and wasn’t at Cantrae House any of the times Skye went to visit River over the next week.

      Each time River saw her, he pleaded with her to wake up, to remember. The problem was she didn’t know what he wanted her to remember. She tried to get him to explain, but every time she pressed him, he’d go quiet, almost entering a fugue state for a few minutes before reverting to the childlike self he fell into with more and more regularity.

      It was the calm before the storm.

      She’d seen this before, the return to childhood that covered—but never entirely eclipsed—the anger boiling inside. Soon that anger would burst out of her twin in a violent outpouring that had become more and more dangerous the older he grew. She was so afraid this time would be the worst they’d seen; his medication just didn’t seem to be working anymore.

      The only good thing was that her magics hadn’t manifested again. Not even a slight tingle. Even with the provocation Jason caused in his attempt to sway her.

      The depressing thought she’d had about him giving up on her had died early Monday morning, when flowers had once again been at her front door. Each day since brought a new offering.

      She told herself she shouldn’t be thrilled. She told herself to stop holding each bunch of flowers to her like a gift. She told herself not to open his notes with trembling hands, their words the warm slide of a knife straight to her heart.

      The man himself was elusive, sending gifts and notes but never himself.

      It had to stop.

      The only solution was to pretend to give in. She needed to have a proper conversation with him, explain to him she would never get involved with anybody, so he was wasting his time with her. It didn’t matter how attracted they were to each other or how good sex with him had been. She had to make him understand that one night was all they’d ever have. But it wasn’t a conversation you could have over the phone. And, given she would see him on occasion because his nephew attended 4us2, she didn’t want things to be too awkward. Best to let him down as nicely as she could.

      So, she would agree to go on one date with Jason and use that opportunity to explain. He would listen and then it would be done.

      She ignored the way that thought felt like a stab to the heart and took his number from Tom’s enrolment form the next day. She saved it into her phone and endeavoured to slip outside and call him during sleep hour.

      Unfortunately, Andy remained awake and was upset about something and would only be consoled by her, so she didn’t get to make her call. She’d do it after work.

      Except, it didn’t happen then either. Bron needed her help at her shop—a pipe had burst and she needed help mopping up. By the time she got home, she was too exhausted to think let alone make such a crucial call.

      Every day for the rest of the week, one thing or another stopped her from making her call. It was almost like the Fates didn’t want her to connect with him to let him down. At least, she’d think that if she believed in things like that.

      Finally, waking on Saturday morning with still no call having been made, she vowed today would be the day. ‘In fact,’ she said to herself. ‘You’re going to call him right now. No excuses. No getting side-tracked.’ Except, she didn’t want to call him in her room—that was way too intimate. And she couldn’t go to the kitchen or lounge because Shelley or Bron could walk in on her at any moment.

      The back deck it was then.

      Skye grabbed her phone, shoved her feet into her Ugg boots, then snuck down the hallway, across the back lounge room to the sliding door that led out onto the deck.

      She closed the door and turned to stare at the sprawl of ill-kept lawn they called a backyard, her breath puffing in the cool spring air. It smelled like a thunderstorm was brewing. She looked askance at the glowering sky and hoped it would hold off long enough for her to make this call. The wind was quite nippy and she began to wish she’d put on her big woollen cardigan. Jigging on the spot—because she was cold, not because she was nervous—she made the call.

      Skye managed to chew off two fingernails while she listened to the ring. One ring. Two rings. Three. Maybe he wasn’t going to pick up.

      ‘Hello?’

      His voice, a little sleepy, sent a shiver of desire spiking through her. She gripped the phone tightly in her hand, determined not to drop it this time, and sat with a plop in one of the chairs on the deck.

      ‘Jason.’ It came out as barely more than a whisper. God! It was ridiculous how breathless the sound of his voice made her. Taking in a deep breath, she tried again. ‘Jason. Hi. It’s Skye.’

      ‘Skye.’ There was a definite smile in his voice.

      Keeping her lips tightly pressed together to stop the responding smile, she said, ‘Hello,’ then cursed herself—she’d already said that.

      ‘What can I do for you on such a lovely morning?’

      She frowned up at the darkening sky. ‘Have you been outside? It’s not such a lovely morning.’

      ‘Any morning I get woken up by a call from you counts as lovely in my books. I can’t think of a better way to start a day. Actually, I can …’

      Her breath hitched in her throat as he paused. Images flashed through her mind, hot and passionate and so full of thick, heavy desire as to make her feel instantly wet and ready.

      Clearing her throat, she managed, ‘Yes. Well, that’s why I’ve called.’

      ‘Because you can imagine a better way to start the day?’

      ‘No!’ she snapped, trying to clench her muscles against the building wave inside her.

      ‘Because I think it’s time we had a chat. I know what you’ve been doing and it has to stop.’

      ‘And what have I been doing?’

      ‘You’ve been trying to sway me.’

      ‘No. I’ve been courting you. There’s a difference. We jumped the gun before. I want to take a step back from that and start again.’

      ‘“Stepping back from that”? Is that what you call sending me flowers and things every day so that I can’t help but think about you? And those letters …’ Her mouth worked for a moment as she desperately tried not to think about the words in those letters. ‘They just reminded me about that night over and over.’

      He chuckled. ‘You’re right. I cheated. That wasn’t really starting from the beginning again. But just so you know, if I was interested in a woman I’d never been intimate with, I’d send her flowers and chocolates and balloons so she would think about me as much as I’m thinking about her. I’d hope that my efforts at courting would make her feel special and make her smile.’

      ‘Special? Try frustrated as hell.’

      He chuckled. ‘Well, I’ll have to try harder then, won’t I?’

      ‘No,’ she blurted out, panicked at the thought of him upping the charm offensive. She didn’t think she’d be able to survive that. ‘You know, some people might consider this stalking.’

      ‘Not my intent, I assure you.’ All playfulness had left his voice. ‘I’ll stop if you do feel that way though.’

      ‘No!’ Holy duck! What was she saying?

      ‘Good. I don’t want you to be scared of me.’

      ‘I’m not.’ This conversation was going way off the rails. She had to rope it back in. She’d called him with a purpose and she had to get on with it. Taking in a deep breath she said, ‘I’m actually calling you to let you know I’ll go out with you. On one date. Tonight.’

      ‘Tonight will be good. I’ll book us a table at—’

      ‘We’ll go to Choys,’ she broke in before he could take the reins back. ‘It’s a restaurant at the village shops ’round the corner. It does really great Chinese and Malaysian food.’ And wasn’t romantic at all with its bright lights, mismatched chairs and fast service. Dinner at Choys would be over and done with in an hour.

      ‘I know Choys. It’s BYO—so I’ll bring the wine and if it’s not raining, we can walk there from your place.’

      ‘No. I’ll just meet you there at seven. I’ll make the booking.’

      ‘Skye.’ She could practically see him shaking his head as he said her name. ‘You promised me one date. I’ll book the restaurant and be over to pick you up just before seven—we can decide whether to walk or not. I’ll see you then.’ And before she could say anything further, he hung up.

      Skye looked at the phone for a minute, stunned that he’d wrested control from her so quickly. How the hell had that happened?

      One thing was certain: he might want to have the full date experience, but she wasn’t going to give it to him. She wouldn’t dress up for him—Choys was a jeans and shirt kind of place. And she certainly wouldn’t bother doing her hair or putting any make-up on. And even if it was raining, she wasn’t going to get in the enclosed space of a car with him.

      She could barely resist him when he was on the other end of the phone. If he turned to her with that heat in his eye, or even touched her hand and they were in the private confines of a car, despite all the will power in the world, she might not be able to resist.

      One night with him was hard enough to get over. She didn’t want to make it worse. They’d walk to the restaurant, they’d order dinner and then she would tell him what she had to and that would be an end to it.

      Why did that thought make her want to cry?

      ‘Watcha doin’ out here?’

      Skye jumped at the sound of the voice behind her and almost dropped the phone on the deck. ‘Bron! Do you have to creep up on me like that?’ She swiped at the tear that had fallen and turned to face her friend.

      Bron stepped out onto the deck with two steaming mugs in her hand. ‘I wasn’t creeping. This door makes enough noise when you open it to wake the dead—we really must put some graphite onto the ball bearings. Here.’ She held out a mug to Skye.

      Skye took the mug gratefully, only realising as she grabbed it just how cold she was. She sipped the coffee. ‘Thanks. I needed this.’

      Bron’s gaze flashed to the phone. ‘So, what’s with the secret early-morning phone calls?’

      ‘It’s not that early.’

      Bron looked pointedly at her watch and then back up at Skye. ‘It’s not even eight.’

      Skye had the grace to blush and look away. She was rarely out of bed before nine on a Saturday, her traditional sleep-in morning. ‘Yeah, well, I have things to do today.’

      ‘And calls to make, apparently.’ Bron sipped her coffee and said, a little too nonchalantly, ‘Were you calling Adam’s brother?’ Skye refused to react, but Bron wouldn’t be put off by Skye’s lack of answer. ‘You met him up at the snow, didn’t you? He’s the one you shared the wine with.’ She crouched down in front of Skye, peering up into her face. ‘Although, you did more than share wine that night, didn’t you?’

      Skye still didn’t answer, but either the red of her skin or the look on her face gave her away.

      ‘I knew it!’ Bron crowed, leaping to her feet, coffee sloshing over her hand. ‘Shit.’ She put the mug on the table and licked the coffee off her skin. Waving her hand in the air to cool it, she began to pace. ‘I knew something had gone on that night. I mean, your energy levels were so low and your aura was pulsing, yet sluggish. That must have been one hell of an energy transfer.’ She stopped pacing. ‘Was the sex amazing? It would have to have been amazing—all animal and passionate, given what he is.’

      Skye’s gaze finally snapped to her friend. ‘What are you talking about? What do you mean, “given what he is”?’

      Bron stopped waving her hand and went perfectly still—an amazing accomplishment for her. ‘You don’t know?’

      ‘Don’t know what? I swear, if you’re about to go on about soul mates or something equally stupid, Bronwyn Kincaid, I think I’ll scream.’

      Bron chuckled. ‘You can’t scream. You’ll wake Shelley and she had a late shift and didn’t get to sleep until four.’

      ‘Oh,’ Skye said, suddenly deflated. ‘Well, I’ll do something less loud then. But I’m really not in the mood to talk about soul mates, auras or power transfers this morning.’

      ‘You’re never in the mood to talk about them.’

      ‘You know why,’ she hissed, tears pricking her eyes with a suddenness that took her by surprise.

      Bron knelt in front of her again and took Skye’s hands in hers. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. It just worries me that you deny yourself half of who you’re meant to be.’

      Skye pulled her hands out of Bron’s and stood up. ‘I’m dangerous, Bron. My powers have brought nothing but grief. Why on earth would I want to accept that?’

      Thunder clapped overhead and lightning brightened the sky. A drop of water plopped on the deck, followed by another and then another.

      Glancing up at the storm that was about to break, she said, ‘I’m going inside.’ And without waiting to see what Bron would do, Skye returned to bed, where she managed to hide under the covers, trying not to think about Bron and what she’d said. But it was impossible.

      She was sick and tired of her life being at the mercy and whims of other people. She couldn’t remember much about her parents—apart from a few things like how her mother had tucked them into bed with a kiss, her time with them had been lost to her in the trauma of the accident—but from what her grandpa had told her, they’d tried to mould her into something dangerous. After their deaths, her grandparents had tried to reshape her with varying degrees of success and now her brother and her friends, with the best of intentions, wanted her to rethink and change what had been done to her. Now Jason wanted something from her she just couldn’t give.

      She was Skye Morghanna Cantrae and she wasn’t going to be pushed and shoved around by anyone any more.

      She would head over to Cantrae House to give her grandmother a serve. Morrigan would be there on a Saturday. Her grandmother always spent the afternoon with River before getting ready to go out to the ballet or a concert. Skye would also find some time today to tell her friends to back off. And then she would finish off the day by telling Jason McVale the sad truth—well, as much as she could tell a normal—so he would leave her alone.
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      Morrigan wasn’t home when Skye arrived. She wasn’t the only one surprised by this. Ferris admitted, after she questioned him, that Morrigan hadn’t been acting herself lately; that she seemed worried about something and had been making an awful lot of secretive phone calls and disappearing for hours on end.

      ‘I’m worried it has something to do with Master River.’ Ferris frowned as he confided this to her. ‘He seems to be getting worse, lost in that fugue state more and more, and the times in between, he’s been talking about things that make no sense at all. I’m afraid he’s going to have a terrible blow-up soon and I think maybe madame is trying to find someone to help him. I overheard her say something about that on the phone earlier when I walked into the study to tell her you had called and were coming over.’

      ‘She knew I was coming? And she still left? What did she say?’

      He nodded. ‘She just thanked me and waved me out. A little while later I heard her leave—she didn’t tell me where she was going or how long she would be gone for. I am rather worried, miss.’

      So was Skye. It was totally unlike Morrigan to avoid a conflict with her granddaughter and yet Ferris’ words were proof she was doing exactly that. Her grandmother was avoiding her. But why?

      Thanking Ferris, she wandered up to River’s room. Her twin was in a strange mood, jumping at shadows and talking about things that made no sense and then sitting there, staring at nothing for ages, not moving or even blinking.

      The storm had passed so she took him out to the garden again, but even the new contemplation glade he’d created didn’t bring him out of his mood. He kept looking past her and talking as if someone was there with them. When she couldn’t stand it any longer, she asked, ‘Who are you talking to, River?’

      ‘Grandpa. You could hear him too if only you’d open yourself to him like you did at the cemetery.’

      A shiver chased down her spine as he looked at her, his hazel eyes bright and clear. She wanted to deny what he said, but couldn’t.

      ‘Grandpa says you need to use your eye.’ He touched her forehead with a very warm finger.

      Skye gasped. ‘River! You’re boiling hot.’ She took his hand. ‘If you weren’t feeling well, you should have said something. I wouldn’t have brought you out into the cold.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said, walking alongside her. ‘I like the cold. But Skye, you’re not listening.’ He stopped, pulling her to a halt with him. ‘Grandpa says you need to listen and see like Papa taught you.’

      ‘Papa didn’t teach me anything I wish to remember. And you can’t talk to Grandpa, River. It’s not safe. Please promise me you won’t do it again.’

      ‘I will stop talking to him when you start to listen. You should be able to hear him. You heard him the other day. Why won’t you hear him now?’

      Skye shook her head, not knowing how to respond. She didn’t want to talk about this. Talking about her powers would only make them push to the fore. So she took his hand and lied. ‘I promise I’ll try to listen, River. But come on. We have to get you inside before you get sicker than you already are.’

      She got him up to his room, where he soon fell asleep. Before she left, though, she asked Ferris to tell Morrigan she needed to speak to her and to please give her a call. She told him it was about River, hoping that would make a difference.

      Troubled thoughts filled her mind as she drove home. Still caught up in the darkness of them, she let herself into the house, dumped her keys in the bowl on the front hall stand and began to take off her coat.

      ‘Jason called.’

      Skye jumped at the voice close behind her and swung to face Bron, her arms still caught in her coat sleeves. ‘Oh, Bron, it’s you.’

      ‘Who else would it be?’

      ‘Nobody.’ She pulled her arms out of her coat. ‘Sorry, I was lost in thought. What did you say?’

      ‘Jason called. He said he would be here at seven.’

      Skye swore as she saw all the questions in her friend’s eyes, but rather than answering any of them, she moved past Bron and down the hall. ‘I’m going to have a shower.’

      ‘Shells and I are going out to see a movie, but now we might just catch a later one.’

      ‘Great,’ Skye said, waving behind her. She swore again. Her friends staying to greet Jason was just one more way the universe had chosen today to show her that despite her decision to take back control of her life, she really didn’t have control over much of anything.
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      Even though it was only five, she decided to run a bath, have a soak, wash her hair and give it an extra conditioning treatment.

      At six-thirty she ran out of things to do to get ready and realised she’d have to walk out into the family room. She sighed, knowing she couldn’t escape forever the million and one questions Bron and Shelley would have about Jason and what was going on between them.

      Bron, of course, ran a critical eye over Skye when she emerged from her bedroom and said, ‘You’re not putting on something nicer than your jeans?’

      At the same time, Shelley said, ‘So, you’re going out with Adam’s brother. The same brother you met up at the snow and had a one-night stand with.’

      ‘That’s right.’ Skye looked daggers at Bron, who had the grace to look chagrined.

      ‘Is that a good idea?’

      Skye almost growled. ‘I don’t need you judging me,’ she said. ‘Either of you. I’m only going on the date so I can tell him that we can’t go out.’

      ‘You should have just told him to stop harassing you this morning when you called him.’

      ‘It’s not harassment if she likes it,’ Bron said with a smirk.

      Skye lost her temper. ‘That’s it!’ She pointed her finger first at Bron and then at Shelley. ‘This is my decision and my life and I want you to butt out. You know why I can’t get into a relationship.’ She’d told them everything in one long, sob-fest years ago, so she couldn’t understand their attitudes now. ‘End of discussion.’

      Absolute silence followed her outburst and she turned away, unable to stand their hurt expressions. ‘I want to make my own decisions. Everyone keeps trying to make them for me and I don’t like it. Is it so wrong or surprising that I feel that way?’

      ‘No,’ Bron said, coming up behind her to slip her arms around her in a hug. ‘I’m sorry if I upset you.’

      Skye nodded, returning the hug, but then stepped out of Bron’s hold.

      Shelley said, ‘Well, if this Jason is as annoying as his brother, I think you’re making the right decision.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Skye murmured, glad for a return to the original topic. However, she didn’t feel as buoyed by Shelley’s approval as she should. A man that gorgeous, charming and sexy could never be truly annoying. Besides, he’d only been trying to persuade her to go on a date with him in the most romantic way possible, like something from one of their favourite romance movies.

      Fudge! Was she defending him? To herself?

      ‘It’s not seven yet, Skye. Come and sit down. You’re making me edgy, pacing around like that.’

      Skye tried to do what Shelley suggested, but a moment later she was up, pacing again, this time behind the couch where they were sitting so they could continue to watch whatever they’d been watching when she’d emerged from her bedroom.

      She caught her reflection in the mirror by the front door. She’d put jeans on as she’d decided to do this morning, but hadn’t been able to resist wearing the pretty scoop-necked cashmere top she’d bought at the snow. It was in a shade of green that brought out the flaming colour of her hair and the jewel sparkle of her green eyes.

      However, she looked pale against all that colour. Almost like she was sick. Or afraid.

      She didn’t want to look afraid. A little bit of make-up might fix that.

      Marching off to the bathroom, she put on some mascara, a little blush and a light green eye-shadow that enhanced the gold flecks in the green of her eyes. She brushed some pink gloss on her lips and smacked them together, eyeing herself critically in the mirror. ‘That’s better.’ Although it still wasn’t right. With her hair pulled back like that she looked too young. Vulnerable.

      Pulling her hair out of the ponytail, she grabbed some of Bron’s mousse and bent over to scrunch it through.

      The door opened behind her and, thinking it was either Shelley or Bron, she stood up, flipping her hair back, and turned to face the door. ‘How do I loo—’ The words died on her lips.

      Jason stood in the doorway, his eyes piercing her with a look that was so hot she was surprised she didn’t go up in flames.

      ‘You look good enough to eat,’ he murmured after a long pause.

      Skye laughed nervously. ‘You sound like the Big Bad Wolf.’

      His gaze swept down her length and then back up again before meeting hers. ‘Are you going to be my Little Red Riding Hood and get the better of me?’

      Skye swallowed hard. ‘I’m going to try.’

      He grinned, that lopsided grin that tugged at her heart. ‘I’m going to enjoy that.’

      They stared at each other, desire pulsing in the air between them. Skye gritted her teeth, trying her best to ignore it, but it was impossible.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked when she managed to get her mouth working again.

      His wolfish grin widened, eyes sparkling. ‘You asked me on a date.’

      Her mouth dropped open. ‘I did no such thing. You asked me two weeks ago. I just finally said yes.’

      ‘I love it when you get all pissy. Your eyes flash like green fire.’

      The compliment streaked right to her core; her muscles clenched, her nipples puckered.

      His nostrils flared and he shook his head, seeming to almost vibrate on the spot before taking a step into the room. He turned and closed the door.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Panic and desire shot through her as he turned back to face her. Her eyes darted to the closed door at his back. ‘Where are Bron and Shelley? Why did you come in here rather than wait out there for me?’

      He stepped towards her, like some kind of wildcat marking its prey. No. He wasn’t feline enough for that. There was too much power, too much hungry intensity. He was more like a wolf on the hunt.

      She shivered.

      His nostrils flared again as he answered her question. ‘They went to the movies. Bron said you were in the bathroom. She told me to come on through.’

      ‘Did she just.’ Skye swore under her breath.

      ‘Yes. And I have to say, I’m not sorry they’re gone.’

      He took another step towards her. She didn’t move. She refused to back up.

      Then he was there, in front of her, his warmth wrapping around her. He lifted his hand, brushed her hair away from her face.

      ‘I wasn’t going to do this until after the date, but you’re making it harder than I thought possible to put it off any longer.’

      ‘Do what?’

      It was a stupid question. She could see it in his eyes. She knew she should stop him when he cupped her face, but his long, strong fingers, incredibly gentle, were a brand against her skin, and any words of protest that might have been in her head died in the flame of his touch.

      ‘Skye.’ The sound of her name brushed across her face with his breath and then his lips were on hers.

      The contact made her jerk with the flash of desire that pulsed through her. She gasped. He took advantage of her open mouth, stroking her tongue with his, the kiss hot and wet and wild. She leaned in to him just as she had at the snow, but knew she couldn’t give herself over to what he made her feel. She didn’t want to lead him on. She had to tell him now, before this got out of hand.

      ‘Jason,’ she said as his lips left hers to kiss a line of fire across her jaw. Hell, it was so hard to say anything when his lips marked her with the possession that seemed inherent in his desire, but she made herself form the words. ‘Jason, you have to stop.’

      ‘Do you really want me to?’

      She groaned as he suckled at her pulse point, his hands dipping to her waist, pulling her against the firm length of him. ‘No … but we have to talk.’

      He reared up, hands cupping her face once again and looked down into her eyes, the blue of his intense and bright; they pierced her soul like lightning in the night sky.

      ‘I want you more than I want to breathe. Please, don’t ask me to stop. It will hurt more than you know.’

      ‘Jason,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t want to hurt you, but—’

      ‘Then don’t say a word. What you’ve got to say will surely keep until later.’

      ‘But it will change your mind about me.’

      ‘Believe me when I tell you, nothing can do that. The question is, will it change what you feel about me right now?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then live in this moment. That’s all I ask.’

      She stared at him. He didn’t move, didn’t even seem to breathe as he waited for her response.

      She couldn’t breathe either. Couldn’t think. All she could do was give in.

      Without another word, she twined her arms around his neck, threaded her fingers into the silky warmth of his hair and sucked his full lower lip into her mouth.

      He groaned, hands racing down her back, coming up to brush the sides of her breasts. As he deepened the kiss, he pulled her closer to him, the rigid heat of him pressing against her stomach. His other hand came around to cup her breast, an intimate possession she leaned into.

      His thumb swept across her nipple in response.

      She whimpered.

      He did it again.

      She jerked and pressed closer to him.

      ‘Where’s your bedroom?’

      ‘What?’ She looked up at him, eyes dazed.

      By the Moon! He couldn’t wait, even for a second longer, not with her looking at him like that. ‘Never mind,’ Jason growled, his wolf in his throat as he kissed along her chin and down her neck. ‘The bench will do.’

      ‘Do for wha—’ She gasped as he sucked on her pulse point again.

      He lifted the soft, clingy top over her head in one sweep. She barely seemed to notice as her lips sought his again. He had her bra off a few seconds later, her beautiful breasts cupped in his hands. Her nipples pebbled in his palms, tight and hot as he brushed across them once, twice.

      Taking her mouth with his, he kissed her in a deep, drugging tangle of tongue and lips.

      Mine.

      He wasn’t sure if the thought was his, his wolf’s or Skye’s, heard through the mating bond, but he smiled at the knowledge that it was true.

      She didn’t smile as she undid the buttons of his shirt, just looked at him with that hot, intense gaze and then brushed the shirt from his shoulders, her touch creating a blaze of flame on his skin. He let go of her long enough to allow her to slip it from his arms and then pulled her close again, breasts crushed against his chest.

      Fuck! That felt so good. So right.

      She whimpered and pushed closer.

      He slid one hand into her hair and the other between them to find her breast. He cupped it, brushed his knuckles across the pink flush of her nipple. She closed her eyes, a breath shuddering out of her mouth, her teeth catching on her plump bottom lip, cutting in when he pinched her nipple, making her jerk again.

      He brushed his thumb across the abused lip before bending to lick the little drop of blood away. Tracing her beautiful lips with his tongue, he swept across the seam as his fingers stroked and caressed her.

      She sighed again, opening to him. He kissed her, long and deep, her breath a hot enticement as he moved from her mouth, kissing, licking and nipping her jaw and down her throat to the hard pebbles he caressed with his hands.

      He took one of her nipples into his mouth, sucking it deep, soothing it with his tongue.

      She cried out, vibrating against him, pushing her pelvis against his engorged cock.

      Damn jeans! They were strangling him. But he couldn’t undo them without letting her go. And he didn’t want to take his hands from her. Or his mouth. But he could take care of her jeans and keep touching her.

      Kneeling, he peeled her jeans down her legs, his lips caressing the skin he bared inch by slow inch.

      She trembled and gasped, her knees shaking.

      He lifted her onto the bench, removed her boots and socks and pulled her jeans off the rest of the way, his lips following in the denim’s wake, the scent of her desire teasing him. Looking up at her, sitting on the bench, wearing nothing but a little scrap of lime green silk with black lace edgings that matched the bra he’d tossed aside, he grinned then sucked her toe into his mouth.

      She moaned.

      He twirled his tongue around her big toe and looked up the length of her leg. She leaned back on her palms, eyes closed, plump lips open slightly, begging to be kissed. Her nipples thrust out from pert breasts. She was an enticement he could barely deny. But first, he had to finish with her feet. He sucked another toe into his mouth, his tongue swirling around the soft, fragrant skin.

      She smelled so good.

      He ran his hands up her silky-smooth legs, enjoying the trembles in her muscles, and turned his attention to her other foot. She moaned again.

      His cock was so hard now he was afraid it was going to be cut in two if he didn’t do something about his jeans. Still sucking on her toes, he managed to shed the rest of his clothes.

      Unable to resist the enticement of her, he ran his hands up her legs, his lips following their path, licking, nipping, sucking.

      She tossed her head back and forth, muttering gasped pleas for mercy. He smiled. He wasn’t ready to give her mercy yet.

      Pushing her legs a little wider, he slicked his thumb over her cleft. She trembled and cried out, grasping his head, stopping him from putting his mouth to her most delicate flesh. But that suited him. Holding her gaze, he slid his thumb into her cleft again. ‘So wet,’ he murmured, sliding his thumb into her, before circling it around her clitoris.

      ‘Oh, God,’ she sobbed.

      He repeated the motion before lifting his thumb and sucking it into his mouth. ‘So sweet. I want to taste more.’

      She shook her head, eyes bright with need. ‘If you don’t come inside me right now, I might die.’

      All his good intentions were blown to cinders by her words. He reared up, tore her panties from her and buried himself deep inside with one swift stroke.

      She came immediately, the orgasm clenching around him, urging him to his own release. But he held back. Bending his head, he took her mouth with his as he drew slowly out; her muscles clenched, trying to draw him back in.

      He obliged by pulling her close to the edge of the bench and impaling her on his length all the way to her core. She cried out, but he caught her cry with his mouth, sucking her tongue into his as he repeated the action again and again.

      She clung to him, her breasts crushed against his chest as he buried one hand deep into her hair to hold her head in place as he plundered her mouth while his cock thrust inside her.

      He could feel her building towards another orgasm, smell the sweet musk of her desire sinking into his skin again where it belonged.

      Oh, by the Moon. He’d missed this. He never wanted to stop.

      And that determination had him continuing even as she orgasmed again.

      When her spasms stopped, he picked her up, still buried deep inside her and whispered into her mouth, ‘Where’s your bed? I want to finish this in your bed.’

      ‘Opposite door,’ she said, her voice a bare husk of sound as his lips skimmed over her throat.

      He turned with her in his arms, her legs clinging to his waist, each step acting as a thrust that made her whimper. They made it across the bathroom and the hall. He kicked the bedroom door closed behind him and then they fell on her bed, the fall pushing him deeper inside her.

      She arched up into him, her legs wrapped around his waist. He bent to take her nipple in his mouth. She cried out, hands chasing over him, pulling him closer. He drove into her, faster and faster, his tongue working first on one breast, then the other before returning to her mouth.

      He loved her mouth. He wanted to see it wrapped around his cock—the thought was enough to make him finally lose his control.

      He gripped her hands, holding them against the sheets next to her head as he moved with her, their mouths clashing as she built to another orgasm. Unable to hold back, he spilled himself into her. His wolf howled its pleasure in his mind and he felt the second link of the mating click into place.

      Ecstasy thrilled through him as this important thread of the bond resonated through every fibre of his being. He longed to shout his joy to the world for the strengthening of something he never expected to happen to him. The intensity of it swept through him but the last thing he wanted was to frighten her away at this moment. Instead, he gathered her to him, face buried in her neck, breathing in the scent of her. Hands splayed on her back and hip, he rolled her over so his weight didn’t crush her and just held her close.

      They lay like that for a long time, her head on his shoulder, hair spread across her back and his chest, her limbs lax against him.

      A lazy smile spread on his lips as he began to stroke her hair away from her face, kissing her temple when he’d bared it.

      ‘So much for starting over and having our date first. This kind of went the way of the first time we met,’ he whispered finally.

      She laughed, but then the laugh choked on a sob and she began to cry.

      ‘Hey, hey.’ He tried to take her face in his hands, but she buried it in his shoulder and all he could do was hold her, stroke the wild, silken mass of her hair as she sobbed into his shoulder, her tears hot on his skin. ‘What’s the matter? I’ve never made a woman burst into tears after sex before. Did I do something wrong?’

      She reeled back, her eyes sparkling with her tears, and punched him in the chest. ‘No, goddamn you. I wish you had. Then this wouldn’t have happened.’

      ‘I’m rather glad it did. Aren’t you?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, her lip trembling again.

      ‘You don’t seem happy about it.’

      ‘I’m not. This isn’t at all what I planned.’

      ‘You had a plan?’

      ‘Yes. And now it’s going to be so much harder to make you see.’

      ‘Make me see what?’

      ‘Why we can’t be together.’

      ‘It’s too late for that. We are together.’

      ‘Don’t say that.’ A tear traced down her cheek.

      He brushed it away. ‘Please don’t cry.’

      She closed her eyes. ‘How can I feel so close to you when I barely know you? And it gets worse every time I see you.’

      ‘I feel the same way,’ he said cautiously. ‘It’s like we’re connected.’

      ‘I don’t want to be connected.’

      He almost gasped at her words. They were a slash at his heart. ‘You don’t want to?’

      ‘I can’t. I wasn’t going to give in to it, to you, but then you turned up and I just can’t seem to say no. And yet I should have. I’ve been so selfish. I shouldn’t have let this happen. When I tell you about me—’ She stopped, her lips trembling.

      His heart clenched, the tenuous new threads of the bond vibrating dangerously, close to snapping. Carefully, he cupped her face, brushing her tears away. ‘Shh. Give me a chance to recover from what we just did and then we can talk about it.’ He kissed the tears from her cheeks, kissed the tremble from her lips. ‘I’m sure it can’t be as bad as you think.’ He pulled her back down to his chest.

      There was resistance in every line of her body but he couldn’t have this conversation with her now. If she denied him at this moment, the fine thread that was the second step of the mating bond would snap—and he couldn’t bear to lose that now when he’d just felt its joy.

      So he kept stroking her hair and her back and eventually she relaxed beside him and fell asleep, her soft breath puffing over his chest.

      The thread of the mating bond stopped vibrating so violently, and finally, feeling a little more secure, he reluctantly pulled out of her and settled her next to him.

      She didn’t stir.

      He looked down at her, fear clutching at his chest for just a moment, but her eyes were closed and she was breathing normally, unlike the time she’d flamed out. She hadn’t used any magic while they’d made love this time; her eyes had remained their usual gold flecked green throughout.

      Cordy had been right. As had his wolf. He grinned as he pressed his lips against the top of her head. The strength in the fledgling mating bond meant his wolf knew he wouldn’t hurt her this time.

      He yawned and closed his eyes again. He just hoped he could make her see.
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      Jason was woken by a knock on the door.

      ‘Have you two finished making wild monkey love, yet? Shelley and I are making pancakes. We figure you need sustenance. Don’t be long.’

      Jason blinked and rubbed his eyes. Skye stirred beside him.

      ‘Pancakes?’ She yawned, stretched. ‘What time is it?’

      Light outlined the curtains. She’d slept the night in his arms. The mating bond was still tenuous, but far stronger because of that act of trust. He couldn’t help smiling as he said, ‘Morning, by the look of it.’

      She sat up abruptly, pulling the sheet against her breasts to cover them. ‘Morning! We slept through the night?’ She dropped her face in her hands. ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’ She peered at him between her fingers. ‘You shouldn’t be here. I was supposed to tell you last night this wouldn’t happen again. It can’t happen again.’

      He couldn’t help it. He chuckled. ‘But it did happen again. And I can’t say I regret it. Do you?’

      ‘Regret it? Of course I regret it.’

      The words punched him in the chest. ‘You didn’t enjoy yourself?’

      ‘I— you— It was the best sex of my life. Even better than the first time. But that’s not the point.’

      ‘It isn’t? Can you tell me what is?’

      She glared at him for a moment and then threw the sheet back with a sound of frustration. ‘You don’t understand,’ she fumed and stormed across the room, showing everything she had tried to hide from him a moment before.

      She was so beautiful. His perfect mate. Perhaps he should tell her that. But as she turned and saw him watching her, green eyes sparking with annoyance, he realised that might not go over too well now.

      She pulled open the top dresser drawer with a jerk, grabbed some underwear, shoved the drawer closed with a bang and then pulled the underwear on with quick, jerky movements. ‘I want you to go. I’m too mad at myself, and you, at the moment to talk to you.’

      He pulled back the doona and stood up. Her gaze darted over him, catching on his enlarged cock before darting back up to his face again. He smiled and shrugged.

      ‘What do you expect when you march around in front of me naked? It doesn’t mean I’m going to jump you.’

      ‘You did last night.’

      ‘I gave you fair warning. If you’d told me no, I would have backed off. It was your choice. But you know that.’

      She cursed under her breath and he had to stop himself from laughing at her delightful combination of faux swear words.

      She glanced back over at him after she’d pulled on a top she’d picked up from the armchair in the corner that was covered with clothes. ‘Can you please get dressed? It’s really difficult trying to talk with you when you’re naked.’ She grabbed a pair of tracksuit pants and pulled them on.

      ‘My clothes are still in the bathroom. I’m happy to go and get them as long as you understand we are going to talk. I’m not leaving this house until we have.’

      She sat down on the armchair with a plonk. ‘I know. I suppose it’s best we get this over with rather than putting it off again.’

      He raised his brow at her tone. She sounded resigned, and not a little depressed. Whatever had her tied up in knots thinking that she couldn’t be with him, it was real to her. And it wasn’t going to be easily smoothed over with a few words from him about her destiny. Perhaps if he showed her, she would understand.

      He walked over to her, knelt down and took her hand in his. She didn’t pull away, but she didn’t look at him either. ‘Skye.’

      Her mouth twisted as if she was fighting tears. The fact that she was so upset tore at his insides.

      ‘Skye. I know you think we can’t be together and I think I might know why you think that.’

      Her gaze flared up to meet his. ‘How could you know? Who told you?’

      He shook his head. ‘Nobody told me. They didn’t have to. It’s instinctive, what you’re feeling. The bond between a witch and the Alpha is strong and overwhelming without other complications.’ Confusion clouded her eyes. ‘By the Moon, I’m not explaining this right.’ He stood, ran his hand through his hair and paced back and forth before looking down at her, his gaze seeking hers. ‘I am a Were. I’m not wholly human, as you are not wholly human.’

      ‘I am human—’

      ‘You are a witch. There’s a difference.’

      She gasped. ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘Because I’m Were. And not only that, I’m your Alpha and you are bonded to me through the Alpha–Pack Witch bond.’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

      He ran his hand through his hair and knelt before her again. ‘I know you can’t remember your early childhood, otherwise you would have known what I was just by looking at me. And I know you’re not oblivious to your magic. You know you’re a witch. But something is stopping you from tapping into those powers that are essential to who you are.’

      ‘You can’t know about that.’

      ‘But I do know about it—which goes to prove what I’m saying is true.’ He grabbed her hand, held it, even when she tried to pull away. ‘I know it’s confusing to you because you can’t remember. All I’m asking is that you look deep inside yourself. If you do, you’ll see I’m telling you the truth.’

      Her eyes glittered with fear as she took a shuddering breath and shook her head. ‘I can’t.’

      ‘Whoever murdered your parents and stole you away from us to bring on the Curse took so much from you. I’d kill them for that alone if I hadn’t already sworn my revenge.’

      ‘Murder?’ She paled. ‘My parents weren’t murdered. And I wasn’t stolen.’ She pulled her hand out of his, rubbing at her fingertips. ‘I want you to leave. Now.’

      He stood, but he wasn’t going. ‘If you won’t listen to the truth, I’ll have to show you. And thanks to you, I can.’

      He pulled the magic she’d given him and wrapped it around himself. His skin tingled, a glorious rush of pleasure-pain swept through him as the world shifted and glowed with the golden-rainbow light of his change. He fell to all fours before her and for a moment lost sight of her in the vibrant light of the change.

      When he could see her again her eyes were round with shock. He waited for recognition to follow—she’d seen this change many times when she was young.

      Terror swept through her eyes—the emerald green turned to swirling, inky black as she pulled her legs onto the armchair and scooted to the back of it. Then she began to scream.
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      Skye’s screams pealed through the air. She knew she was screaming, knew it wouldn’t keep the wolf from attacking, but she couldn’t seem to stop. She also couldn’t seem to move.

      Jason had turned into a wolf. Right in front of her.

      A great big motherfucking silver and gold wolf.

      Fear, deeply ingrained, swept through her. An electric burn surged down her arms, into her hands. Before she could think what that meant, fire leapt from her fingertips towards the large wolf.

      The wolf managed to twist out of the way of the flames, but she knew she’d singed it. Could smell the scent of burned fur.

      She stopped screaming, the fear of her magic even greater than the fear of the wolf standing before her.

      Fire leapt from her fingertips again.

      The wolf whimpered and stepped closer. Blue flames lashed out at him, just missing him and singeing the carpet.

      ‘Skye, stop.’

      ‘Skye, stop.’

      She heard the two voices intertwining, Jason’s inside her head and Grandpa’s coming from right beside her.

      Blue fire arced out of her fingers now in response. ‘I can’t. I can’t,’ she cried as the heat of the fire ran up her arms, expanding in her chest.

      ‘Breathe through it. Push it back.’

      She tried to listen to her grandpa’s words but it was so hard to hear past the roaring in her ears.

      Oh God! She couldn’t make it stop.

      Her eyes were burning now with the heat of the flame inside her and seeing the wolf whimpering in front of her, looking at her with Jason’s eyes, didn’t help. She knew it was him, didn’t want to hurt him, but he was a wolf, so like the large dog that had attacked her when she was younger, so much like River when he—

      She clutched at her head as sharp, slicing pain stabbed into her mind. Something warm trickled from her nose as the pain intensified. Her vision went dark. Someone was screaming.

      Her eyes rolled up in her head and she fell.

      Jason caught her as she went down, having made the change the moment she stopped shooting blue fire at him and clutched at her head.

      The door behind him burst open.

      ‘What the hell happened?’

      ‘Can someone get a cool cloth?’ he snapped, carrying her to the bed. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Shelley and Bron at the door looking at the smouldering carnage, Adam standing behind them.

      Shelley’s gaze darted to him and then to Skye as he laid her on the bed. ‘I’ll get my things. But when I come back, you’ve got some questions to answer.’ She turned, edging past Adam, careful not to touch him.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Jason asked his brother as he wiped the hair from Skye’s sweat-soaked brow.

      ‘Bron called. Said you might need some back-up.’ He stepped into the room. ‘Whoa, I can see she was right. What the hell happened in here, Jase? Did she flame out again?’

      ‘No. She didn’t. Everything was fine. In fact, the second part of the mating ritual kicked in, even though I never intended it to.’

      ‘Shit. Well, congratulations?’

      If he hadn’t been so worried about Skye, Jason would have laughed at his brother’s tone. But any comment he was going to make was cut off by Bron as she walked over and hit him across the head.

      ‘You’re mating to her and you haven’t told her what you are?’

      Jason’s gaze darted accusingly to Adam, but Adam held up his hands in surrender and said, ‘I never told her. She guessed. She reads auras, among other things. Apparently ours are so animalistic she can almost see the outline of our wolves in them.’

      ‘And you don’t have a problem with this?’

      Bron snorted. ‘I’m from an ancient Wiccan family who have links back to the covens who tied themselves to the Were for protection. I’ve read the family grimoires—although, until I met you and Adam, I always thought they were an allegory of some kind. But after getting to know Adam, it was hard not to believe what was right in front of my eyes.’ Her attention focused on her friend once again. ‘I had no idea Skye was a Pack Witch. Although it does explain a lot.’

      Jason’s mind spun as he processed this information. He hadn’t known there were people outside the Were and their covens who might know about them and their histories. ‘Okay. So you know a lot more than I ever thought you might. But can you help Skye?’

      ‘It depends on what you did.’

      ‘Why do you think it was something I did?’

      She shook her head at him. ‘Do you think I’m an idiot?’

      ‘I don’t know you well enough to think you anything.’

      She snorted at that. ‘Yes, well, whatever you may think of me or Wiccans in general, we do know about power even though we might not have any we can truly call our own.’ She edged closer and reached out to touch Skye.

      He growled at her.

      She snatched her hand back, shooting him a look of outrage. ‘I’m not going to hurt her.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ He looked away. ‘I know you’re her friend, but when she’s so helpless like this, my wolf can’t help but be a little protective.’

      Bron huffed out a laugh. ‘I don’t think it’s just the wolf.’ She looked at Skye. ‘As I was saying, ever since I’ve known Skye, she’s kept her powers bound because she’s afraid of them and what they can do. There is no way she would let them loose like she just did without provocation. So, I ask again, what did you do?’

      Jason ran his hand through his hair, looking down at his mate. ‘I was trying to tell her about myself, but it was like she couldn’t hear me, or didn’t want to. So, I thought the best thing to do was to show her.’

      ‘Why are men such idiots?’ Shelley asked as she marched into the room with a first-aid kit in one hand, his clothes in the other. She threw them at him. ‘You changed into a wolf in front of her? It’s no wonder she spat fire at you.’

      Jason’s hackles rose at her tone and he had to stop himself from growling. Instead, he stood and pulled his jocks and jeans on. ‘Why do you think that caused it? She’s seen Weres changing before. Her own mother and her brother used to change in front of her all the time and even though her memories seem to be blocked from her, I know they’re in there somewhere. Otherwise, how on earth did she know how to channel her magic into me up at the snow? I just don’t understand why she’d react with such fear.’

      ‘She’s frightened of big dogs, you moron,’ Shelley snarled, picking up Skye’s wrist to check her pulse.

      ‘What?’

      ‘She was attacked by something big and wolf-like when she was younger,’ Bron said.

      ‘When did this happen?’

      ‘When she was a child,’ Shelley said, placing Skye’s wrist on her chest and then lifting her lids to check her pupils. ‘For all we know, it could have been one of your kind she remembers going after her and her brother.’

      ‘Impossible. A Were would never attack a witch, let alone a Pack Witch. Her existence is more than precious to us: it’s essential.’

      ‘Fine,’ Shelley said. ‘But she was still attacked by a big dog, like a German shepherd or something. So it’s no wonder she completely freaked out when she saw you turning into one. Why you didn’t think to come to us to find out about Skye is beyond me.’

      ‘That’s what Adam was doing.’

      ‘Well, he was really bad at it. You should have sent someone a little less annoying.’

      ‘Can you stop shouting? My head is killing me.’

      ‘Skye!’

      Skye winced as her name was shouted at her by four voices. The bed dipped beside her and then cool hands were on her forehead while her hand was clasped in a warm, firm grip.

      She knew the cool hands were Shelley’s, but the other hands—those hands had touched her last night, all over, bringing so much pleasure.

      This morning, she’d seen them transform into paws.

      Skye shot upright on the bed and away from that warm grip. Eyes wide, nostrils flared, she clasped her hands to her chest, crouching, ready to spring away at the first sign of attack.

      But there was no attack.

      Jason sat on the edge of the bed, Bron and Adam behind him. There was no sign of the big wolf.

      ‘Skye?’

      Her head whipped around to see Shelley standing beside her. Then her gaze returned to Jason. ‘You were a wolf.’

      ‘It’s okay, Skye. He won’t change again, will you Jason?’

      Skye’s gaze darted between them, Shelley’s words confirming what she’d seen hadn’t been the product of a nightmare. ‘You changed into a wolf,’ she repeated, needing him to confirm it.

      Jason nodded.

      Skye gasped in a breath and turned to Shelley. ‘And you knew he could do that?’

      Shelley nodded. ‘Bron told me last night. She’s known about Adam and his brother since not long after meeting Adam.’

      Her gaze shot to Bron. ‘You knew they were warlocks and yet you let them be around me? How could you?’

      ‘They’re not warlocks, Skye. They’re Were.’

      Skye clutched her head as pain spiked through her again. ‘He used that word.’ She refused to look at Jason, let alone say his name. She was afraid if she did, the fear would make her magic flare again. ‘Is it some fancy word used for a magic user that I don’t know about?’

      ‘He isn’t a magic user.’

      ‘Then how was he able to change into a wolf?’

      ‘Don’t you remember, Skye?’

      She shook her head against the sound of his gentle voice. ‘No. You don’t get to talk to me. In fact, you can’t be here. I can’t be around magic users. It’s too dangerous. I want you to go. You and your brother.’

      ‘I can’t go until you understand.’

      ‘Get out,’ she shouted, clutching at her aching head. ‘Get out. Get out. Get out!’

      He didn’t budge.

      Heat tingled in her fingertips. She looked down at them. Blue fire sparked there. ‘Oh God. Oh God. It’s happening again.’

      ‘Skye. Calm down. Breathe.’

      She tried to do as her grandpa told her, but it made no difference. ‘I can’t. I can’t.’

      ‘Shelley. Grab her hands. It’ll help ground her. The fire isn’t enough to hurt you yet.’

      ‘Okay,’ Shelley said, leaning forward to grab Skye’s hands.

      The burning, tingling sensation abated.

      Skye jerked, looking at her friend to whisper, ‘Did you hear that?’ Shelley nodded. ‘You can hear him?’

      ‘Hear who?’ Jason asked, eyes narrowing as he glanced between the friends.

      Shelley rolled her eyes and sighed. ‘It’s not something I talk about. I usually block myself from those spirits who reach out. But your grandpa—he’s kind of loud.’

      Skye’s mouth hung open. ‘Are you saying that’s not the spell voice? That it’s actually my grandpa? And you can hear him?’

      Shelley nodded again, wincing. ‘Yeah. But don’t make a thing of it. I don’t.’

      ‘Tell her what you see, Shelley.’

      ‘Her grandpa wants me to tell you about what I see in her,’ she said, for the benefit of the others.

      ‘I don’t know if I want to hear this,’ Skye muttered.

      ‘Just listen. This is important.’

      ‘I don’t know if I believe you’re real,’ she whispered harshly.

      ‘It doesn’t matter right now if you believe I’m real, love. All that matters is you believe your friends.’

      Shelley gripped Skye’s hand, gave it a shake. ‘I know you don’t believe that magic can be good. I know you shun magic. But one of the reasons we were drawn to you in the first place—despite your surliness—was because of the power in you.’ She smiled affectionately.

      Skye didn’t return her smile.

      She hurried on. ‘Back then, we hardly knew what any of this meant other than what we’d overheard from our grandmothers. But even as ignorant as we were, we couldn’t help picking up on the power that seeped out of you, seemingly without your knowledge or consent.’

      ‘But, that’s not possible,’ Skye protested. ‘Grandpa’s repression spell has been fully functional until that day at the snow. There’s no way I could have been leaking any kind of power. It was well and truly locked away.’

      ‘Believe me. It’s never been fully locked away. Changed, suppressed, yes, but not completely hidden. And it’s got worse since you met him.’ Shelley glanced over at Jason then Adam, her mouth thinning at Adam’s amused grin.

      Skye pulled her hand out of Shelley’s grip, betrayal a tight band on her chest. ‘I want you to go. All of you.’

      ‘Let her finish, love.’

      ‘What else is there to say? He’s a warlock. Shelley and Bron knew and didn’t say anything. I can’t trust any of you.’

      ‘Don’t jump to wrong conclusions. Listen to her, love.’

      ‘That’s not what’s going on.’

      ‘I think you’re losing your touch, Jase.’

      ‘He’s not a warlock, he’s a Were.’

      The voices pummelled at her, Grandpa, Shelley, Adam, Bron, all at once. The only person who didn’t talk was Jason.

      ‘Aren’t you going to defend yourself?’ Her voice, twisted and bitter, hardly sounded like her own. ‘Don’t you have some excuse to make?’

      Jason, who hadn’t moved from where he’d been sitting on the edge of the bed, just shook his head. ‘You didn’t remember, even when I showed you, so I don’t see how saying anything right now is going to make any difference.’

      He sounded defeated, lost. And at that sound, the anger in her died. ‘You’re not going to try and convince me you’re not a warlock?’

      ‘I’m not a warlock. I’m a Were. I have a second natural form—that of a wolf.’

      Skye swallowed hard. ‘As in werewolf?’

      He nodded. ‘It might seem magical, but for too many centuries it was a curse. Then the Pact was made with witches and warlocks to save us both. Them from their magic overloading, and us from our curse. The Pack allowed them to share their magic with us, allowing us to change at will once again, to live in harmony with our wolves. So while I am filled with magic, that magic isn’t mine. It’s yours to give.’

      ‘I haven’t given you anything.’

      Bron grabbed her hand. ‘That’s what Shelley is trying to tell you. You did give him the magic. Up at the snow. The thing you thought was the flu wasn’t.’ She turned to Jason. ‘She flamed out, didn’t she? When you slept with her that first time?’ He nodded, his misery so obvious Skye felt its touch.

      Shelley shook her head at him. ‘Typical male, taking what you want with no thought to the consequences.’

      ‘It wasn’t like that.’

      Shelley opened her mouth to respond but Bron butted in. ‘This isn’t time for recriminations, Shelley. We have to think what’s best for Skye. It doesn’t matter if we don’t like how they went about it, she needs their help.’

      ‘I don’t need their help,’ Skye said, edging further away from all of them.

      ‘Yes, you do. If you don’t want to get sick again, you need to listen to what they’ve got to tell you and try to believe. I don’t want to push you, but I think Jason has a story to tell you of your past. And it’s in your best interests that you listen to what he has to say.’

      ‘Trust your friends, love. You need to hear this. For yourself. For River.’

      Tentatively, trembling because what she was about to do went against everything she’d been brought up to believe, she nodded. She didn’t know if she could trust the voice that Shelley said was actually her grandpa, but she did trust her friends. They might not fully understand the danger that was her magic, but they had never forced her to go against her will. They had her best interests at heart.

      ‘Grandpa is saying I need you to tell me your story. That it will help me and River.’ She looked at Shelley, who nodded her approval. ‘Is that true?’

      ‘River? Your twin, River? He’s alive?’
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      Jason’s senses reeled as his mind repeated what she’d just said.

      ‘Your twin?’ Adam echoed. ‘River?’

      ‘River is alive? He didn’t die in the car accident that killed your parents?’

      Her gaze snapped to him, black suddenly swirling in her eyes once more. ‘Of course he didn’t die. He was severely injured and lives with my grandmother but— How do you know about my brother?’

      Elation at the affirmation her twin was alive warred with the sinking sensation as he saw suspicion cast a nasty cloud in her eyes.

      ‘Your father was our Pack Warlock, your mother a Were Pack Healer. My parents and your parents were friends. My father was not only our Alpha, but he was your godfather as well. I knew your father and your mother. I met you and your brother when you were babies. However, I was in France when your parents were murdered and you were taken.’

      ‘How do you know my parents were murdered?’

      ‘Because the pack felt it the moment they died,’ Adam said. ‘It was like someone had punched a hole through the centre of us, leaving nothing but a jagged wound. Your father sent a vision through his link with the Alpha, our father, and he saw it all. Somebody made that car crash. Then they set the car on fire with them inside it after you were taken from it. We thought River was murdered too, burned in the fire that took your parents, because his consciousness disappeared from the Packbond.’

      She winced.

      Jason wanted to reach for her hand, but she was still crouched up against the bed head, her eyes inky pools of darkness. ‘We grieved.’ He swallowed hard. ‘We all grieved. And now, to find out he’s alive … It’s almost as good as the gift of finding you.’

      Skye closed her eyes as if she was in pain. ‘Are you trying to tell me that River is what you are?’

      He nodded. ‘River is a Were too. And if you didn’t know that …’ He turned to Adam. For once, his brother looked solemn.

      ‘River. Is he okay?’ Jason asked, cautious. ‘He’s not showing signs of insanity, is he? Angry outbursts? Fits that look like he’s being torn apart from the inside?’

      ‘Has he reacted strangely to your magic in the past?’ Adam added. ‘Has he asked for moondust?’

      She jerked at each of their questions, her jaw dropping open, the panic in her eyes confirmation of Jason’s worst fears.

      ‘Where is he?’

      She shook her head, backing away from him as if faced with a rabid dog. If what he suspected about River was true, it must have been a stance she had often adopted.

      He tried to soften his tone, quash the urgency that made him sound angry. ‘Where is he?’ he asked again.

      ‘I’m not telling you.’

      ‘Why not?’ Adam asked.

      ‘You’ve still explained nothing. I’m ready to trust you with the things that concern me, but not my brother. I might not be able to do much for him, but I can protect him.’

      He put his hands up, placating. ‘You don’t understand, Skye. Because of what’s happening to you and your magic, River is in danger. If he’s never changed in front of you in all these years, he’s in more danger than any of the rest of us. It means he’s being tortured in a way you can’t possibly comprehend.’

      He reached towards her, but she flung her arms out. Blue fire sparked on her fingertips. ‘Stay back. I’ll hurt you.’

      ‘You don’t want to hurt me, Skye. You can trust me.’

      She shook her head, eyes flared wide in panic; in fear. That fear cut at his heart.

      ‘I don’t want to trust you. Because if I do, it means what you’re saying is true. And River … Oh God, River.’ Tears filled her eyes. ‘I’m the reason, aren’t I? It’s because of what I am that he’s like he is.’

      He was about to deny her words, horrified she’d interpreted what he’d said in that way, but fire spurted from her fingertips and arced towards him. Skye yelped.

      ‘Skye, you have to calm down.’

      She laughed hysterically. ‘Calm down? It was my job to protect River, and I tried. I did try. But even now, I’m hurting him.’

      Fire struck out again, making Jason and Adam dive out of the way and Bron duck down in the corner.

      Before she could do it again, Shelley grabbed her hands and spun Skye around to face her. ‘Skye, stop.’

      ‘Shelley, don’t. I don’t want to hurt you.’

      ‘You won’t hurt me. Just calm down. Let me help.’

      ‘How can I calm down if what he’s saying about River is true?’

      Shelley shot a pointed look at Jason. ‘I think he’s overstating things. Nothing’s going to happen to River right away and even if it did, you are not at fault. So stop trying to blame yourself.’

      She shook her head. ‘How can I do anything else? They are right. River is getting worse.’ The sound of aching loss in her voice made Jason’s chest tighten. He watched in silent agony as a tear spilled down her cheek. ‘He’s fading away from me every day. And when he’s gone, I know I won’t have any reason to stay. I’ve always known that. He’s my anchor. My reason for being. Without him, I don’t know if I can hold on. I’ll be too dangerous. I’ll need to go. I’ll have to run.’

      ‘No!’

      She jumped at Jason’s cry of grief and rage and turned to face him.

      He stepped towards her, but fire flickered on her hands and he stopped.

      ‘See. I’m so dangerous,’ she whispered.

      ‘You’re our Pack Witch,’ he argued, desperate to make her see. ‘Your magic reacts to me because I’m the Alpha of the pack you belong to. The same pack your father and mother belonged to before you. You’re our Pack Witch. You are the most important being in a pack’s life. We need you.’

      ‘Why? It doesn’t make sense. You say you need my magic, but it is dangerous. You just told me it’s killing River.’

      ‘I never said that. If anything, your power might be able to help River … Remember I told you before, that’s one of the reasons why the Witch–Were Pact was created, to help save the Were from the madness that was taking them?’

      She nodded slowly.

      Relieved she finally seemed to be listening, he hurried on. ‘Do you also remember what I said about why the covens bound themselves to us?’

      ‘You said it was to save them from their powers.’

      He nodded. ‘Their powers were exposing them to the witch hunters, or just outright killing them. Bridgette Colliere, the greatest witch who ever lived, saw a way to help us all. I know it sounds fantastical and I know you have no reason to trust me at the moment. So don’t trust me. Trust your father.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I have his diaries. I have all the Pack Witch Diaries. If you come back with me, you can read them. See for yourself that what I’m telling you is true.’ He held out his hand. ‘My house is close. All you need to do is come with me.’

      Skye stared at his hand, trembling.

      ‘Please come. You’ll see I’m telling the truth. You can even read Bridgette Colliere’s diary. You’re related to her, you know. Her blood flows through your veins. She was a remarkable witch. In fact, there hasn’t been a witch as strong as her until you.’

      ‘No. No. That’s not true. It can’t be true,’ she breathed, holding her hands out to ward him off. Fire flared from her fingers. ‘My magic. It’s evil. It can’t be used for good.’

      Bron shook her head. ‘That’s bullshit. Your magic isn’t dark. It’s so full of light it fills me with wonder. It always has. If it hadn’t been like that, Shelley and I would never have been drawn to you in the first place.’

      ‘Who told you it was evil?’

      ‘My grandpa. My grandmother.’

      ‘They lied.’

      Skye’s mind spun as she shook her head. ‘No. They didn’t. They wouldn’t.’

      ‘Harrison. A little help here?’ Shelley said, talking to the air.

      Skye heard a sigh in her ear and then, ‘They’re right. We lied.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I needed to ensure you never broke out of the binding of the spell. I had no idea about your necessity to the Were or I might have done things differently. I had no idea the magic transfer was symbiotic and necessary to you both. I thought they were using you. I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you with your own power. I didn’t understand.’

      ‘But why? Why would you lie about that? Why didn’t you tell me about my history?’ The flame on her fingers died as hurt and betrayal swept over her.

      ‘Morrigan never wanted you to know about the pack. She’d escaped from what she saw as an eternity of slavery and she didn’t want you tied to that too. But aside from all that, we hid the memories of them from you because it was too dangerous to take you back.’

      As he spoke, Skye was aware of Shelley whispering in the background, telling the others what Harrison said.

      ‘Jason’s pack couldn’t save your parents from the rogue coven. There was no way we were taking a chance with your safety too. But I didn’t understand. I think you need them, Skye, just like they need you. All you have to do is open your mind to your memories and you will see it is so. But finally, if you don’t believe me, ask Morrigan. She’ll tell you. She’s been avoiding you because she’s afraid. But if you ask, she’ll tell you.’

      Skye shook her head, the pain increasing as her grandpa spoke. She couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t take in what she was being told.

      ‘I need to go.’

      ‘You can’t go, Skye,’ Jason said. ‘I need to tell you about the Curse. It’s obvious it’s affected River if he’s never made the change, and it’s only going to get worse. But if you learn to use your magic—’

      She turned to him and pinned him with her stare. ‘I know what you said, and I want to believe you. I do. But I hurt him with my power. I made him worse—’ She pressed her hands to her forehead as the pain spiked.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Shelley asked softly.

      ‘You don’t look good, honey,’ Bron commented.

      ‘I don’t feel very good.’ She stood, stumbled. Jason went to grab her to steady her, but she shied away. ‘Don’t.’ She grasped her head with one hand, holding out her other hand to ward him off. She knew what she was capable of, what she’d done. If he touched her, it would tip her over the edge she was precariously balancing on.

      She had to leave before she fell over the edge and did anything worse.

      With jerky movements, she made her way around the bed towards the door, then stopped. ‘Where are my shoes?’

      Bron handed her some sneakers. She shoved her feet into them and turned to the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I think you need to lie down.’

      She ignored them, making her way past them and out the door. Her shoulder hit the door frame and she almost toppled, but she caught herself against the wall and kept going.

      The others trailed after her.

      She grabbed her keys out of the bowl at the front door and opened it, staggering onto the porch and down the front stairs to her car.

      ‘Skye, honey. I don’t think you should drive.’

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘To see Morrigan.’

      As she hopped in the car she heard Adam ask, ‘Who’s Morrigan?’

      ‘Skye’s grandmother.’

      ‘But her grandmother is dead.’

      Her movements hitched as she heard that, but then she took a breath. Morrigan wasn’t dead. That lie put in question everything else they’d told her—including what they’d said about River. Because if it was true, and she was supposed to save him, then she knew he was truly in danger—she couldn’t do what they wanted. They didn’t understand.

      Her powers killed. They didn’t heal.

      She was about to close the door but Jason’s voice stopped her.

      ‘Skye, please. Say something.’

      She didn’t look at him—couldn’t look at him, knowing it would be too much for her right now. Despite her fear over what he was, she still felt the pull of attraction that went beyond all reason. He said it was because he was her Alpha—whatever that meant. He also said she was their Pack Witch. It sounded like he was claiming her.

      She didn’t want to be claimed. Couldn’t be claimed.

      She closed the door, started the car, then drove away without answering him.

      There was only one person she could speak to now—the person who’d been avoiding her over the last few weeks. She just hoped Morrigan could help make sense out of a life that had suddenly fallen into chaos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Skye drove through the slowly opening gates, past the lions mounted like sentinels on the twelve-foot wall and up the sweeping circular drive to the front door.

      Thinking about what she was here for, she shivered as she rang the bell. She was either about to find out that everything she’d believed in had been a lie, or her dearest friends had betrayed her.

      A sensation ran down her spine akin to someone running their hand in a sensuous glide along her skin. She knew she was being watched, but unlike the sensation she’d experienced over the last few weeks, this didn’t feel intrusive. Even so, she turned, peering out into the garden, trying to pierce the gloom created by the storm clouds.

      She couldn’t see anyone, but as before, she knew someone was there.

      She stared for a moment longer into the shadow, lips pursed, and then turned back to the front door, hugging her arms around her. She wished she’d put on some warmer clothes. The sky was bright and clear as only a spring morning could be after a day of storms, but it was still cold and frost lay on the ground. ‘Come on Ferris, open the door.’ She jigged on the spot, wishing she hadn’t been so stubborn now about giving back her key years ago.

      The door opened.

      ‘Hello, Ferris,’ she breathed in relief.

      ‘Miss. Madame Cantrae received your friend’s call. She is waiting for you in the drawing room.’ His smile was as politely correct as always, but his warm brown eyes invited her in.

      She tensed her fingers around the strap of her handbag and hesitated. She suddenly didn’t want to enter. Did she really want to hear she’d been lied to and betrayed by those who should have cared for her the most?

      ‘Are you coming in, miss?’

      ‘I—’

      ‘Oh good, you’re here.’

      Morrigan Cantrae sauntered into the foyer looking nowhere near how a woman of seventy was supposed to look, with her soft auburn hair, her sparkling green eyes—Skye’s eyes—and her flawless smooth skin with hardly a wrinkle in sight. Dressed in dove grey pants and a crisp white shirt with the colourful triangle of a paisley scarf draped over her shoulders and pearls at her neck and ears, she was poised and sophisticated and far more beautiful than Skye had ever felt in her life.

      ‘Why are you standing in the doorway? Come in. You’re letting in a draught.’

      Skye took a faltering step forward, then another. Ferris closed the door at her back with a quiet snip.

      ‘Ferris, ask Cook to prepare tea and a plate of those lemon biscuits she baked for River.’

      Ferris bowed and said, ‘As you wish, madame.’ He turned away, his face serious, but as he passed Skye, he winked and smiled. She smiled back even though it was the last thing she felt like. The stress of the last twenty-four hours was starting to be felt in aching muscles and a sense of doom. But she didn’t want Ferris to know there was anything wrong. She didn’t want to worry him.

      When he disappeared through the door to the back of the house, Skye faced her grandmother. ‘You’ve been avoiding me. Why?’

      ‘That’s no way to greet your beloved grandmother.’ Morrigan held out her hands in an imperious gesture. Skye wanted to ignore the silent command, but as always, obligation and duty made her stumble forward.

      Morrigan greeted her in the French way, a kiss to either cheek, her lips barely touching Skye’s skin. Skye breathed in the scents of Morrigan’s favourite Chanel No 5 perfume and the sweet scent of the roses that lingered on Morrigan’s hands. Her grandmother had obviously been in the rose garden Grandpa had planted for her to pick and then arrange the flowers in vases herself, a ritual left over from the days when Harrison Cantrae had been alive and insisted on the splashes of colour they brought to the otherwise stark white palette of the house.

      That scent on Morrigan made Skye’s chest ache with the thought of all she’d lost and all she was about to lose when she heard the truth of her past. She swallowed hard as she stepped back, forcing a smile to her mouth. ‘Hello, Gran.’

      Morrigan’s lips twitched, obviously annoyed at Skye’s less than respectful tone. But she didn’t reprimand her, she just stepped aside. ‘Come into the drawing room. There’s much to discuss.’

      The fear Skye had been fighting rose up to swamp her. She needed to do something normal; find some calm in this sea of nauseating turmoil. ‘I’d like to see River.’

      ‘I don’t think that would be a good idea right now.’ Morrigan paused and clasped her hands together, concern furrowing her brow. ‘Your brother had another episode.’

      Skye gritted her teeth. ‘Why didn’t you let me know?’

      ‘It only happened this morning, about an hour or so ago. And quite frankly, my dear, we were too busy dealing with him to think of giving you a call. You can be so egocentric sometimes. It astonishes me.’

      Despite the harsh words, there was uncertainty and fear flickering in her grandmother’s eyes, her face pale under her perfect make-up. Skye’s eyes narrowed. ‘You never want me to see him when he’s had an episode. Is it because he’s Were and you’re afraid he’ll change in front of me and I’ll remember everything you took from me?’

      Morrigan reeled back as if she’d been hit. ‘Where did you hear that word?’ she whispered in a voice so full of terror it made Skye tremble.

      ‘So, it’s true what they told me?’

      ‘Who? Who told you?’

      ‘Jason McVale and his brother, Adam.’

      Morrigan glanced at the front door, her lips trembling. ‘They’ve found you? What did they say?’

      ‘They said I was their … Pack Witch? They need me to use my powers to change a curse and save them.’

      ‘No.’ Morrigan shook her head. ‘The Curse shouldn’t have been triggered. You’re safe. There would be no reason for it to activate.’

      ‘Well, Jason said it has. He told me I was the only one who could break it—right before he turned into a wolf in front of me.’ She shivered. ‘It was terrifying.’

      Morrigan turned away for a moment, her brow furrowed in thought. ‘When did this happen?’

      ‘This morning.’

      Morrigan closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. ‘That would explain what happened to River. He must have felt your terror and acted out.’

      ‘Gran. Morrigan!’ Skye grabbed her grandmother. ‘Are you telling me something is wrong with the blocking spell? That River can feel me through the twin bond again?’

      ‘Yes. That’s precisely what I’m saying. Something has changed in the spell ever since you came back from the snow.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘When did you meet Jason McVale?’

      ‘At the snow.’

      Morrigan blew out a breath. ‘Well, that would explain the change.’

      Skye, shoulders tensed, said, ‘Explain what? Grandpa said—’

      ‘Your grandpa?’ Morrigan looked around her, eyes wide. ‘Is he here?’

      ‘I am. Although, it’s difficult to come through even though the spell isn’t working right.’

      ‘Harrison!’ Morrigan sobbed. ‘Oh, Harrison, thank the Goddess you’re back.’

      Skye’s head spun. ‘You can hear him?’

      Morrigan turned back to face her, green eyes steely. ‘I am a descendent of one of the most powerful witches ever known, and while my magics never truly manifested—a fact I was never allowed to forget because it made me useless to the pack—I could always commune with the dead.’ She clasped her hands against quivering lips. ‘Thank the Goddess, you’ve come back to me, Harrison.’

      ‘He hasn’t come back to you. He’s come back to me. To help me and River. They said my power being blocked is hurting my twin. Is that true?’’

      ‘It’s not as simple as that.’

      ‘Nothing ever is,’ Skye whispered, the words bitter drops on her tongue. ‘Are you going to tell me the truth?’

      Morrigan glanced up the stairs. ‘Do you love your brother?’

      Skye’s eyes narrowed. ‘What kind of question is that?’

      ‘The most important kind.’ Morrigan pursed her lips, eyes sparking, waiting for Skye’s response.

      Skye stared back at her, hands clenching against the tingling burn, shoulders stiff. ‘He’s the most important thing in my life.’

      Morrigan seemed to sag for a moment, as if all the breath had left her. ‘Good. I will tell you the truth, but first there’s someone you have to meet.’

      Skye didn’t like her tone. ‘Who?’

      ‘He is the reason I’ve been avoiding you in the last few days. I was trying to track him down because I knew, if what I feared had actually come to pass, we would need his help. And if the McVales have found you, I’m certain my fears aren’t without foundation.’

      Skye’s skin crawled with a strange prescience. Her gaze darted to the drawing room’s closed door. ‘Who is here, Gran?’

      ‘A warlock your grandpa and I used to know.’

      ‘Alfrere? Alfrere is here? Why? Have they found us?’

      Skye watched, astonished, as Morrigan wrung her hands, her gaze darting back towards the front door. ‘I think so. I think they’ve been following Skye.’

      Skye jerked, shook her head. ‘No. You were having me followed.’

      ‘I haven’t. I swear I haven’t. It’s our old rogue coven. They’ve tracked you down. They want to use you. But we should be safe here for now. Alfrere’s invoking a spell of protection around the house as we speak.’ She turned back to Skye. ‘He’s here to help. You must come in and meet him.’ Morrigan held out her hand.

      Skye looked down at that hand as if each red-tipped nail was dipped in poison.

      ‘A warlock? You want me to be in the same room as a warlock?’ She jabbed her finger towards the door, and as she did, blue flame sparked out of it, arcing across the space to hit the wall next to the door with a ripping, tearing sound. The burst of magic left a scorch mark on the pale antique wallpaper.

      Skye stood stock still, gaping at the scorch mark, arm still stretched, finger pointing, blue fire enveloping the tip.

      And while she stood there, shocked to the bone, an expression crossed Morrigan’s face that Skye had never seen before—worry. Genuine worry. For her.

      ‘I was right,’ Morrigan whispered, staring at the scorch mark. Then, shaking her head, she lifted her chin and gestured to Skye, ‘Come, Skye. You need to meet Alfrere. Your grandpa will come with you too, won’t you, Harrison?’

      ‘I will.’

      Skye hesitated.

      ‘You need our help. This is bigger than what Jason McVale led you to believe. There’s much he doesn’t know.’ She put out her hand.

      Shaking and unsteady on her feet, Skye reached out and took Morrigan’s hand. Her grandmother guided her into the lounge room and over to the fireplace where a man stood, watching her with kind concern in his light grey eyes. His once dark hair was liberally sprinkled with grey. He was tall and perhaps had been well built when younger, but had grown softer with age, a slight paunch showing under his impeccable blue wool three-piece suit. He had a firm mouth and jaw and was still handsome in a Robert Redford, life-lived kind of way.

      ‘Alfrere!’

      ‘Harrison? Is that you?’

      ‘In the flesh.’ A chuckle. ‘Well, not so much flesh. But I’m here as much as I can be, although it’s not easy. I have trouble staying for long.’

      ‘Of course. The blocking spell. It’s remarkable you’re able to manifest yourself at all. I always said you were a strong one.’

      ‘Not as strong as our Skye.’

      Alfrere turned, his gaze arrowing in on Skye, grey eyes assessing.

      ‘Skye. This is my old friend, Alfrere Juneau. Alfrere, this is Skye.’

      Skye eyed him warily, feeling a bit like Alice when she walked through the looking glass into another world. ‘Why isn’t the spell going ballistic? If he’s a warlock, shouldn’t there be a screech of warning in my head?’

      ‘Alfrere helped us when we needed it most. Knowing one day we might need his help again, we excluded his essence from the spell.’

      Skye shook her head, unable to comprehend what they said. It was impossible. Warlocks were dangerous. He was dangerous—she could feel the power of him like a thousand bugs crawling over her skin. And yet here he stood, in Morrigan’s house, an invited guest.

      ‘You can trust him. He helped us save you and River.’

      Her grandpa’s voice, a warm puff next to her ear, didn’t allay her fear. Instead, his words made her psyche fracture a little more.

      ‘I know this is difficult, love. But you can trust him. He helped us then. He’ll help us now.’

      Off-kilter, she took a few steps back, licks of flame sparking on her fingertips again. Her heart thumped in her chest, the flight instinct screaming at her to run.

      Alfrere looked down at her fingers. In a voice strident with power and a hint of France, he said, ‘A fire witch. And more. I can sense all four elements. Marvellous.’

      Morrigan didn’t comment as she looked in Skye’s eyes, then said, ‘Breathe. Let the cool replace the fire.’

      Skye nodded and desperately tried to do what Morrigan asked, wincing as her head began to pound; the repression spell making itself known. The heat in her fingertips lessened as she breathed past the fear and panic in her chest and imagined ice enveloping her skin.

      ‘Good, that’s good,’ Morrigan said after a few minutes. Gaze still on Skye, she spoke to Alfrere. ‘Can you help her?’

      ‘That depends on how close the rogue coven are and how damaged the spell is. I can see it’s not working the way you told me it should.’

      ‘The McVales are here. Their presence might be part of the reason the spell has faltered.’

      He nodded. ‘And led the rogue coven right to her door, no doubt. Typical animals— blundering about with no thought to how their actions affect others. I suppose they tracked her to stop the Curse?’

      Morrigan gasped. ‘You knew that was a possibility?’

      He flicked his hand at her. ‘A small one, and nothing we need to worry about.’

      Skye glanced between them. ‘Would someone please tell me what the hell is going on?’

      Alfrere regarded her with serious eyes. ‘Years ago, your grandmother ran away from the pack she was bound to, to find freedom. She found it when she met your grandfather and me and joined the rogue coven we were a part of. They believed, as did she, that the Pact that had bound witches and warlocks to the Were hundreds of years ago had become a bond of slavery. This coven, made up of those who hadn’t pledged themselves to the Pact, tried to start life anew. As the years went by, we were joined by those who developed powers, and sometimes, though rarely, we were joined by one of the pledged, who had come to realise, as we did, that their magics shouldn’t be taken from them and given to the animals.’

      He looked at Morrigan, whose lips were pulled tight over her mouth, her hands clenched tight in front of her.

      There was a knock on the door and Ferris entered. ‘Where would you like the tea served, madame?’

      ‘On the coffee table will be fine. We’ll serve ourselves. Thank you.’

      ‘Very well, madame.’

      ‘Perhaps we should all sit,’ Alfrere suggested as Ferris left and Morrigan served the tea.

      Skye shook her head when Morrigan offered her a cup and took a seat opposite them on the couch. She took a deep, shuddering breath and clenched her hands together, willing the heat that threatened away from her fingertips. ‘Can you tell me the rest?’ she asked of her grandmother. ‘I— It’s hard to listen to his voice.’

      Morrigan handed Alfrere a cup, sipped at her tea and crossed her long, elegant legs. After a moment, she put her cup down on the table between them and placed her perfectly manicured hands in her lap. ‘Very well.’

      She took a deep breath. ‘I was away from the pack I’d grown up around, part of a strong new coven who didn’t care that my magics weren’t strong enough to feed into them. Their leader, a very powerful witch, was friendly and welcoming and made me feel special and wanted in ways I’d never experienced growing up. It was liberating. But that wasn’t the only reason I felt happy for the first time in my life.’ A small smile lit her lips as her gaze flickered to the left of Skye. ‘I’d fallen in love with Harrison.’

      ‘As I fell in love with you.’

      ‘Yes.’ The smile flickered, faded. ‘But then I became pregnant, and things changed.’

      Her gaze darted to Alfrere and then back to Skye. ‘We found out that the leader had lured me there on purpose with plans to kidnap my sister. But now I was pregnant, her plans changed. She could use me and my baby, rather than me and my sister, to help break the Pact tying the old covens to the Were.’ She shook her head, a vicious expression uncurling on her face.

      ‘I could not allow my child to be used by them. I returned to my family to have the child and keep him safe. Harrison stayed away and started the rumour that I’d had a miscarriage and we’d broken up from the grief of the loss. We hoped this would convince the rogue coven to forget about me. But it wasn’t enough.’

      She closed her eyes, a tear trickling down her cheek. ‘I gave birth to my son, Paul, and told my sister what had happened. She agreed to keep my baby safe, facilitated my disappearance with Harrison and faked my death. Without me, the rogue coven’s plans were dust in the wind—they needed the power of two tied by blood to further their plans. It almost killed me to leave my son, but I had no other choice.’ She stopped, looked away, blinking rapidly. ‘Harrison never even met his son.’

      ‘Is that true, Grandpa?’

      ‘Yes. To my never-ending sorrow.’

      Skye’s heart twisted at the pain in his voice.

      Morrigan looked down at her hands. ‘Harrison and I ran and hid, starting new lives. Alfrere helped us in whatever way he could.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘He stayed with the rogue coven as a spy. It was extremely dangerous, but he did it anyway, for us.’

      Morrigan nodded at Harrison’s whispered words and sent Alfrere a look that brought a thick sensation to Skye’s throat. ‘We can never repay Alfrere for what he did for us. He helped us to hide and he fed us information. But sometimes his information was not enough. We only found out after the fact that the rogue coven had attempted to kidnap my sister Iris in an attempt to lure me out of hiding. She was killed in the fight to take her.’ She shifted in her seat, making a small, sniffing sound, then cleared her throat. ‘Thankfully Paul was guarded on Packland and the rogue coven couldn’t get to him. But he did find out about the plot to kidnap you and your brother.’

      ‘What?’ She didn’t think she could be any more shocked than she was, but she’d been wrong. ‘Somebody tried to kidnap us?’

      Her grandmother nodded stiffly. ‘Somehow, they’d found out about your birth. I didn’t even know I had grandchildren because I’d cut off contact entirely, so fearful was I of bringing danger to my precious Paul. But when Alfrere came to us and told us our old coven planned to kidnap my grandchildren and use them instead of me in their plots, I realised all those years in hiding, staying away from my precious Paul, had been in vain.’

      She paused, a sob clear in her voice, her knuckles white as she clenched them in her lap. ‘We tried to warn Paul and your mother, Ivy. We arranged a meeting. But somehow, the rogue coven found out. They ambushed your parents on the way to the meeting. By the time we got there, the coven had already struck, killing your parents. They were about to take you too, but we got there in time and took you away.’

      She met Skye’s stunned gaze. ‘We ran and hid again, not even contacting Alfrere. We didn’t want to endanger him further.’ She swallowed hard. ‘Your grandfather came from money and he’d hidden much of it away in untraceable accounts, so we had the means we needed to take us anywhere and live comfortably and quietly. But even with all our precautions, we couldn’t seem to stay hidden. Your magic, it was so wild, and as yet untrained. To anyone with power, you were too easy to find. We ran, started new lives with new names a number of times before we realised what we had to do to keep you and River safe.’

      Skye shook her head, realisation a nasty, rising sickness. ‘So you trapped my magic and made me afraid of it.’

      Morrigan swallowed as she nodded, her voice thick with tears as she said, ‘We had no choice but to make you believe your power was evil. You were too young to understand the danger and do what was necessary, and even though your grandpa was powerful in his own right, he wasn’t strong enough to keep you hidden by himself.’ She looked down at her hands, her voice a harsh whisper. ‘And I couldn’t help him because I wasn’t strong enough. I’d never been strong enough.’

      ‘You were strong in other ways, my love.’

      Morrigan looked up, a tear sliding down her cheek. ‘But it wasn’t enough.’ She took a deep breath, her green eyes endless pools of sadness, piercing Skye with her plea. A plea for understanding; a plea to forgive her for what she’d done. She held her hands in front of her, like a penitent at the altar.

      Skye couldn’t move. She was numb—her whole body; her mind. She clutched at her stomach and asked the only question she could. ‘And River? Is he in danger from them?’

      ‘Only through you. They realised he had no magic when they tried to kidnap you. They were going to kill him, but your grandpa saved him. He was damaged, though. You were young so you probably don’t fully remember how he was. He is so much better since we got him on the right medication. The rages—they were so frightening. He tore apart rooms, hurt himself … and others.’

      ‘I remember.’ How could you forget the person you loved more than anything else in your life wrapping his hands around your neck and trying to choke the breath out of you? She closed her eyes against that memory. River wasn’t that person—at least, he mostly wasn’t that person—and she didn’t want to remember him as such. ‘Is that because he can’t change into a wolf? If he’s not affected by the Curse, then why can’t he change? I know you don’t like the Were. Did you do something to him to stop him from changing?’

      Morrigan’s lip wobbled, but she shook her head. ‘I don’t hate the Were. I ran away from them and my family because I felt useless and trapped. But River is precious to me. He has taken the place of my son in my heart. And it’s the greatest sadness to me that we didn’t stop the coven before they caused the injury to the part of his brain that enables the change. It was my dream that you would be able to fix the damage with your magic, but your power was too dangerous, too unstable, and always seemed to make him worse when you used it around him.’

      For a long moment, Skye was speechless. ‘Why can’t I remember any of this?’

      ‘You were so traumatised by what happened that you lost your memory of your life before, including your training. It put us all in such danger. You know what you did to River.’

      An image of River—long gangly legs and dark auburn hair hanging in his face, a “Happy tenth birthday, Skye and River” sign hanging in the background behind him—sprang into her mind. But rather than bringing a smile to her face as it did when she remembered his whole, handsome, unscarred face, she gasped, stuffing her fist into her mouth to stop a scream. That was the day he’d choked her—his temper lashing out because she’d accidently broken a new toy. It was also the day she’d fought back, flames lashing out, hitting him, catching his shirt alight and turning his auburn hair into a true fiery blaze as he stumbled away from her.

      Skye bit her knuckle as she struggled away from the horror of that memory. The sharp pain helped. Sucking in a deep breath, she dropped her hand and asked, ‘Why did you keep me with you if I’m such a danger to him? I know you care for him as you never cared for me. Why didn’t you send me away?’

      Morrigan’s eyes widened. ‘I don’t love him more. It’s just, despite his problems, he’s far easier for me to deal with than you.’

      ‘What do you mean? I don’t remember being particularly difficult.’ In fact, she’d been the model granddaughter for most of her youth, trying hard to receive any praise from her grandmother and always falling short.

      ‘You weren’t difficult. The difficulty was in me. Looking at you, being around you, knowing that because of me, you were living a life more repressed than the one I’d tried to escape. If I was harsh with you, it was simply because I was torn apart by my guilt.’ She looked up, wringing her hands. ‘Your grandpa was always so much better at loving guilt free than I.’

      Alfrere leaned over and took Morrigan’s hands in his to still their wringing. ‘You did the best you could.’ He stared at Skye. ‘You should be grateful.’

      Morrigan’s guilt and pain were so clear, so real, they reverberated in her chest. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just … so much to take in.’

      Morrigan held Skye’s gaze. ‘This is the worst way for you to find out and I know it’s hard to take in, but I need you to understand the danger.’ Her lips trembled as she took a deep breath, her expression making fear skitter up and down Skye’s spine. ‘I need you to allow Alfrere to tighten Harrison’s spell. And then I need you to run.’

      ‘What? I’m not going to run.’

      ‘You have to, Skye. There’s no other choice. The rogue coven are too powerful. I have no magic and can’t fight them. Alfrere can only do so much.’ She squeezed his hand.

      ‘But I can’t. What about River? If my powers could help him—’

      ‘It’s too late for that. Besides, they’re not interested in him without you. I will make certain he stays safe. I promise.’

      Skye looked wildly around the room. ‘You may not have magic, but you know about it. Can’t you teach me how to use my powers so I know how to control them? I’m not a child anymore. If I know how to use them, then surely that means no one else can use me?’

      ‘That would take years of study and we simply don’t have the luxury of time. The rogue coven has found you. I have no idea why they haven’t made a move already—maybe they’re trying to figure out what we did to your powers—but we’ve got to be thankful they’re being circumspect and take the opportunity to bind your magics tightly again before you disappear.’

      ‘But … but … my friends. My business …’ She knew she’d told Jason that she’d run, but she hadn’t been truly serious. ‘I can’t just up and leave.’

      ‘I can give you time,’ Alfrere said. ‘A few days at most. You can wrap things up, say goodbye.’

      ‘If you can do that, why can’t you do it for longer? Why do I have to run?’

      ‘Because I am simply not strong enough to be able to keep a shield up for more than a few days. Not over you. Your magics are too … unique and intense. It would be impossible to hide them for long in this way.’

      ‘Can’t Jason and his pack protect me if I give them the power they need? Jason inferred it was his job to keep me and River safe.’

      ‘They couldn’t stop the rogue coven from killing your parents and trying to kidnap you when they had the full power of your father behind them. What makes you think they can protect you now—with an untried Alpha to guide them and a witch who was never trained and whose powers have always been uncertain and unstable?’

      ‘But won’t Jason’s pack be in danger if I block off my magics entirely and run? The curse he spoke of—’

      ‘Are they more important to you than your twin? Think, Skye. If you are alive, the Curse can’t fully unfold. But if the rogue coven finds River, they won’t stop at using him to draw you to them. Alfrere and I can protect him, but not if you are here too, giving us away.’

      ‘Who do you want to save?’ Alfrere asked. ‘River—or some pack that wants to enslave you?’

      Skye’s lips trembled as tears fell down her face to plop in her lap. ‘But why me? Why do they want me?’

      ‘Because you are a twin and your twin holds no magic.’ Alfrere pointed at her. ‘Inside you lies the power of two people. That’s why they want you.’

      Skye’s mind spun. The power of two people? She had River’s share as well? ‘Is that dangerous?’

      ‘Very. It shouldn’t be possible. You are unnatural—’

      ‘Alfrere!’ Morrigan snapped.

      ‘She needs to know the truth.’ He turned to watch her. ‘You could be the most powerful witch ever known. More powerful than Bridgette Colliere herself. And if those powers aren’t kept in check, if they are allowed to fall into the wrong hands …’ He shook his head. ‘Then you could become a tool more dangerous to humankind than any we have ever known.’

      Skye sucked in a breath as if she’d been punched.

      ‘There’s no need to be cruel, Alfrere. Skye is not to blame for her powers. She needs our help.’

      Morrigan was suddenly before her, holding her hands. ‘I’m sorry Alfrere told you that, Skye. It wasn’t fair.’

      ‘But it was true. Wasn’t it?’

      ‘Yes. It’s true.’ Morrigan’s eyes filled with sorrow. ‘But Harrison is right. You are not to blame. And we will help you. If you let us.’

      Skye shook her head, wiping her hand across her face, trying to get rid of the tears that wouldn’t stop falling, wishing she had a tissue because snot ran from her nose.

      Alfrere appeared at her side, handing her a tissue. ‘What I said was cruel. Please forgive me.’

      Skye could only nod as she took the tissue. She couldn’t seem to find the words. There were none.

      Morrigan touched Skye on the shoulder. ‘Are you okay?’

      Skye wanted to lie down on the floor, curl up in a ball, shut her eyes, plug her ears and never move again. Instead, she gritted her teeth and forced herself to face the woman who had made her life hell for reasons of protection, and the man who would make it worse for the same reasons.

      She folded her shaking hands over her equally shaking legs. ‘Just tell me what I have to do.’

      Alfrere nodded. ‘Unless we take immediate precautions, members of our old coven will find a time to catch you alone, bind you to them by trapping the magic you’re dripping like a leaky tap, and take you back with them. If they were to capture one of the Were too, they could use his presence to influence the drip of magic and break the spell binding your magic.’

      Morrigan pursed her lips. ‘Alfrere can put a shield around you to hide you from those with evil intent. But that will only last for a few days. Once that time has passed, you will have to come back to us and he will properly bind your magic by feeding it into a shield that will make you invisible to any but humans without a skerrick of magical talent. It will also make you invisible to the Were and your Wiccan friends. To all intents and purposes, you will disappear. Then you will have to make a new life for yourself somewhere far from here.’

      ‘Alfrere’s binding will be painful, love, but necessary. I think it’s the only way to keep you safe.’

      ‘So, shall we begin?’ Alfrere asked.

      ‘Trust them, love.’

      Skye clenched her hands in her lap. Even though she wasn’t on the run yet, she felt more alone than ever before. But there was only one answer she could give, even though it would kill a part of her soul to agree to their plan.

      Nodding, she looked Alfrere in the eye. ‘Okay.’
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      Skye screamed.

      Her grandpa had said it would be painful, but she hadn’t imagined this. When Alfrere had begun the binding spell a few minutes before, her skin had tingled with a thousand painful prickles. But quickly, too quickly, the prickles turned into claws.

      ‘Don’t struggle, Skye,’ Morrigan said. ‘It’s just the old spell fighting the presence of the new one. If you resist, it will make it worse and it won’t work.’

      Her grandmother’s words wavered around like mist in a fog.

      Another scream tore from her throat. The pain was so great she thought she was being flayed. She struggled, her limbs twitching, spasms wracking her body. ‘Stop. Please stop.’

      ‘He can’t stop.’ Her grandpa’s voice was a soothing whisper in her ear that parted the fog of pain in her brain. ‘It must be done. For your protection. For River’s protection.’

      She stopped struggling as hard. ‘River,’ she breathed. ‘River.’ She gritted her teeth and bore the pain, for him.

      It went on, interminably, despite Morrigan’s constant assurances that it would be over soon. Alfrere muttered words, his hands moving, weaving his spell around her. The fetters of it were hot brands clamping around her mind, making her cry out despite her efforts not to fight. Black nothing began to descend.

      ‘Will it be enough?’

      ‘She’s so strong. I can only make it hold for a little while.’

      ‘Do your best, Alfrere.’

      Pain lashed into her. Black nothing carried her away.

      ‘Skye? Skye? Can you hear me?’

      Skye heard Morrigan’s voice as if she was under water. She struggled up, out of the black, past the fog. Had she passed out? Her body was still wracked with pain, a terrible headache crushing her skull. ‘Skye. It’s over.’

      Thank God. Her eyes fluttered open and she looked up to see Morrigan and Alfrere hovering over her. She was lying on the floor. She must have fallen off the couch. She couldn’t remember.

      She rose unsteadily to her feet, her stomach trembling with nausea.

      ‘Skye, you should sit.’

      ‘No,’ she mumbled. ‘Visit River now.’

      They didn’t try to stop her as she stumbled out of the room. She was relieved. She had to get away from them. They might have done what was necessary, and she might have let them, but right now she just needed some space. And she needed to see River.

      ‘Miss Skye. I thought you might need something sugary.’

      Skye spun around just as she reached the stairs to see Ferris holding out a glass of Coke on a tray. Sighing in relief, she backtracked towards him and, with a smile, grabbed the glass, downing it in one go. ‘Thanks, Ferris. I needed that.’

      He didn’t even blink. ‘I can see that, miss. Shall I get you something to eat?’

      The Coke had helped the nausea, but she didn’t think she could face food. ‘No. Thanks.’ She shuddered, her nerves still twitching. ‘I just want to see River and then I want to go home and go to bed.’

      ‘Very wise, miss.’

      She became aware of a dog howling outside. ‘What’s that, Ferris?’

      ‘One of the neighbours’ dogs, I suspect, miss. Or it could be a stray wandering somewhere nearby. It started howling about ten minutes ago. Is it bothering you?’

      ‘It sounds like it’s in pain.’

      ‘I’ll call the council. They’ll have words to the owner or pick it up if it’s a stray.’

      He turned, but she stopped him, hand on his arm. ‘Don’t, Ferris. I don’t want the dog catcher to get it if it’s a stray.’ For some reason, that didn’t seem right.

      ‘I thought you didn’t like dogs, miss.’

      An image flashed in her mind of her rolling on the ground with a large wolfish-looking dog, pulling its ears, ruffling its rust-coloured fur, laughing as its bushy tail tickled her bare leg. She smiled at the image that seemed so familiar it was almost a memory. But she had never played with a dog like that.

      Or perhaps she had. Could that have been River in his wolf form? How could she have gone from playing with a wolf to being so frightened of dogs—and by association, wolves—that just thinking of them made her heart race? Had the dog that attacked her been one of the Were or a normal dog?

      ‘Miss? Are you okay?’

      Skye blinked at Ferris. He held her arm, as if holding her up. The howling outside intensified. It pulled at her, making her want to go outside and find that dog and hold it to her breast, petting it until the agony that made it sound like it was dying faded away.

      But that was insane.

      ‘I’m fine, Ferris.’ She pulled out of his grip and stepped back. ‘You’re right. I don’t like dogs. But I can’t stand to hear something in pain either.’

      ‘Neither can I, miss.’ He reached out and touched her hand, squeezing her fingers for a brief second before letting go.

      Tears pricked her eyes and she turned away, unwilling to lose control again. She’d already cried far more today than she had in years. She didn’t want to cry again.

      ‘Why don’t you head up and visit Master River, miss? I’ll send up some sandwiches just in case you get hungry. Master River might be well enough to want to eat now, too.’

      Giving in to impulse, she kissed his soft, wrinkled cheek, and then scurried up the stairs as fast as her still aching limbs would carry her, to her brother and the only sanctuary she’d ever found in this house—River’s rooms.

      Careful not to make too much noise—he was always so sensitive to sound, especially after one of his episodes—she unlocked the door then opened it, grateful that the hinges didn’t creak like they sometimes did. Slipping into the room, she closed the door behind her with barely a snick of sound.

      Even so, River groaned.

      He lay on his bed, arms and legs strapped down by thick, strong straps of leather attached to the steel frame of the bed.

      It always reminded her of a scene in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. She hated it, but knew the necessity, now more than ever. Her lip curled as she looked at him. If she could go out and find that rogue coven, she’d kill every single last member for causing the accident that made her brother like this. But now wasn’t the time for such hatred. River needed her to be calm.

      As she moved closer, he whipped his head to the side, the tendons and veins standing out like fine lines of bruises on his pale skin as he struggled against the straps. He snarled, his mouth and features contorted into something that was more animal than human, and opened his red-rimmed eyes, the left one pulled down at the corner by the burn scars that twisted across the left side of his face and into his hairline like obscene tentacles. There was a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead and his light blue T-shirt was plastered to his chest.

      His nostrils flared as he breathed in deeply then all the tension released from his body and he flopped back against his damp sheets. In a voice hoarse with screaming, he whispered, ‘Skye.’

      ‘River.’ Her voice caught on the lump in her throat. She raced forward, fighting with trembling hands to undo the straps holding him to the bed. The scent of sweat and blood tangled in the air, making nausea rise inside her again, but she bit down on it, concentrating on keeping her hands steady as she released him. She undid the strap on one arm and was leaning to do the other when his free hand caught hers.

      ‘No, Skye. I’m not sure I can control myself.’

      His voice was slurred with the drugs, but she understood every word.

      ‘You would never hurt me, River.’

      ‘I would never mean to. But I have.’

      She cupped his face and stared into his eyes, so full of pain and confusion. ‘Shh. Don’t think of that. You’ve always protected me.’ She brushed the sweaty hair from his brow and leaned down to kiss his forehead. ‘I love you, River.’

      ‘I love you too, Skye.’

      She didn’t deserve his love and trust. He still blamed himself for hurting her, but the bruises he’d put around her throat that one time had healed long ago, where she’d scarred him for life. He never accepted that argument from her and she wasn’t going to bring it up now. She kissed his brow again and returned to undoing the straps. They fell to the side of the bed, the heavy metal buckle clanking against the steel frame.

      River whimpered, covering his ears with hands marred by scrapes and bruises, dried blood smeared across his knuckles.

      ‘Shh, River,’ she whispered. ‘Take some deep breaths.’ She covered his hands with hers, gently pulling them away from his ears, trying not to notice the mangled red mess that was all that remained of his left ear. She couldn’t let guilt taint this precious time with him. ‘I’m just going to get water to wash these, and some salve. You’ve scraped them raw. I’ll be right back.’

      He grabbed her wrist in his large hand before she’d got more than one step away from the bed. ‘No. Don’t leave me. Please.’

      He sounded so panicked, a little boy lost, that she didn’t have the heart to leave him right then, even though he desperately needed cleaning up. ‘All right, River. I’m not going anywhere for a while.’

      He nodded, a whimper escaping him. His fingers tightened on her wrist. She winced. ‘River. Can you let go of my wrist? You’re gripping too tight.’

      ‘I don’t want you to go,’ he rasped.

      She covered his hand in hers and smiled, even though her bones ground together under his strong grip. ‘I told you, I’m not going anywhere right now. I’ll stay here and talk with you until you fall asleep. Okay?’

      ‘I don’t mean now. You can’t go, Skye. I need you. They need you. Can’t you see that? Can’t you feel it?’

      Skye shook her head. ‘You know?’

      ‘I told you the other day. The twin bond is open again. Ever since you met him.’

      ‘How much did you see?’

      ‘Not all of it. But enough.’

      Her skin heated as she thought of what he might have seen and felt.

      His hand tightened on hers. ‘They’re wrong. About me. About the Curse.’

      Skye frowned. ‘I don’t think Jason lied about it. I think he believes—’

      ‘Not Jason.’ He screwed up his eyes, his breath coming in little pants. ‘It’s so hard to think. Damned drugs stop so much. But I need … moondust. Moondust will force a change. Please, Skye. Remember how to call it. Try.’

      Ignoring the hot pricking of tears at the back of her eyes, she looked towards the one window in his room. It was high in the opposite wall, long and narrow by design—he’d flung himself out of the window in his old room in one of his fits in his teens. The only view this window gave was of the tops of the nearby trees and a sliver of sky.

      ‘I can’t call moondust. I don’t know how.’

      ‘You did. You used to do it to tease me with it when we were younger. You just … need to believe.’

      ‘Oh River. I want to. I want to more than anything, but it’s too dangerous. I can’t risk using my magic.’

      He stared up at her, lips moving as if he was trying to say something. She gripped his hand in hers, holding on tight, as if by holding tight enough, she could stop him from slipping away from her.

      Outside, the dog let out a final heart-piercing howl before falling silent.

      River tried to struggle upright. ‘He’s here—go to him, Skye. He’s here.’

      Shivers skated over her suddenly icy skin. ‘River?’ She tried to push him back down. ‘River, you have to stay calm.’

      ‘Go with him … Trust him—he can help. You can help him. You can help us all. But only after … you believe. Only after you … accept. But you won’t accept … not if you still believe … the lies.’ His grip tightened and his eyes seemed almost to spark with intensity, as if lightning shot through their depths. ‘They’ll kill me—him. They want to kill us … want the power … but it’s not theirs to have. Not theirs at all.’

      Skye began to tremble, to shake her head, to draw back from his firm grip.

      ‘Are you talking about the rogue coven?’

      ‘Yes. And others … the warlock … he lies.’

      ‘He’s grandpa’s friend.’

      He gasped as if in terrible pain. Veins stood out on his face, down his neck. ‘Alpha. Jason … trust him. For me.’ His head thrashed from side to side as he tried to spit out words that sounded more like grunts. Muscles bulged in his arms, as if trying to explode out of his skin. He was getting too agitated.

      She twisted her arm out of his grip, took his face in her hands and looked deeply into his eyes. ‘River, listen to me. You have to calm down.’ The bristles of his five-o’clock shadow scraped against her palms, the scars on his cheek smooth under her fingers.

      He trembled. Not from anger—from fear. She could feel it in the clammy coldness of his skin. The sharpness of his shallow breaths. He was like a wild animal, fighting the need to bolt. ‘Shh, River. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.’

      ‘No. Not okay.’ His gaze slammed into hers, the light in his eyes showing a lucidity his words denied. He reached up, cupped her face, his gentle touch belying the tension straining through the rest of his body. ‘Nothing’s been okay since we were stolen away. And now I can make you remember.’

      A jolt shot through Skye as she stared into his eyes. The warmth of his hands on her face grew hotter and hotter until she was certain his fingers were going to leave blisters in their wake. She gasped, trying to pull away, but she was caught in his gaze, the light she’d seen before arching and shaping into something that drew her in. She couldn’t look away

      Flashing scenes tumbled in her mind, one over the other—a car crashing into a tree; her mother impaled, dead; her papa pleading with her to run; people in black; hands grabbing for her; River bursting into a golden-rainbow glow; a shot, River slumping, caught in a half change, his eyes meeting hers, pleading; fire lashing out of her hands, lighting up those in black, turning them to ash; hands on her, around her; a caring voice; a prick in her neck—black. A terrible, tearing, black.

      Outside, the dog started howling again. Almost as if it shared her pain. But the sound, that awful sound of loss and longing, brought her back.

      She blinked, staring down at her brother as if she’d never quite seen him before. ‘What happened?’

      ‘You remembered. If you remembered that, you can remember …’ His voice choked off and he winced. ‘No. Not yet. Just a few minutes more. Please. Hold on for a few minutes more.’ He winced again, then cried out, his body shaking as if fighting against something holding him down. His eyes rolled up until all she could see was the blood-shot whites.

      ‘River?’ She took his face in her hands, but his eyes closed and his body went slack on the bed.

      He’d passed out.

      His face was ruddy, his skin and hair sweaty. The scars on his cheek were vivid white against the red flushing his skin.

      ‘River?’ she whispered. Grabbing the box of tissues from the bedside table and dunking them in the water there, she wiped his face, neck and chest. ‘Oh, River.’ She leaned over and kissed his brow. How could she leave him? How was she ever going to say goodbye? He needed her. But she had no choice. Morrigan, Harrison and Alfrere had made that very clear.

      Tears pricked her eyes and her chest ached, making it hard to breathe. Alfrere had given her a few days, although she might not even have that if the spell was already weak enough to let her see River’s memories through the twin bond.

      Somehow, in the next two days, she had to find a way to help him; to ease this suffering before she left. And there was only one way she could think of doing that given what he said about Jason and the pack.

      Jason had said that they needed magic from her to break a curse. If doing that would help River, then she had to find a way to do just that.

      Was there a way she could give it to them but still be far away? No. That wouldn’t work, because if she was using magic, she could be tracked.

      Could she find some other witch to bind to their pack to give them what they needed?

      She almost cried out as a tug, sharp and tearing, pulled at her heart, stealing her breath at the thought of Jason wanting someone else.

      But if that was the only way …

      She ran her hand over River’s hair, down the side of his face in a caress she could only steal when he was asleep. ‘I won’t leave you without a pack.’ Morrigan loved him and had done everything she could for them. But the pack would have doctors trained in Were physiology. They would be able to help him. They had to.

      She’d read somewhere that wolves needed to belong to a pack. Or maybe it was just some deep-seated knowledge she had from when she was young; when, with a mother and brother who both turned into wolves, she understood what it meant to be Were; when her father taught her what it was she was meant to do.

      Her head swam sickeningly with an aching emptiness.

      Fudge! She’d forgotten so much.

      Jason had mentioned diaries her father and other Pack Witches had written. She needed to read them, find out all she could. Apart from wanting to help River, she couldn’t leave Jason and his pack to succumb to a curse if she could stop it. Morrigan seemed to think it wouldn’t affect them as long as she was safe—but she wasn’t safe and would never be again. So she had to find a way around this curse they suffered under.

      Another witch seemed the likeliest answer. One who could stay.

      There had to be information about the spell that bound Were and the covens in the diaries. But where would she find a free witch powerful enough who was willing to tie herself in that way?

      Fudge it all! A couple of days just wasn’t enough time.

      Panic seized her and her fingers sizzled with heat again. Pain blazed behind her eyes, so hot, so white, it made her stumble as she stood.

      Afraid to touch River while magic sizzled in her fingertips, she whispered, ‘I promise I’ll come back to say goodbye before I go. And I’ll find some way to help the pack. For Jason. For you.’

      Tears pricked at her eyes as she staggered to the door. The pain, a white-hot inferno across her forehead now, was nothing in comparison to the pain in her heart at the thought of never seeing her brother again. She had to pull herself together. She couldn’t let the power spark once more.

      Covering herself in thoughts of ice so cold it made her shiver as it doused the fire in her hands, she yanked the door open and fell into the corridor, bouncing off the opposite wall. Pulling herself upright by sheer force of will as the backlash against her powers ramped up, she put her hand against the plaster and used it as a guide to make her way down the hall to what had once been the servants’ stairs.

      She didn’t want to see Morrigan or Alfrere again. She couldn’t bear it if they saw the spell had failed and wanted to try again. Certainly not when she was this weak.

      She swiped at her eyes, stumbled off the bottom step, down the corridor and into the kitchen and almost smacked into Ferris.

      ‘Ah, miss. I was about to bring the sandwiches up.’ He paused and put the plate in his hand down on the bench. ‘Are you quite all right?’

      Skye nodded, still shivering from the cold she’d shrouded herself in. ‘I’ll be completely fine in a few minutes.’ Her eyes flitted to the sandwiches. ‘It was so nice of you to make those, but I—’

      ‘I think you need more than sandwiches. These should help with that.’ He disappeared into the pantry and was back a moment later with a bar of chocolate and a bottle of flavoured water with minerals in it. ‘Promise me you’ll eat the chocolate and drink the water on the way home. After what Alfrere did to you, you need to hydrate yourself and you definitely need more sugar.’

      ‘You know about the magic?’ she stuttered.

      ‘Of course. Harrison and I were friends. I know much of what has gone on.’

      ‘Are you a warlock, too?’

      ‘No, miss. I have no magics to speak of.’

      She gripped his hand before taking the chocolate and water from him. ‘I don’t think that’s true. Loyalty and friendship. They have their own special power, don’t you think?’

      He smiled at her. ‘Don’t worry. Everything will turn out for the best.’

      ‘I hope so, Ferris. I truly hope so.’

      Cool rose- and jasmine-scented air wrapped around her as she stepped out the door. She broke into a stumbling run towards her car, desperate to get away from the house, from all the things she could hardly bear to think of.

      But she had to think of them. She had to find a way to keep everyone safe.

      She had to go to Jason and ask to look at her father’s diaries.

      Pain spiked through her head again—her grandpa’s spell might not be working properly, but it still wouldn’t let her think about certain things. She’d learned from that pain not to think about magic for years. Now, she had to learn to reach past it. She couldn’t allow herself to be bludgeoned into ignorance anymore. She just wished there was a way to undo that part of the spell without releasing more of her magic. If Morrigan and Alfrere had been clear on one thing, it was that she could never use her magic. It was far too dangerous to be set free.

      As she rounded the corner at the front of the house, the dog that had been howling gave a joyous yelp. Its master must have come home.

      ‘That must be nice,’ she whispered to herself. ‘To be loved like that must be nice.’

      Without looking back at the house or out into the night, she hurried to her car. Just as she got to it, a brilliant flash of light caught her eye and she turned to see Jason stepping out of the shadows of the garden, gloriously naked.

      She edged back, eyes wide as she realised he must have just changed from a wolf. He’d been the one howling.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I followed you. You were upset. I had to make certain you were okay.’

      ‘It was you watching me before?’ He nodded. ‘Have you been following me all this time? I thought …’ She sighed, turning back to look at the house. Then she laughed, a little burble of sound. ‘Maybe it’s not as bad as they thought,’ she murmured.

      Jason frowned. ‘I haven’t been following you, Skye. I tracked you at the snow and then to here, but when I know how to find you, where you live and work, when I can feel you through the Alpha–Pack Witch bond, what would be the point of following you?’

      Her laughter died, the light in her eyes with it as she turned back to face him. ‘They’re right.’ She took in a shuddering breath, her eyes two pools of emerald-shaded sorrow in the dark. ‘I wish it had been you following me. It would have made things so much easier.’ Her gaze fluttered over him and then darted away. ‘Do you know you’re naked?’

      He bent to pick up a pair of tracksuit pants he’d stolen off the washing line at the back of the house after he’d given up trying to break through the protective barrier that had surrounded the house when she was inside. ‘My clothes disintegrate in the change.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Who lives in that house, Skye? They put up a barrier I couldn’t get through. It was torture experiencing your pain through the bond and not being able to get to you. What were they doing to you in there? Why did it feel like you were dying?’

      Jason knew the questions were wrong the moment they popped out of his mouth, but he couldn’t help it. What he’d felt when she was inside the house was too violent to be laid aside. Fear was still a tangible bitterness in his throat.

      Now that she stood in front of him, the urge to go to her, to wrap her in his arms and protect her from everything, was almost overwhelming. But he held back. Something had changed in her in that house tonight—he could smell it on her. She was worse than she’d been when she’d gone in. At least then, she’d only been confused and a little frightened. Now her grief pummelled at him. And something about her aura was off. The vibrations rubbed him raw.

      ‘Who lives in that house?’ he asked again when she simply stared at him.

      ‘My grandmother.’

      ‘So you said. But that isn’t possible. Your grandmother died years ago after running away from her responsibilities to the pack.’

      ‘No. My grandparents saved me. Morrigan is alive. She’s looked after River and me since our parents died.’

      He stared past her at the hulking mansion. ‘This makes no sense. Her body was found six months after she went missing.’ He shook his head. ‘That can’t be your grandmother in there.’

      ‘It is. I promise you. I even look a little like her.’ She took in a shuddering breath. ‘She ran from your pack to save her son. She saved River and me. She told me the truth today. I—I need to share it with you.’ She glanced back at the house. ‘But not here. I have to get away from here.’

      He moved towards her. Her attention snapped back to him and flinched away, banging against the door of her car.

      His heart wrenched. ‘Please don’t be afraid of me.’

      She bit her lip. ‘I can’t help it. My fear of dogs and magic is long ingrained. I’m not sure how I’ll ever get past them.’

      ‘Will you try?’

      She took so long to answer that he didn’t think she was going to, but when he heard her soft ‘Yes’ he almost fell to his knees before her.

      He closed his eyes and whispered to the moon, ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I need to go.’

      He opened his eyes. Her pale face glimmered in the dark gloom of the stormy sky, eyes wide and luminous as she looked at him. Fear still sang from her, but it had changed a little; it didn’t seem to be so much about him.

      So, he might be able to get past the fear. But the rest? There was something there that worried at his soul. Despite her answer, she still pulled away from him; physically and mentally.

      He couldn’t let her go.

      ‘I’ll take you home.’

      ‘No. Not home. It isn’t safe for me there. It isn’t safe for Bron and Shelley for me to be there.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      She shook her head again. ‘I’ll explain. But we need to go to your place. They won’t be able to find me there.’

      ‘Who won’t?’

      ‘The rogue coven. They know where I live. They’ve been watching me. It’ll be safer at your place for the time being. I don’t think they’ll look there for me yet. Besides, I want to read the diaries you told me about, find out more about the curse you spoke of and about my powers. So, take me to your house. I’ll tell you what my grandmother told me and you can tell me your side of the story and we’ll go from there.’

      He had no idea what she was talking about, but he was more than happy to have her in the safety of his house. ‘Give me your keys. You’re obviously in no state to drive.’

      She held out her hand and he took the keys, trying not to touch her because she was trembling.

      A slow, cold burn began as he watched her walk slowly and mechanically to the passenger door. It froze his insides, yet his skin burned, like it was on fire. The urge to lash out at something was almost overwhelming. Curling his fingers into his palm, he clenched his teeth shut against the roar clawing to make its way out.

      His wolf wanted release and it wanted it now. But she was still afraid of him, afraid of his wolf, and he didn’t want to increase the turmoil of emotion he could sense so clearly through the mating bond. He couldn’t turn into a wolf in front of her again any time soon.

      First, he had to find a way to help her gain back her memories, learn how to harness her powers, then unblock them with Cordy’s spell.

      When that was done, and the Curse was no more, he could show her the bliss, the gift that was their mating. He would shower her with his love until fear was not this brand of ice-cold fire between them.

      Until then, his wolf must remain trapped inside.
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      ‘You don’t understand.’ Skye stopped pacing to stare at Jason. He’d just finished telling her his side of the story and it was … insane yet she believed every word. Which is why she said, ‘I can’t be your Pack Witch.’

      ‘No, you don’t understand.’ He gazed steadily at her, hurt and worry shadowing his beautiful eyes. ‘You are our Pack Witch as your father was before you. And we don’t just need you to share your magic with us to help break the Curse, we need you to be a part of the pack.’

      ‘But can’t you find another witch or warlock to help you?’ She glanced at Bron and Shelley who were sitting there listening avidly.

      ‘No.’ He sat forward, pulling her attention back to him. ‘Each pack was tied to certain covens, made up of half-a-dozen old families, so their power could be distributed evenly through the pack without the burden being on one or two individuals. But Bridgette Collier was so powerful, as were her children, that there was no need to tie any other witches or warlocks to our pack. Her children married humans already aware of our secret, as did their children’s children, the power in their bloodline never fading, so there were no blood ties to other covens.’

      ‘But didn’t anyone see the danger in tying yourself to only one bloodline?’ Shelley asked.

      ‘The Colliere coven was always so strong, its numbers only dwindled in the last few generations. But even then we didn’t think to worry until the Curse came into effect when Skye’s father was killed and she was stolen from us.’

      ‘This is the curse that stopped you from being able to access your wolves before the Pact was created.’

      ‘No. I’ve confused you. I shouldn’t have called that a curse per say. It was more a … block. Something dark and evil that meant we could only be in our wolf form at the full moon and cutting us off from them at any other time. It was a horror that turned our wolves rabid. The Pact did away with it and allowed us to have harmony inside once more.’

      ‘So what is this curse? And why does it affect you if I am not your Pack Witch?’

      ‘This curse—the Curse—was canted by a witch who was betrayed by members of her pack. She cursed them to dwindle and die but also put a curse on all Were-kind to ensure that what happened to her and her coven never happened to any witch again. It ensured that Were would protect their witches and warlocks or suffer the consequences of her curse.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘To die. Slowly and painfully as we are cut off from our wolves and driven insane.’

      ‘Oh.’ She sat with a plop on the couch behind her.

      ‘So, you see, you are our only hope.’

      Skye’s mind spun. ‘But I can’t stay. I’m not safe.’

      ‘That’s because you don’t know how to use your powers,’ Bron interrupted.

      Skye glared at her. ‘Explain to me why you’re here again?’

      Bron flashed her a suck-it-up grin. ‘Because we were with Adam when Jason called to tell him where you were going and what you were doing, and I’m a big sticky beak who can’t keep her nose out of someone else’s business.’

      Skye’s lips twitched despite herself. ‘I wish you’d go. It’s not safe—’

      ‘Blah, blah, blah, rogue coven, blah, blah, blah, dangerous. You’ve told us already but it doesn’t matter. We’re not going anywhere, are we, Shells?’

      Shelley shook her head. ‘Adam said your father was training you to take over from him before he was killed. So, there’s knowledge in there somewhere. You just have to remember.’

      Skye rubbed at her aching head. ‘But I don’t remember. I’ve never been able to remember anything before the accident. Morrigan said it was post-traumatic stress. I—’

      She was interrupted by a growl. Surprised, she turned to stare at Adam. His usual cocky smile was missing. In its place was a look so vicious it made her take a step back.

      ‘Adam? What’s wrong?’

      ‘Post-traumatic stress? Are we supposed to believe that?’

      ‘It’s what they told me.’

      ‘But why should we believe them?’ he sneered.

      ‘Do you think I would have kept knowledge from my granddaughter that might have helped her control her magic? If she’d remembered any of her training, we might never have needed to bind her magic like we did.’

      Adam stiffened, as did Jason and Bron, as they all heard Harrison’s words.

      ‘Shelley, are you doing that?’ Bron asked.

      ‘Doing what?’ Adam asked.

      ‘She’s being a conduit between Harrison’s spirit and us, so we can hear him.’

      Shelley nodded, her face drawn, lips white. ‘I can’t do it for long. Especially with Skye here. She keeps pushing him away and it’s draining to keep him tethered to me.’

      ‘It’s hurting you,’ Adam protested, reaching to touch her hand.

      She jerked away from him. ‘I’m fine. Besides, this isn’t about me. We were talking about Skye and why Harrison and Morrigan bound her magic.’

      ‘Her power is supposed to be shared. That’s the way it’s been ever since the Pact was made.’ Adam turned, speaking to the air. ‘Perhaps her magic is so wild because she hasn’t had anyone to channel it to. Have you thought of that?’

      ‘I didn’t know about this side of it. Morrigan didn’t speak about her family very often. And when you failed to protect my son, I’m afraid I didn’t trust you to protect Skye and her brother as well.’

      ‘What about the Curse? She had to know taking Skye would set it off.’

      ‘She didn’t tell me about that at the time, but from what she said tonight, she didn’t think it would as long as Skye was safe.’

      ‘But it has come on, slowly, but inexorably,’ Jason said, arms crossed, face grim. ‘Could that be because Skye wasn’t safe?’

      ‘But that’s the very point I’m making,’ Skye said.

      ‘We’ll take care of the rogue coven,’ Jason said, his jaw firm. ‘There’s no need to leave because of that. We’ll keep you safe.’

      Skye threw her hands up in the air. ‘You’re not listening to me. I’m not safe. I’m a danger to all of you. Even if the rogue coven wasn’t after me, I’m still a danger because I’ve got the power of two inside me—a killing amount of power—and I don’t know how to control it. The only solution is to find you another Pack Witch to bind to you, and then I have to go.’

      ‘No. Don’t you know what that will do to m— To us?’ Jason’s voice was husky with tension.

      Tears burned Skye’s eyes as she looked at him. He was so beautiful, and yet that wasn’t why she was drawn to him beyond all reason. That he had turned into a wolf didn’t seem to matter anymore. But she couldn’t give in to her need for him. He didn’t understand.

      Pain thumped sickeningly in her head and she gripped the back of the lounge to steady herself as she met his gaze. ‘I don’t want to hurt you. I never wanted to hurt you. I’m so sorry. But we have to find some other way around the Curse.’

      ‘There is no other way.’ Jason stood, came around the lounge and took her hand, coaxing her from behind it, pulling her down beside him, but she resisted. ‘Please, let me explain.’

      She sat then pulled her hand from his. ‘I think I understand everything you’ve told me.’

      ‘I don’t think you do. As I said, the reason for the Curse was to make certain no pack ever takes their coven for granted. Your health and happiness is tied into ours. If you’re on the run, in danger, it wouldn’t matter if you found some way to give us power, the Curse would still be in place because the rogue coven is truly a danger to you. That’s why the Curse activated when your grandparents took you from us—because we had not kept you under our protection. If you don’t let us protect you now, then it will hit us in truth and we will all die. River will die.’

      ‘River? But why? Surely he gets some of my power through the twin bond? And he’s been with me all this time.’

      His gaze grabbed hers, eyes burning, intense. ‘He’s Were. If he’s not actively looking after your wellbeing, then the Curse will get him too, no matter how much power you funnel into him. And given he’s not changed in all these years, he’s in more immediate danger of falling prey to it than any of us. Do you understand why you can’t leave now?’

      She rubbed at her aching head. ‘I don’t know … I can’t think.’

      ‘He’s right, Skye. I thought that having Alfrere bind you again and then running from the rogue coven was the only solution, but I had no idea about any of this. The fact the power swapping between the Were and their Pack Witches is so symbiotic might make all the difference in making your powers more stable.’

      Hope fluttered in her chest. ‘What do you mean?’ she breathed.

      ‘I think the Were are a channel for you. Jason in particular. Your power settles around him, becomes more fluid and malleable. That could make a difference even against the rogue coven.’

      Jason nodded, hands clenched before him. ‘Cordy said something similar. She told me I was Skye’s channel. She flamed out at the snow only because the Alpha–Pack Witch bond came into effect so suddenly.’

      ‘I lashed out at you this morning with my magic. I wasn’t stable then.’

      ‘No. But I frightened you. It was a reflex. Your hind brain at work, so to speak. You didn’t try to fry me when you saw me at your grandmother’s house.’

      Jason’s blue gaze didn’t waver. She realised with a thump of her heart that he was sending her a message. He would never let her go. He would find a way that meant she didn’t have to leave. He was the Alpha. It was his responsibility to look after his pack.

      And his Pack Witch.

      The thought tore her in two even though she knew she should be grateful he felt nothing more for her than he did for any of his pack. Turning her mind away from the futile thoughts, she tried to concentrate on what her grandpa was saying.

      ‘The problem is, something has changed in the spell I wove into her magic to lock it. I’m not sure how or why, but it’s resisting Alfrere’s spell—which it shouldn’t have done.’

      ‘Are you saying you can’t undo the spell you wove?’

      ‘Yes. I just don’t know enough. I wish I knew more; wish I knew how to help, but I don’t. I’m too far removed. I wish—I’m so sorry, love. I never meant for any of this to happen.’

      ‘Then why did you do it?’ she snapped, fury flaring through her. It all came down to the fact she had no idea how to use her magic. They said she was more powerful than any witch who came before, but she wasn’t.

      They’d made her powerless. And dangerous.

      A red haze formed in front of her eyes as she pushed off the couch to pace again. ‘I thought you loved me! How could you do this to me? How could you leave me so vulnerable? Why didn’t you train me?’

      ‘We didn’t know how. You have the power of two people inside you, Skye. We had no idea how to deal with that. To help you to control it. Your grandmother didn’t know anywhere near enough about your power. She couldn’t even truly teach me. I learned what I learned from Alfrere and the rogue coven before we left it and even that wasn’t enough. Then we were on our own, with no links to those who might know how to help you. And we were afraid, so terribly afraid, that the rogue coven would track us down through your power. We did what we could; what we thought was right.’

      She laughed, the sound choking in her throat. ‘How does that help me now?’ She waved her hand towards Jason and Adam. ‘They need me to stay. Morrigan and Alfrere want me to run. And River … who knows if I’m a help or a hindrance to him? They say one thing; Morrigan and Alfrere say something else. And now you’re telling me to stay here with Jason and trust him. To use my powers when you’ve told me all my life not to. I mean, what am I supposed to think? How am I supposed to act?’

      Her voice was rising as she took in great hiccoughing breaths that hurt her chest. ‘They want this. You want that. Everyone wants something but has anyone bothered to stop and ask me what I want? And you know what is really pissing me off about all your wants? You now tell me the spell you wove to protect me and those I love from my dangerous magic has changed and you can’t undo it to release my powers! How the fucking hell am I supposed to control my magics if I can’t even tap into them?’

      Anger filled her chest, radiating out until her fingertips burned. Horrified she’d let anger get the better of her again, she turned away from them all, desperately grasping at her control. But the burn in her fingertips got worse, not better, as the knot of anger in her chest kept growing. Behind her, voices rose and fell as the others argued about what she’d said and about what was best to do with her. For her.

      She clenched her hands under her armpits but it didn’t seem to help. The burn began to run up her arms as they spoke about her, not to her.

      ‘Stop talking about me like I’m not here,’ Skye said through clenched teeth. She was now almost bent over double, sweat pouring off her brow as the burn took over.

      ‘Skye. Are you all right?’

      ‘What’s going on?’

      She ignored Bron and Shelley and looked with burning eyes at Jason. ‘I need to go.’

      ‘We can’t let you go,’ Adam said, stepping in front of her as she stood up.

      ‘Please. Don’t stop me,’ she gasped. ‘I can’t … control …’

      ‘But we need you.’ Adam reached for her.

      ‘Don’t touch me!’ Her vision flared, her fingers heating. Blue flame rippled up her arms. ‘You don’t own me. I am my own person. Nobody can tell me what to do.’

      ‘Fucking hell!’ Adam gasped as Shelley shouted, ‘Get back!’

      A hot wind blew through the room as lightning rippled from Skye’s hands, lashing out at Adam. He dived to the side and the lightning struck the lamp behind him.

      Horrified by what she’d done, Skye sobbed, ‘Help me. I can’t stop it.’

      ‘Harrison. Can you help her?’ Jason shouted as he raced forward. But he couldn’t get near her; none of them could get near her. Lightning rippled around her, wind whipped her hair away from her face. It lifted her off her feet until she hung in the air, a golden nimbus of light surrounding her as fire arced between her hands.

      ‘I’m trying to calm her aura, but she’s pushing me away. Shelley, I need a medium. I have to go through you.’

      Shelley paled but nodded. A second later she shuddered, and her eyes glowed golden amber. Purple fire raced from her fingers towards Skye as she walked slowly forward.

      ‘No! You’re going to get hurt,’ Adam said, grabbing at Shelley.

      She turned golden eyes on him and spoke, her voice echoing and strange. ‘Let go. We know what we are doing.’ He shook his head.

      ‘Let her try.’ Jason put his hand on Adam’s shoulder. ‘We have to help Skye. For the pack. That’s more important than anything else. You should know. You reminded me of that.’

      Adam swallowed hard, then let go of Shelley. ‘Don’t get hurt, kitten.’

      She didn’t respond, just continued to walk towards Skye.

      Skye shuddered as Shelley’s fire ran over her, covering the blue flames that lapped at her skin, shrouding her like a blanket. She cried out—the icy cold of it a shock.

      Jason stepped forward, but Bron’s hand on his arm stopped him.

      ‘She’s fine. Let her do this.’

      ‘Skye?’ he asked, his gaze catching hers through the flame.

      She nodded.

      Then Shelley’s strange echoing voice wrapped around her:

      
        
        ‘By the Goddess and by the flame,

        By the Moon and by the rain,

        Breathe in the wind, quench the fire

        Let calm be your heart’s desire

        Three times three times three times three,

        We give you our will, so mote it be.’

      

      

      She began to shake as the spell was invoked. The flame flared brighter and the wind keened, rising in pitch until Jason, Adam and Bron all clapped their hands over their ears.

      Then with a clap of thunderous sound, the blue flame fluttered and was gone.

      The wind died.

      Skye fell to the floor.

      Jason rushed forward to pull her into his arms. ‘Skye? Skye, are you all right?’

      She looked up at him. ‘I’m fine,’ she croaked.

      Bron let out a shuddering breath. ‘Mother Goddess. Shelley, that was amazing.’

      Shelley staggered. ‘It didn’t feel that amazing.’ Her eyes returned to their normal blue as she spoke to the air. ‘Please, don’t do that again, Harrison. It hurt.’

      ‘I’m sorry. But she trusts you. You were my only way in. And if we’re to help her, we might need to do it again.’

      Shelley teetered on her feet. Adam caught her but she shrugged off his helping hands. ‘I think I just need to go to bed.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Shelley.’ Skye moved out of the comfort of Jason’s arms and pushed to her feet. Unable to face them after what she’d done, she turned away. ‘Don’t you see? This proves I have to go. I can’t control it. What if I hurt one of you next time? I mean, look what it did to Shelley to stop me. I can’t—I won’t be responsible for hurting anyone.’

      ‘You will learn.’ Jason gripped her shoulders, turning her to face him. She knew she should pull away, but for the life of her, she couldn’t.

      His touch … it felt too good.

      So she simply looked up at him and asked him, ‘How?’ How will I learn?’

      ‘We will find you help. There’s the Pack Witch Diaries and Cordelia. She can’t come here yet, but you can video chat with her, and she’s working on sending one of her coven to help you. Not to mention your grandpa and Wiccan friends. Surely, together, we can find a way.’

      ‘But I have the power of two. What just happened—’

      ‘All that you did then was show us what an astonishing Pack Witch you will be. You will help the McVales become stronger than we have ever been, and then nobody will dare to touch us again.’

      He gripped her chin and tipped her face up until she couldn’t help but stare into the incredible, mesmerising blue of his eyes. ‘Give me a chance to find a way. I can’t lose you. We can’t lose you. Not to mention I can’t … I won’t let you go.’ He brushed his thumb down her cheek. ‘I promise you, we will find a way.’

      ‘I still think you need to find another witch to bind to the pack.’

      ‘If we could have done that, we would have, long ago when the Collins became so few. It’s not as easy as all that. The only way at this point is for a witch or warlock to mate with one of us and that’s not something you can force.’

      ‘But couldn’t you bind a witch or warlock to your pack with the spell that Bridgette Colliere used?’

      Adam snorted. ‘There’s no witch or warlock alive who could handle a spell of that magnitude and survive. And even if there were, it’s not like there’s spare witches or warlocks just lying around waiting for us to call.’

      ‘Adam’s right.’ Jason firmed his lips. ‘You staying is the only way we will survive. For us to survive, you must survive. So, we have no choice but to find an answer to the problem of the spell that binds you. And to find a way to train you.’

      ‘But my power—’

      ‘Your power will help; it won’t be a danger. I promise. And seeing I’ve promised, it will happen, because a Were cannot break a vow.’

      It was hard to deny such certainty and Skye found herself nodding despite the fear gnawing at her insides. She knew she should argue with him but couldn’t find the energy to do so. Not to mention her head was throbbing from the backlash of using her magic.

      ‘You’re in pain.’

      How could he have such an uncanny knack of knowing what was going on inside her? She didn’t want him making a thing of it though, so she broke from his grip and stepped away, staring out the window, trying to pull calm from looking out at the view of Westerfolds Park. But she couldn’t see anything through the deep violet dark of night cloaking the garden.

      ‘It’s dark.’

      ‘It’s past midnight.’

      ‘But we’ve only been talking for a few hours.’

      ‘You were at your grandmother’s for most of the day.’

      ‘No. It was only a few hours.’

      ‘It was dark when you left. Didn’t you notice?’

      Skye shook her head. ‘I’ve lost the whole day?’

      ‘A lot happened to you today,’ Jason said coming to stand behind her, his warmth reaching out to her. ‘It’s no wonder you’re tired and strung out and missing hours.’ He began to massage her shoulders. His earthy, masculine scent surrounded her, a balm to her senses, and she couldn’t find it inside herself to flinch away. She melted under his touch as his deep voice vibrated through her, holding her in place. ‘Nobody expects you to give more than you wish.’ He turned her, his hands sliding up to cup her face. ‘We will take it as slowly or as fast as you need. You are in control of what happens next. You have my word on that.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘I promise.’

      She relaxed. ‘I want to see the diaries.’

      ‘I want to read them too,’ Shelley said. ‘And speak to Cordy; if that’s at all possible.’

      ‘Count me in,’ Bron added.

      Jason’s hands dropped from Skye’s face and he turned back to the others. ‘Good.’

      Adam shook his head. ‘It will have to wait until morning. You,’ he said, looking at Shelley, ‘look like death warmed up and Skye doesn’t look much better. You need to rest.’

      ‘I’m happy with that.’ Shelley sighed and rubbed her head. ‘I could do with some sleep.’

      ‘Adam will show you up to your rooms—I gather you want to stay here?’ Shelley and Bron nodded. ‘Good. Adam, can you call in reinforcements to stand guard and hold the perimeter?’

      ‘Can do, Jase.’

      ‘I’ll draw up a roster and a line of defence. Then, in the morning, after everyone’s recharged, we’ll get to the task at hand: training Skye.’

      Skye looked up at Jason. ‘But what if—’

      He shook his head. ‘You’re not going anywhere. I’ve vowed to keep you safe and help you control your powers and that’s what we’re going to do.’

      Skye’s jaw firmed. ‘I don’t like it when people try to control my life.’

      ‘I kind of got that impression before when you tried to turn Adam into wolfie barbecue.’ He chuckled and stroked her cheek.

      ‘You don’t understand.’

      ‘I understand better than you could ever know.’

      ‘Skye? Are you coming?’

      Shelley and Bron stood at the door to the hallway, waiting for her. Not taking her eyes from Jason, she said, ‘No. You go to bed. I’ll be up in a minute.’

      ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

      ‘Yes. I just need to talk to Jason first.’ She tore her gaze away from his when her friends didn’t budge. ‘Really. I’m fine now, thanks to you and Grandpa. Go and get some sleep. Adam’s right—you look like death.’

      Bron put her hand on Shelley’s shoulder, stopping her from arguing. ‘Don’t be long, Skye. You need to get some sleep too.’

      ‘Goodnight.’

      Bron blew her a kiss. Shelley sent her an unconvinced look, but said, ‘Goodnight,’ and walked out with Bron, Adam showing them the way.

      Skye’s skin tingled as she realised she was now alone with Jason, remembering what happened the last time they found themselves alone.

      He smiled, his mouth twisting at the corner in the way that made her internal muscles clench.

      She rubbed at her stomach and moved away from his warmth, frowning. ‘What did you mean when you said you understood more than I could know?’

      There was silence behind her and she didn’t think he was going to answer.

      ‘You’re worried it will be like a jail; that you’d be controlled,’ Jason whispered finally. ‘But when you speak to Cordy and her coven, you will see that’s not how it is. The Pact frees those with power in a way you can’t understand. Yet. But even if it didn’t, I wouldn’t tie you down like that. I wouldn’t do that to anyone, let alone you.’

      She turned around to face him, wondering how he understood her fear so quickly. ‘Is that what you feel? Tied down?’

      His laugh was bitter chocolate, warming as it sank into her but with a slight tang that wasn’t wholly pleasant. ‘I did. A long time ago. My parents understood my reluctance. I wanted to roam, but I was Alpha marked.’ He pointed at his eyes.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      ‘The colour. Only an Alpha has eyes this colour. Some Alphas become. Some are born. It was apparent what I was going to be from birth.’ He smiled, the expression so full of sadness, Skye’s heart ached.

      ‘Even so, they let me go. They let me roam and follow my own interests.’ He looked away, regret marking his handsome face with a shadow she wanted to kiss away.

      ‘Didn’t it make you happy?’

      ‘Yes. For a while. But there was the slowly creeping poison of the Curse. Even though my father was strong and he held the pack together with his indomitable will, I couldn’t be truly free. I knew it would come down to me, even though I didn’t want it to. But I was certain I’d have decades before I would have to take over the reins.’

      He stopped, his voice choked off.

      ‘Jason?’ Skye said, giving in to the need to touch his face.

      He turned back to look at her, leaning into her touch. ‘I was overseas when my parents and brothers were killed and I could deny who I was no longer. The pull of the Calling was inescapable.’

      He smiled with such calm assurance; it touched her soul.

      ‘I am Alpha. I can’t do anything to change it. And now that I am Alpha, I don’t want to change it. It’s who I am. Who I was always meant to be. I can’t believe I spent so many years fighting the inevitable.’

      ‘Jason … I-I’m glad for you, that you found yourself. But it isn’t the same for me.’

      ‘You misunderstand me.’ He took both her hands in his. ‘A part of me wants to take you to Packland and hold you there safe and never let you go. But the other part, the stronger part, the part that was succoured by my parents’ understanding of my needs, would never do that to you if you didn’t wish it. I would never dishonour the memory of my parents in such a way. They knew that strength is built in many ways. It is a lesson I won’t forget now.’

      The last was said through gritted teeth, as if he argued with himself over something.

      ‘Jason …’ she began again, but he shook his head, his gaze piercing her with understanding.

      ‘It’s okay, Skye. You don’t need to explain. I get it.’ He ran the back of his fingers down her cheek, a gesture that made her feel treasured. ‘You don’t have to live on Packland. Not everyone does. You can live wherever you want. Go about your life in any way you wish, as long as you allow us to protect you.’ His lips firmed. ‘Although until this rogue coven is taken care of, I can’t let you out of my sight. Do you understand?’

      She nodded even though she was still so uncertain about everything, as if this was nothing but a dream she’d wake from at any moment. ‘I understand. You can’t ever truly let me go because it will bring on the Curse again. You protect me to protect the pack.’

      He frowned. ‘No.’ He ran his thumb over her lips. ‘I will always protect you—and it has nothing to do with keeping the Curse at bay. You are important to me—to us—not because of who you are. Because of what you are.’

      ‘And what am I?’

      ‘You are pack.’

      A family. A true family. That’s what he was giving her, whether she chose to stay with them or not.

      He leaned forward, as if to kiss her—probably a pack-bonding thing. She’d seen how touchy-feely Adam was with Bron and Shelley—but she couldn’t be so free and easy. Not with him.

      She pulled back. His expression was puzzled, his gaze trying to capture hers again, but she looked away.

      ‘I’m tired. Can you show me to my bedroom?’

      ‘Of course.’

      He took her hand, leading her upstairs to a room painted spring green, the floor covered with thick cream carpet. A canopied bed faced the French doors that led out onto a balcony overlooking the park. Fresh roses stood on the dresser in the corner, scenting the air with their delicate perfume. She took a deep breath in, knowing that from now on the scent of roses would remind her of Jason, not her grandparents.

      ‘I hope you’ll be comfortable here.’

      ‘It’s lovely,’ she said, taking a few steps inside, noting someone had placed a pair of flannelette Betty Boop pyjamas on the cream doona. They weren’t her pyjamas. She turned, raising her eyebrow.

      ‘Suzie, Tom’s nanny, lives here with us. She’s about your size and seeing I know how fond you are of cartoon character pyjamas, I asked her if you could borrow some. I assumed you would be staying here and neither Bron nor Shelley brought any of your things with them when they arrived.’

      She managed a wobbly smile, touched more than she should be by his thoughtfulness. ‘Thank her for me.’

      ‘You can do that yourself when you see her tomorrow. Aside from being Tom’s nanny, she’s kind of a housekeeper and PA. So she’ll be around after dropping Tom off at 4us2.’

      She bit her lip and turned away. ‘Tom is here? Don’t you think you should keep him away from me until I can control my powers?’

      His hands were gentle on her shoulders as he turned her to face him. ‘You won’t hurt him.’

      ‘How can you be so certain of that?’

      ‘Because I know how much you treasure children. I saw how much you tried not to lash out tonight, and if not for Adam trying to grab you, I think you would have succeeded. You are stronger than you give yourself credit for being.’

      ‘I don’t think you see me clearly at all.’

      ‘I see you just fine.’ Jason smiled, that little twist of his lips she so loved. Loved?

      Oh God.

      He leaned forward and kissed her brow. The soft, warm press of his lips on her skin made something crack inside her. She bit her lip to stop crying out in pain.

      ‘Sleep well, Skylar Collins. I’ll be in the room next door. If you need me for anything, just call. I’ll hear you.’

      She couldn’t trust herself to say anything, so she just nodded. He smiled one more time, brushed his fingers over her jaw and then left, closing the door behind him.

      Skye sank onto the bed and lay down on her side, legs curled up, arms wrapped around her chest as if she could hold the pain in. She stared blindly out the French doors.

      She loved Jason.

      How could that have happened? She didn’t believe in love at first sight. She’d been so certain it was just lust she felt for him—an incredible, once-in-a-lifetime lust. But it wasn’t. It was so much more.

      She curled into a tighter ball.

      ‘What am I going to do?’

      ‘You will bear what you must, love. There are reasons behind everything that happens in the world, we just need to be brave enough to look.’

      The words were not a comfort. They reminded her too much of what Jason had just said. ‘I don’t think I am brave enough,’ she whispered.

      Her grandpa didn’t respond. After all, what was there to say?

      She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but sleep was a long time in coming.

      When it did come, rather than the darkness of oblivion, eyes of lightning-struck blue blazed in her mind, filling her with both warmth and despair. In her sleep she dreamed of a life she could never have.

      In her sleep, she wept—but they weren’t tears of joy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Daylight streamed through the gauzy curtains when Skye finally woke, the kind of yellowing daylight that suggested it was late afternoon. She’d slept the day away.

      The exhaustion of last night no longer weighed down her limbs, but her mind was fuzzy, her eyes dry and sore and her mouth tasted of the bitterness of tears.

      Groaning, she rolled off the bed and staggered to the bathroom. A toothbrush, still in its packet, lay next to the basin, and someone had placed some clothes on the chair in the corner. A note lay on top of them.

      Skye,

      I hope you rested well. These are for you. Feel free to shower or have a bath and help yourself to any food in the kitchen. Shelley called 4us2 and they don’t expect you in today or the rest of the week.

      Her head snapped up.

      Shoot. Work. She’d forgotten all about it.

      Thank God for Shelley and her sensible brain. Jenny would have been so worried not to have heard from Skye. What kind of boss and friend was she to have forgotten those who did so much for her? She should have remembered and made the call herself. Her staff, under Jen’s capable guidance, would continue to manage fine without her. Still, guilt left a bitter taste at the back of her throat even though she knew she couldn’t be around the children with the rogue coven after her. It was bad enough she endangered her friends, let alone little ones too vulnerable to look after themselves.

      Sighing, she read the rest of the note.

      Bron and Shelley have gone out to do some research in their family grimoires. Adam and I are going up to Kinglake to talk with Marcus McClune. I’ve stationed members of the pack outside—Iain and his brother, Patrick. If you need anything, just stick your head out the door and they’ll come. Suzie will pick Tom up from 4us2 and will bring him home at about six. I’ll be back as soon as I can.

      In the meantime, I’ve left a few of the Pack Diaries on the table in the lounge room. I thought you might want to make a start on them. But make sure you eat first.

      Jason xxxx

      Skye held the note to her lips when she finished reading, breathing in the scent of paper and a faint hint of Jason’s warmth. She shouldn’t read anything into those Xs but … They’d had sex. Twice.

      No. It didn’t mean the same to him as it had to her. There was an animalistic side to his nature that put everything in a completely different light.

      Having sex with a Pack Witch was probably part of the ritual of connection he’d spoken of last night. He had said he wanted to explore the connection between them, but he’d been talking about the Alpha–Pack Witch bond.

      She groaned, scrubbing at her face.

      Stupid! So stupid to have misread that entire situation. It was like she was some love starved adolescent.

      Putting the note down, she stripped out of the clothes she’d slept in and hopped into the large shower, sighing when the warmth of the spray pummelled her aching muscles.

      Half an hour later, feeling half human at least—although the aching pain in her chest hadn’t abated—she wandered downstairs. Bypassing the lounge room where the Pack Diaries were waiting, she headed to the kitchen. She hadn’t eaten since having a few slices of the pizza Adam had ordered the night before. Jason was right—if she was to keep up her strength and not get sick again, she needed to eat.

      The kitchen was at the back of the house and as she stepped into the large, open space, the scent of freshly baked bread and tomatoes welcomed her. And basil. There was fresh basil growing in a tub alongside the bowl of tomatoes on the windowsill that overlooked the garden, the late-afternoon sun shining on their bright green leaves.

      She was surprised how large the kitchen was, given that this was essentially a bachelor pad. The modern appliances were well used, suggesting someone loved to cook—the smell of freshly baked bread was testament to that. Newspapers and crayons were scattered on the oversized oak table that took up a huge portion of the kitchen, and a box of toys sat next to the faded red couch and armchairs that faced the far wall, where a huge flat-screen TV hung. Large, leafy green plants stood on either side of the bank of glass doors that led out onto the patio that wrapped around the back and side of the house, spilling out onto the huge garden.

      Her eye was caught by a huge canvas on the wall opposite the TV; a splash of wild colours—red, orange, yellow, black, white and earthy browns with a hint of mossy green here and there. The painting was abstract, designed to create emotion in the viewer. Skye swallowed as she looked at it; passion, desire, loss and loneliness. That’s what she felt looking at the painting. It drew her in.

      She padded across the wooden floorboards, across the plush cream and green rug that covered the floor in front of the couch so as to view the painting with nothing between her and it. In the corner was a signature: A. McVale.

      Adam? Who would have known? There was so much more to him than she’d guessed. Jason had mentioned he was the pack Trickster; she really would have to find out what that meant. Looking at this painting, she had a feeling it meant he was far more than just a clown with a cocky smile.

      Her stomach growled.

      Tearing her gaze from the image, she turned and headed towards the fridge, trying to tamp down her reaction to the painting—to the room in general.

      It was probably because this whole room wasn’t what she’d expected in a bachelor residence. It wasn’t clinical with clean lines, but warm and welcoming. A kitchen and family room used by a family. The kind of place she’d always longed for. The kind of place that made you feel like you belonged.

      In fact, the whole house was like that. It was a family home, with half-a-dozen bedrooms, not to mention a study and play room, a formal lounge and dining and this large room. What could two bachelors with a little boy need with such a large house?

      A whisper of memory came to her: her mother standing in their kitchen, cooking, flour on her cheek, the scent of pasta sauce and roasting lamb wafting delightfully in the air, mixing with the sweet floral hint of Ivy Collins’ perfume. Ivy glanced up as five males let themselves in through the back door, each grabbing her up in a fierce hug and giving her smacking kisses on the cheek, hands lingering on shoulders and arms in ways that were not sexual but that proclaimed their affection for her. She returned their affection. They were pack. They belonged to each other.

      ‘I’m running a bit late,’ Ivy said. ‘You know where the drinks are. Help yourself. Paul is in the lounge room. Skye, can you please grab the oil for me?’

      Skye was just being set back on her feet by the biggest of the five men, laughing as he tousled her hair. She scampered off, dodging the back door as it opened to let in another group of people.

      The memory faded, leaving her gasping and disoriented.

      So many people. Pack. Welcome in her parents’ house like it was their own.

      At least now she understood the size of this house. Members of the pack probably stayed here with Jason and Adam. It would only be natural they’d want to be near their Alpha. It would explain why the house had the feel of a home, not just a bachelor pad or a base of operations.

      There was a feeling of rightness here—remembering that scene with her mother brought clarity to what Jason had said last night about her being pack, reaffirming it. But what did that mean to her?

      Shoving aside the feelings the memory brought up, she tugged open the fridge door, and stood there for a long moment, looking blindly at the contents before pulling herself up.

      ‘Get a grip, Skye. Get some food, read the diaries, figure the rest out later.’

      She pulled out a large dish that took up most of the second shelf. Leftover lasagne. It would do. She put it in the microwave to nuke and then poured a glass of water.

      Her phone rang. She looked at the screen: Morrigan.

      ‘Gran, what’s happened? Why are you calling?’

      ‘I just wanted to know how you were feeling. Alfrere said you would probably sleep for quite some time so I gave you most of the day before I called. Are you okay?’

      Skye was so stunned that at first the words wouldn’t come. ‘I’m … I’m fine … Thanks for asking.’

      ‘Of course I’d ask. I tried to call you at home but you weren’t there.’

      ‘No. Jason took me to his place. We thought it might be safer here and I wanted to read the McVale Pack Diaries he keeps here. I thought they might help.’

      ‘Help? Help what? You know what you have to do. You aren’t thinking of tapping into your powers and helping them, are you?’

      Skye sighed. ‘I’m just trying to find the best way forward.’

      ‘The best way forward is for you to do as Alfrere and I told you. He didn’t weave that spell last night just to have you ignore us. It wasn’t fun for him, you know.’

      ‘It wasn’t fun for me either.’

      ‘No … Well, I’m sorry it was so painful, but there was a purpose to it. It wasn’t so you could play happy families with the Were.’

      Skye snorted. ‘It’s hardly been happy families. But they have a different view of things than you.’

      ‘Of course they do.’

      ‘They need me to stay and help them.’

      ‘Selfish bastards. Don’t they care what could happen to you if you do stay? What could happen to River?’

      ‘River will die. They will die if I don’t find a way to break the Curse you disregarded.’

      ‘They didn’t look after their coven the way they should. They deserve to succumb to that goddamned Curse!’

      The viciousness in Morrigan’s voice made Skye momentarily speechless. ‘How … how can you say that?’

      ‘I can say that because I understand the truth. Where-else you … you have let them hoodwink you.’

      ‘What do you mean? They haven’t hoodwinked me. I’d know if they were lying—something to do with the Alpha–Pack Witch bond.’

      ‘There are things they don’t know.’

      ‘And I suppose you do?’

      ‘Yes. Things Alfrere has told me. You need to come back. You need to let us help you.’

      ‘I can’t leave the pack to suffer. It wouldn’t be right.’

      ‘Even if it means the rogue coven could capture you? And what about River? They’ll come after him too to make you do what they want. They’ll torture him, and you, to get you to use your magic for their benefit.’

      Skye shuddered at the coldness in Morrigan’s tone. ‘Jason says he can protect River and me and Grandpa agrees. Especially given Jason says that I’m far more powerful than my father, and if I can only find some way of tapping into my powers without them exploding out of me, then—’

      ‘No! You can’t do that.’

      Skye’s hackles rose at her grandmother’s tone. ‘Don’t tell me what to do. I’m sick of everyone telling me what to do. I can make my own decisions, my own choices. And I choose to stay and help Jason and the pack.’ She stopped, breathless. She hadn’t known until that moment her decision had been made.

      She was staying. Nothing and nobody could drag her away. She had a purpose—Jason had given her that. Even if he couldn’t return her love, he’d given her something to strive for. Something worthwhile. Something to build on. And that just might be enough to mend her broken heart.

      Pack. She belonged with them. As they belonged to her.

      ‘I’m going to learn about my powers. I’m going to help the pack and break the Curse. And I will stand and fight the rogue coven with everything in me.’

      ‘Skye, you’re being foolish. You’re letting sentiment get in the way of reason.’

      ‘No. I’m not. I’m finally seeing things clearly. And when I’m ready, I’m going to come and get River. I know you love him and you’ve always looked after him, but he belongs with me and the pack. They might be able to help him where you haven’t.’

      ‘Skye. Please, listen—’

      ‘No, Gran. I have listened. This is my choice. If you are afraid, you can run, but I’m not running any more.’

      ‘Skye—’

      ‘I’ll call you in a few days, tell you how I’m going. And if you want to help me in my new life, I’m sure the pack would be happy to welcome you back.’

      Before Morrigan could say anything else, Skye hung up and turned her phone off. She knew Morrigan would call again, but she wasn’t going to answer. Her grandmother had made her choice and now Skye had made hers.

      She pulled the lukewarm lasagne out of the microwave, and carried it to the table. The scent of cheesy meat and tomato made her stomach growl. Suddenly ravenous, she shoved the first bite in before she’d even taken her seat. The lasagne was homemade and delicious with its chunky sauce and hints of basil, oregano and chilli. It was the first time she’d enjoyed food in weeks.

      Once she was finished, she washed up her dishes and wandered into the lounge room. The diaries were on the coffee table where Jason said they would be. Picking up two of them, she plonked down on the lounge with a sigh. Staring at the top one in her lap, she ran her hand over it.

      There was nothing special about the cover—just brown leather with ‘Paul Collins’ Diary’ embossed in black in the middle. Her fingers tingled as she ran them over her father’s name, but the tingling wasn’t bad.

      She went to open the diary, but her hand began to tremble.

      Coward! Her father had written this. There was nothing to fear and a lot to gain. What had happened to the resolve she’d found in her conversation with Morrigan?

      She gripped the leather cover. After a long moment of staring at it, she looked up and around. ‘Grandpa?’ He didn’t answer. ‘Grandpa? I have some questions for you.’

      ‘He’s not here.’

      Skye jumped and looked up to see Shelley standing in the doorway. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I’d see him.’ Shelley shrugged her shoulders as if that was normal.

      ‘Where is he?’

      Shelley shook her head and walked into the room. ‘I don’t know. Wherever spirits hover when they’re not trying to interact with living people. I’ve never asked.’

      ‘Don’t you want to know?’

      Shelley shuddered. ‘Not really.’ She leaned forward, her long golden plait falling over her shoulder, and ran her hand over the volume in Skye’s lap. ‘Is this one of the diaries?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Have you found anything in them yet?’

      ‘I haven’t been able to open it. Even though I want to know, even though I have to know, I’m afraid of what I’ll find.’

      Shelley didn’t press her with questions like Bron would have, just picked up another diary. ‘They smell nice.’

      Skye frowned, breathing in the scent of the leather. It was mixed with other scents, spices and herbs with the faintest touch of woodsmoke, tantalisingly familiar. ‘They smell like Papa, I think.’

      ‘Yes. They do. He always smelled of his work,’ Jason said as he came to a stop in the doorway.

      Skye swung around, her gaze meeting his, the green a deep emerald, like two pools high in the mountains surrounded by lush trees. He thought he might drown in them. ‘You’re home early,’ she whispered.

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Thank you for leaving these out for me.’ A faint smile touched her lips.

      Jason bowed his head. ‘My pleasure. But there’s nothing to be afraid of in them.’

      She blushed and looked away. ‘You heard me.’

      ‘I did.’ He came around the couch and sat on the coffee table in front of her, picking up a volume and turning it over in his hands. ‘They’re your heritage. They were written for you. There are things in here that will not reveal themselves to anyone other than those with power—much to my frustration.’

      ‘You’ve read them?’

      ‘I have. As my father did before me, trying to gain some information that would help us to find you. But much of it remained a mystery to him as it does to me. As I said, they were meant for you.’ He stroked the brown leather as he looked at her.

      By the Moon, he could look at her forever and never get bored. He saw something new, something unique, every time. She seemed to sense he was staring at her, because she glanced up at him and then away before he could capture her gaze again.

      She returned her attention to the diaries, her fingers trembling over the leather, and then, taking in a deep breath, opened it and began to read.

      Not wanting to make it harder for her to concentrate, he stood, his movement knocking one of the volumes to the floor. He bent to pick it up and as he did so, a loose piece of paper slipped from between the pages and fluttered to the floor. Turning it over, he opened the folded piece to see what it was.

      The spell Cordy had given him. How had it gotten inside the diary? He thought he’d put it in his desk drawer.

      ‘What is it?’ Skye asked, her eyes on him once again.

      ‘This is the spell I told you about. The one Cordelia created to help unblock your powers so you could have full use of them.’

      ‘Did Marcus change his mind? Is she coming to help Skye learn about her powers?’ Shelley asked, looking up from the diary in her lap.

      Jason shook his head. ‘Marcus won’t let Cordy off Packland and he won’t allow Skye to go to her, because her powers are so unstable.’

      ‘I wouldn’t go, even if he asked.’

      He looked down at Skye, startled. ‘Why not? If they want to help?’

      ‘They have children, don’t they? I’m not going anywhere I might hurt children.’

      Of course that would be foremost in her mind. Could she be any more perfect as a mate?

      She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, then put out her hand. ‘Can I look at that?’ He passed it to her, watching as her eyes darted over it. After a moment, she dropped the piece of paper into her lap, squeezing her fingers into her palms. ‘I can feel the power in these words.’

      ‘She said you must speak them aloud.’

      ‘Read them, Skye,’ Shelley said.

      Skye shook her head, folded the paper and put it in her pocket. ‘No. Not until I know more about my magic. I want to read this first.’ She tapped the diary. ‘And perhaps if I could do a video conference with Cordelia and ask her some questions in the next day or so?’

      Jason nodded, certain Cordy would be more than happy to do that.

      ‘Good. I need to figure out how to control the magic that’s been leaking out. Who knows what will happen if the whole lot is unleashed.’

      ‘That’s what I’m here for,’ Jason said. ‘You’re supposed to channel it through me.’

      ‘No!’

      She sounded horrified. Jason couldn’t help it—he knelt down beside the couch and touched her shoulder. She looked up at him, then away. He brushed her hair back from her face, cupped her chin and lifted her head so her gaze met his once again. ‘It’s the way it works.’

      ‘I won’t do it until I know more. I could kill you. I almost killed River.’

      ‘You didn’t know what you were doing.’

      ‘I still don’t.’ She jerked her head back, out of his gentle grip. ‘I’ve agreed to stay, to help, but you have to let me do it my way.’

      His wolf snarled its disappointment, but he kept his expression gentle, calm. He tapped the diary. ‘Read this and we’ll talk.’

      ‘We’ll see,’ she muttered, returning her attention to the diary as he moved away.

      ‘I need to call Iain, see if the perimeter is clear. Will you be okay here without me for a while?’

      Skye nodded, her eyes pinned on the diary in front of her. ‘Tom will be home soon. Have you thought any more about sending him away?’

      ‘I have. Iain is going to take him and Suzie back to Packland tomorrow morning when a few more of my lieutenants arrive to help with security here.’

      ‘Good. I meant what I said about not wanting any children to be hurt.’

      ‘It’s your concern that tells me you are going to be a wonderful Pack Witch. Children are what binds the pack together. There’s nothing more important than them.’

      ‘I agree.’

      He couldn’t see her expression—her hair hung down, concealing her face—but he could see by the set of her shoulders she was tense. ‘You shouldn’t read for too long. It’ll be dinner soon. You should eat and then rest more.’

      Her eyes snapped up to his. ‘I slept all day and I’ve just eaten. Right now, I want to read these. I want answers.’

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, he nodded. ‘Okay.’ He understood. Hell, he wanted her to get a handle on her magic as quickly as possible, too. But he also didn’t want her falling sick. He glanced at Shelley; she was eying them both, a curious expression on her face.

      She seemed to read the question in his eyes though because she nodded. ‘I’ll make sure she goes to bed if she gets tired.’

      ‘I’m not a child.’

      Jason’s lips twitched at Skye’s petulant tone.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Shelley quipped.

      Skye glared at her friend. Shelley just poked out her tongue. Then, suddenly, Skye was laughing.

      The sound filled Jason with warmth and hope. If she could laugh, then maybe she wasn’t in as bad a place as he feared. ‘Well, if you’re here to take care of her …’

      Shelley smiled at him. ‘I’ve been taking care of her for years.’

      He nodded then looked over at Skye, who was studiously avoiding his gaze. His wolf didn’t like being ignored. Giving in to the wolf’s urging—because he didn’t like being held at arm’s length either—he crouched down again, cupped her face in his hands and kissed her, short, hard, possessive.

      When he pulled back, she stared at him, stunned, but he could see the embers of desire written in the depths of her eyes, the way she bit her lip, the unsteadiness of her breath. She wanted him too.

      Despite what he’d said to her last night about giving her space, he wasn’t going to give her up without a fight. She was his mate. Her heart was his as his was hers. She only had to accept it to realise the gift they’d been given. He was certain once she realised it, there’d be no talk of going away.

      But now was not the time to bring it up.

      Smiling, he leaned forward and kissed her again, this time slower, softer, a promise.

      Her breath fluttered over his face as he pulled away. ‘I’ll see you later. Make sure you rest.’ She didn’t answer, just stared at him with those desire-laden eyes.

      His wolf’s satisfaction a purr in his throat, he sauntered out of the room.
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      Skye sat there, dazed, staring at the doorway long after Jason left.

      ‘You okay?’ She turned to see Shelley sitting on the couch beside her—when had she moved? ‘Skye?’

      ‘Umm, yeah, fine. Gotta read.’ She stared at the page, the words swimming before her eyes.

      ‘Arsehole shouldn’t have done that to you.’

      ‘Done what to me?’

      ‘That,’ Shelley said, waving her hand at Skye.

      ‘I’m not that bad.’

      ‘Tell that to the stunned mullet look on your face. You look like a Disney princess, all googly-eyed and ridiculous after their prince gives them a kiss.’

      She screwed up her mouth, trying to think of an epithet to call her friend but nothing but, ‘Read your diary,’ came out.

      ‘You read your diary.’

      ‘I will.’ And strangely enough, she could. She supposed she should say thanks to her friend for making her angry and snapping her out of it, but then that would just encourage her.

      She slouched further into the couch, pulling her feet up under her, and started reading.

      Her father’s words captured her attention from the first line, as he wrote of things that seemed vaguely familiar and others that were so alien they crawled over her skin, making her shudder.

      Family history was intertwined between essays on the nature of magic and spells her father had learned or created. Her eyes wanted to skate over the spells because they made her head pound, but she knew she had to read every word, so she ignored the pain and made herself read them. After a while, the pain became a nauseating numbness in the back of her head.

      She read for hours, unaware of anything around her. The only reason she noticed when Shelley got up to turn more lights on was because suddenly she could see the writing better.

      Finally, she came to a section about her parents’ meeting, their love, the vision Paul had seen that had almost kept them apart. The words made them vivid and alive, their hopes and dreams spelled out on the page in a way that she felt them as if they were her own.

      And their joy when she and her twin were born—incandescent.

      Then there was the separate section that included her father’s prophecies. Some were simple. Some made no sense while others seemed to be written in some kind of code she couldn’t understand.

      ‘What are you frowning over?’

      She passed the diary to Shelley. ‘I can’t make sense of this, although I have a feeling it’s incredibly important. Does it make sense to you?’

      Shelley’s brow furrowed as she read.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Well what?’ she asked, not looking up from the diary.

      ‘Does it make sense to you?’

      ‘Maybe,’ she said, and kept reading.

      After a long pause, Skye said, ‘Care to elucidate?’

      ‘What?’ Shelley asked, looking up at her briefly before looking back down at the diary.

      Skye chuckled. ‘Don’t worry. It’s clear I’m going to get nothing useful out of you until you’re finished.’

      ‘Hmphf,’ was all the response she got.

      ‘Just like it’s clear I’m not going to get my father’s diary back,’ she muttered.

      No response to that.

      She looked at the other diaries on the coffee table. Edginess prickled over her skin at the thought of diving into another one right away. Sighing, she pushed up from the couch, stretching out the cramps from sitting too long. ‘I’ve had enough for now. I need a drink. Do you want anything?’

      ‘Tea would be nice,’ Shelley said absently, not looking up from the diary.

      ‘Oh, you heard that?’

      ‘And maybe some of Adam’s Anzac biscuits.’

      ‘Adam’s Anzac biscuits?’

      ‘Mmm-hmm. He does most of the cooking here.’

      ‘Huh.’ Skye wondered if he’d made the amazing lasagne she’d eaten earlier. Lasagne and biscuits. Comfort food. There really was more to him than she’d realised.

      She headed down the hall to the kitchen, put the kettle on and went in search of the Anzacs. She found them in a tin marked ‘Adam’s Biscuits’. As she filled a plate, she thought about the diaries and what her father had written. Wisps of fog-like memories were being stirred by some of what she read, but she still couldn’t grasp them; they were too insubstantial. Hopefully, if she persisted she’d actually remember something that would help them now. That was of course if she could pry the diary out of her friend’s hand sometime in the next century.

      ‘Can I have one of those?’

      She jumped and turned around. Tom stood in the doorway, a fluffy puppy in his arms.

      ‘Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?’ she asked, trying to ignore the lick of fear that crawled up her spine at sight of the dog.

      ‘I woke up and was firsty. And a bit hungry. It’s a long time till bweakfast.’

      ‘It is.’ She held out the plate, trying to stop her hand from shaking as he came forward with the puppy. She knew the fear was irrational, especially after she’d faced down his uncle as a wolf. Besides, the puppy was too cute to be menacing: a little ball of grey and white fluff looking adoringly up at Tom as he padded up to her and took a large biscuit. The puppy licked his face. Tom giggled.

      ‘Who’s your friend?’ she asked.

      Tom kissed the puppy on the head. ‘This is Mikey. Uncle Jase just gave him to me for my birfday. Can I have some milk, too?’

      ‘Sit at the table and I’ll get you some. But not a big glass—it’s not good to drink lots of liquid before bed.’

      ‘Oh, I know. Uncle A says I have a bladder the size of a pea.’ He looked up at her curiously as she put the glass of milk before him and sat down next to him. ‘What’s a bladder?’

      She was about to answer when the puppy scrambled from Tom’s lap to hers. Skye stiffened, holding her breath.

      Unfazed, Tom said, ‘He likes it when you pat him, like this.’ He sidled closer—he smelled of soap and toothpaste. Skye breathed in the familiar scent, trying to allow it to soothe her into relaxing. The puppy settled into her lap, lying his head on her stomach, and looked up at her with adoring brown eyes. Tentatively, she lowered one hand and followed Tom’s action.

      ‘See?’ Tom nodded. ‘He likes you.’

      She nodded nervously, but continued to pat the soft fur.

      Tom watched her for a moment, his forest green eyes full of questions.

      ‘You want to ask me something?’

      He nodded. Thought for a long second. Then, ‘You’re our Pack Witch, arnchoo?’

      She swallowed hard. ‘So I’ve been told.’

      ‘Why did you go away? We needed you.’

      ‘I didn’t know I was needed. Besides, I was only eight and my grandparents took me to look after me. They didn’t realise they would hurt any of you when they did that.’

      ‘Oh. I guess that’s okay then.’

      ‘Really? You’re not angry with me?’

      He shook his head. ‘Nuh-uh. It wasn’t your fault. Uncle Jase says we can’t take responsbly—responsiblibity—for things that aren’t our fault. Like my parents’ and Nan and Pop’s and Uncle and Aunt’s deaths. That wasn’t my fault. Uncle Jase says it’s okay I feel sad, but not to feel bad. He says just to try my best always to make Mummy and Daddy proud of me in heaven.’

      Skye had to bite her lip to keep the tears from running down her face. She stopped patting the puppy and brushed her hand through the little boy’s silky soft hair. His acceptance and forgiveness was a gift she wasn’t going to sully with her stupid tears. ‘Your Uncle Jason is very wise.’

      Tom nodded. ‘Yeah. He and Uncle A are the best.’

      He ducked his head and began patting the puppy again. Aware of a little boy’s pride, Skye turned her attention to the puppy. ‘What kind of dog is he?’

      ‘A Keeshond.’

      ‘Huh.’ She’d never heard of them, but she had to admit this one was cute, and stroking her hand along its soft body was kind of relaxing. ‘It looks like a fluffy baby wolf.’

      Tom laughed. ‘Mikey’s too small to be a wolf.’

      At his name, Mikey jumped up, licked Tom’s face again, scampered off her lap and landed on the floor with a loud plonk. Scrabbling to his feet, he shot to the door leading out onto the back patio.

      ‘What’s he doing?’ Skye asked, pushing to her feet to follow Tom to the door.

      ‘He needs to go wees.’ He opened the door and the little puppy scurried out. Cool night air flooded in the door, making Tom shiver. ‘Don’t go far,’ he called in obvious imitation of his uncles, before closing the door. He looked up at Skye. ‘He won’t be long.’

      ‘Okay.’

      She stood beside him, looking out the floor-to-ceiling folding glass doors as the puppy scampered off into the dark, nose to the ground, curly tail held jauntily across its back.

      The night sky was blue velvet and clear, the full moon high in the sky, casting dancing shadows all over the backyard and the stretch of wooded hills. She soon lost sight of the puppy. ‘He can’t get out into the park, can he?’

      Tom shook his head. ‘There’s a gate, but Uncle Jase locks it.’

      She saw something move near the end of the patio, bigger than the little puppy. ‘Do you have other dogs?’

      Tom shook his head. ‘No.’

      Her heart banged in her chest. ‘Then what are those?’

      Two massive grey dogs, like the wolf-dog she’d seen at the snow, stalked across the grass from the direction of the back fence to the edge of the patio, their shapes outlined in the spill of light from the lounge.

      One of the dogs moved forward, sniffing the air, then sauntered across the patio to where Mikey had disappeared at the edge of the lawn. The yellow-orange glow of its eyes in the purple night sent a little frisson of fear dancing down her spine.

      These must be members of the McVale Pack—Iain and Patrick—who were on sentry duty. Even so, she shifted slightly, away from the window.

      At her movement, the dog’s head snapped around, its yellow-orange gaze piercing her through the glass doors. Then suddenly, it sat back on its haunches, lifted its head and howled to the sky.

      The sound wasn’t mournful but triumphant. Vicious. Deadly.

      A little ball of grey and white flew out of the kangaroo paw plant to the left, hurtling in a snarling, snapping flurry of fury towards the two monstrous grey dogs.

      ‘Mikey!’ Tom screamed as he opened the door.

      ‘Tom?’ Skye said, surprised by his fear. But then a growl, low and bloodthirsty, ripped through the air, and one of the dogs snapped at the puppy, swatting it with its big paw.

      There was a sharp cry as Mikey flew backward into the bushes edging the patio.

      Fear clutched her in its vicious claws, paralysing her. These wolves weren’t pack.

      ‘Go ’way! Leave him alone!’ Tom shrieked in his high-pitched voice, coming to a quivering halt just outside the door as the dog turned and snarled at him.

      The sound snapped her out of her paralysis. She reached for him, but he was too far outside the door to easily pull him back inside. Despite the fear trembling in every nerve ending, Skye slipped out and placed herself between Tom and the dogs.

      The dog in the lead, the bigger one, widened its mouth, almost as though it were smiling.

      ‘Tom,’ she whispered out of the corner of her mouth, ‘go back inside.’ She held her hands out to the side in attempt to shield his movement back through the door.

      ‘I want Mikey.’

      His sob cut into her. She felt his worry for his dog as if it was her own, but she couldn’t allow him to stay out here with such dangerous wild animals. ‘I’ll get him.’

      Mikey had crawled back out of the bushes, far more cautiously this time, but his hackles were raised as he faced the dogs, his mouth pulled up in a snarl. If he weren’t so small and cute, he’d look scary. As it was, Skye was surprised the dogs were reacting to him at all. If they were human, they would have been rolling around laughing at the comical David and Goliath display. But then again, David had won. Perhaps the puppy had heard the story.

      She giggled, realising she was on the verge of hysteria as fear clutched at her throat and squeezed her chest, a deep primal thing that made her want to curl up in a corner and whimper.

      ‘Skye. You have to get back inside, love.’ Her grandpa’s voice, a whisper in her ear, filled her with thrumming tension. ‘These are not pack wolves. They aren’t friends. They’re our kind.’

      His words snapped her out of the trance fear had locked her in. ‘Our kind,’ she stuttered. ‘But they are wolves, not witches.’

      ‘They are. Powerful witches. It’s called transmogrification. But they aren’t natural shapeshifters. They’ve used dark magic,’ he said, voice low and harsh and full of condemnation. ‘Can’t you sense it?’

      Skye nodded. Oh yeah, she could sense it all right. Every cell in her body was shaking with the need to run away to where that kind of evil could never touch her.

      ‘Run.’

      ‘No.’ She couldn’t run. Now the unreasonable fear had been slapped aside, her need to protect the little boy and his puppy was greater. Reaching out slowly, she bent forward and said in a shaky voice, ‘Mikey. Mikey, sweetheart, come here. Come to Skye.’

      Mikey snarled, his little body shaking with fury, and took two springy jumps forward then back.

      One of the wolves looked down his nose at the puppy’s display, its mouth widening into a tooth-baring grin as it made a noise that sounded eerily like a snicker. The other wolf stood, the movement sharp, abrupt, making Skye’s heart pound in her chest. It leaned forward, black nose crinkling, lips pulling up into a sneer.

      Mikey let rip with a sharp bark. The laughing wolf kept laughing, the other shot its mate a look that on a human would be annoyance, and then returned its attention to the little bundle of furious fur. It leaned forward. Mikey yipped again, his entire body caught up in the noise, his little legs like springs attached to his mouth, his last spring and yip bringing him closer to her and Tom.

      ‘Call Jason.’

      ‘What?’ Was her grandpa insane? She didn’t have time to make a call.

      ‘In your mind. You are linked to him. Call him.’

      She didn’t question him, but screamed inside her head, ‘Jason! Jason!’

      ‘Skye.’ Jason’s voice in her mind was a mere whisper, but then it strengthened. ‘I’m coming, Skye. Get back inside.’

      ‘I’m trying.’

      ‘Mikey!’ Tom whispered. ‘Mikey, please come.’

      Mikey yipped again, his motion taking him towards the dogs.

      ‘Mikey. Bad dog. Come here.’

      The larger darker wolf growled, leaning forward in a truly menacing manner while its mate made that sound like a chuckle. Mikey yipped and hopped back.

      ‘Come on Mikey, just a little further and I’ll be able to grab you, you annoying little ball of fluff,’ Skye said in a sweet voice. She reached out as Mikey yipped again, coming within an inch of her outstretched hand.

      The biggest wolf growled viciously and leaned back, readying to pounce. Skye took a quick step forward, grabbed up the fluffy bundle, who was still snapping and snarling at the shapeshifters, and began to back up, herding Tom towards the door, her gaze firmly fixed on the menace in front of her.

      Her fingers sparked and burned, but she didn’t dare look to see what was happening there because her movement seemed to have freed the biggest wolf from its crouch. It flung itself forward, the whites of its eyes and its flashing white teeth reminding her of how a shark looked as it lunged to feed.

      Arms wrapped around the little dog, she twisted, pushing Tom back through the door.

      Jaws clamped onto her leg, sharp teeth tearing through denim and flesh. Adrenaline pumped through her too hard and fast for her to register the pain as she kicked out. The wolf let go. She lost her balance. A thousand images pulsed through her mind as she fell; time slowed so that she saw everything at once.

      Then she hit the ground. Her breath punched out of her as her head smacked against the paving stones with a sharp crack. Blackness rushed forward but she pushed it back.

      As she did, time returned to full speed.

      She needed to get up, move. Tom still hadn’t gone inside like she’d intended but was standing in the doorway, gaze fixed on the attacking wolf, face pale as death, lips pulled up into something that looked like a snarl, his little body vibrating as if he was about to have a seizure. She had to grab him and shut the door before the wolf continued its attack.

      Holding Mikey in one arm, she pushed herself up and lurched forward. Her right leg didn’t seem to want to work and she fell forward, hitting her chin. Stars spun in her eyes and shouts erupted all around her.

      She pushed herself up again but was flattened as the wolf landed square on her back. Fear paralysed her for an awful, timeless second as she felt its hot breath on her neck, spittle from its snarl landing on exposed flesh.

      She was going to die.

      The thought triggered movement. She would not die like this—not lying on the ground, exposed and weak. She tried to kick, to flip up, but it was too heavy.

      Expecting any moment to feel its teeth sink into her neck, she looked up, hoping Tom had run to get help. But he still stood there, vibrating.

      She didn’t want the little boy to watch her die. Didn’t want him to be next. She had to protect him.

      Without any thought for what she did, becoming a creature of instinct, she flung her arm out. White light sparkled from her fingers and shot out towards Tom, the magic creating a barricade at the door.

      The wolf snarled, the sound a vibration against her skin and the magic sputtered and died. ‘No!’ she cried. She wasn’t strong enough. She didn’t know enough to protect those who needed protection. Her power wasn’t hers to tap into—perhaps it never would be.

      Time seemed to suspend again as she waited for the sharp bite of pain that would bring death.

      Then bright light enveloped the little boy, his body convulsing so violently she couldn’t understand how it was he was still standing.

      ‘Tom!’ Jason’s cry tore through the air. She looked up. He was running across the room towards them. Light streamed from him, wrapping around him as he ran. He sprang over Tom’s head, careening right for Skye and the wolf still standing on her back, ready to rip her throat out.

      But it wasn’t Jason that descended on them. In mid-air, he turned into the large gold and silver wolf he’d shown her the day before in her bedroom.

      Images overlaid the reality of what was happening; her mama and papa dancing in the moonlight, her mother dancing backward, glowing as if she was lit from within, head flung up to the sky as the glow took her over and, moments later, a silver wolf stood baying at the moon; a silver wolf—her mother—nuzzling at her hand, brushing her head against Skye’s face in the softest of caresses; River jerking and quivering in the car, his eyes wild as moondust danced on Skye’s fingers; River laughing as he raced out the door in front of her, light pouring from him as he changed forms before she had the chance to breathe and fly out into the light, running behind him shouting, ‘Cheater!’

      It all seemed like a dream. But no dream she’d ever had felt so real or so goddamned painful.

      Jason-the-wolf slammed into the attacking wolf-shifter on her back. They tumbled away. Howls of pain, snaps and snarls lit the air.

      Stunned, Skye lay there, unable to move to let the wriggling puppy free. Although, she didn’t want to let him free; there was the other wolf-shifter, the laughing one, to consider. It could attack while Jason was fighting the snarling one. She couldn’t allow it near the puppy. Not even if protecting him meant it would attack her.

      A sound in front of her caught her attention. She looked up to see shreds of material fall from Tom, his pyjamas now rags, as he transformed into a miniature sandy-coloured wolf. His howl tore through the night air and he leapt over her, taking up a protective stance between her and the laughing wolf-shifter.

      Dumbfounded, Skye didn’t even react when Adam joined them, jumping in front of Tom with a snarl, his own clothes falling in a kind of fabric snowfall as he transformed, almost blinding her with the golden-rainbow wash.

      Adam-the-wolf, hair as black as night bristling like a mane around his head, snarled and snapped at the laughing wolf-shifter, a definite threat if ever she’d heard one. The wolf-shifter’s lip curled. Adam leapt at it. With a yelp, it turned tail and ran into the darkening night.

      Adam-the-wolf gave a wheezy laugh and turned back to her, one eye winking.

      Winking! How could he find this funny? Any one of them could have been killed by those shapeshifters.

      A howl tore through the night nearby and Adam-the-wolf tensed.

      ‘Jason!’ she cried. Had Jason been hurt, or had he hurt the wolf-shifter?

      Adam-the-wolf turned back to look at her and whimpered as if to say, ‘Don’t worry’. Tom-the-wolf whimpered back at him and they nudged noses, then Tom came and sat down next to her, burrowing his nose under her arms to sniff at Mikey. The puppy squirmed out of her numb arms, licked Tom-the-wolf’s snout and then burrowed into the ruff of fur in the little wolf’s neck.

      Seeing they were safe, Skye pushed herself onto her side. The effort brought a grunt and a swaying bout of pain that rushed from her head to her jaw, her elbows then her leg and back up again in an agonising surge. She groaned, not sure which part of her to clasp first. Her leg was on fire, her back clawed and bruised, her forehead and chin felt like someone was still taking to her with a sledgehammer, and blood—her blood—was splashed on the paving stones under her.

      A wet nose on her arm made her jump. Jason-the-wolf stood before her, taller and larger across the shoulder than Adam-the-wolf, his piercing blue eyes full of worry.

      Her breath shuddered painfully in her throat.

      She glanced sideways at Adam and Tom. They whimpered in greeting and almost seemed to smile at her, encouraging. Jason-the-wolf made a strange soft yowling sound and Adam nodded and trotted off into the dark. Jason’s attention then turned to Tom. The baby wolf yipped, the sound defiant. Jason made a different guttural yowl, similar to the tone she used when admonishing a disobedient child, and Tom dropped his head to his paws, green eyes wide as he looked up at his Alpha in submission.

      ‘Wh—what’s going on?’ Her voice sounded so strange, at first she didn’t recognise it as hers, but thought maybe someone else had spoken her thoughts with some strangled voice.

      Jason’s gaze swung back to her and before she could move, his head dipped towards hers and his tongue, like soft, damp sandpaper, licked her face. ‘You okay?’

      ‘Jason?’

      ‘I’m right here. Are you okay? You’re bleeding.’

      Skye’s heart stopped, breath backed up in her lungs as the wolf edged closer.

      ‘Skye?’

      Jason’s voice in her head acted like a defibrillator. Her heart restarted and raced like a galloping horse across hard turf, returning life to her limbs.

      A fragment of memory pierced her, of a wolf-like grey dog, just like the ones who’d attacked her a few moments earlier.

      Gasping, she skittered back, gaze searching into the dark beyond the huge gold and silver wolf, right leg dragging behind her until she’d wedged herself between a terracotta pot plant and the glass door.

      A flash of golden light made her duck her head and close her eyes.

      ‘Skye? Are you okay?’

      She opened her eyes. Jason crouched before her, blue gaze capturing hers as if he looked into her soul. Fear galloped up from her chest to choke her, making it impossible to answer. He reached out.

      ‘Don’t touch me.’ The words sprung out of her mouth before she could stop them. Hurt, concern and something else that made her heart ache, showed in his eyes. She hated that she could hurt him like that. ‘Sorry, but … Please. Just give me a moment.’

      ‘There’s no need to be afraid,’ he said softly. ‘They’re gone.’

      She choked on a laugh. ‘It’s not that. Well, it is. It’s just … the wolf-like dog that attacked me when I was younger—it looked like them. And a dog exactly like that was watching me up at the snow.’ Her eyes widened as she stared at him. ‘It was the rogue coven following me up at the snow, wasn’t it? And they must have attacked me when I was younger.’

      He moved as if he wanted to pull her to him, to hug her and hold her safe, but stopped halfway when she flinched away again, his gaze raking her face. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

      ‘I know it’s just …’ She swallowed hard. ‘You were a wolf not a minute ago and I need a minute to process.’

      ‘But you’re hurt.’ He gestured at her leg. ‘You need tending.’

      She laughed again, the sound nothing more than a bark. ‘And you’re naked.’ What that had to do with anything, she had no idea. But words now seemed to be tumbling out of her mouth, beyond her control. ‘You can’t be naked. It’s getting cold. Aren’t you cold? You’re naked.’

      A quizzical smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. ‘I know. The downside of transformation, remember?’

      She nodded slowly, her thundering heart changing to another kind of beat as her gaze skimmed over him. ‘Not so much of a downside. It depends on where you’re sitting.’ Oh God! What the hell was she saying? She sounded like Bron for fudge-sake!

      He stared at her for a moment and then laughed. ‘That’s my girl.’

      Her mouth twitched. ‘I don’t know why I say things to you I’d never say to anyone else.’

      ‘I don’t mind. In fact, I like it.’

      ‘You do?’

      ‘I do.’

      She stared into his eyes, her heart thumping, but no longer from fear. How could she be afraid of the man standing in front of her? A man who had done nothing but try to protect her. A man who held her heart, even though he didn’t know it. There was so much she needed to say to him. He still didn’t know that she’d decided to stay, and not just until the Curse was broken.

      But instead of saying any of that she murmured, ‘Beautiful. Your wolf is beautiful.’

      His mouth turned up into that lopsided smile that made her insides curl with desire, her blood turn molten and her heart thump thick and heavy in her chest.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘That golden-rainbow glow. I remember that. I remember River and Mama changing.’

      ‘Do you remember anything else?’

      ‘No. Not much. Just the occasional flash, but enough to tell me that hearing you in my head is not usual. How did you do that?’

      He hesitated before saying, ‘The Alpha–Pack Witch bond gives us the ability to mindspeak when needed. It also does so much more.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘When you connected your mind to mine and called to me, you shoved power through the connection and into me, enabling me to control the change. I sent power through to Adam so he could change. I still had residual magic left over from when we bonded at the snow and could probably have changed for a while without more, but Adam’s connection to you is not as strong and the extra boost helped him to change quickly so as not to be left vulnerable to whatever those things were.’

      ‘Shapeshifters. Warlocks and witches using dark magic.’

      He nodded, not asking how she knew, simply accepting that she did.

      A whimper from the left had her head snapping around and she gasped as her gaze fell on the little sandy wolf crouched on the paving tiles, Mikey curled into the ruff at his neck.

      ‘Tom.’ Jason’s tone was low, firm. ‘Take Mikey inside. I told you I’ll talk to you later.’ Tom whimpered, his liquid green eyes dripping with worry as he glanced at Skye.

      Jason inclined his head, his expression inscrutable. ‘I’ll take care of her. You do what you’re told. Now go up to your bedroom. Suzie will help you to change back. You’ll need guidance the first time.’

      Tom clattered to his feet, nudging Mikey with his nose, and headed inside. At the door, he stopped and looked back, whimpering again.

      ‘She just needs a moment. I promise, I’ll tell her.’

      Tom nodded and headed through the door, Mikey a scrabble of little legs behind him. ‘Did I turn Tom into a wolf?’

      Jason smiled, his hand hovering over her again. ‘Yes. He’s never changed before. It’s a bit of a shock.’

      ‘I thought I could only channel my energy into you and you channelled it into the others.’

      ‘You wanted to protect him. You gave him what he needed to make him less vulnerable to those who attacked.’

      ‘I didn’t mean to frighten him. Or hurt him.’

      Jason’s eyes creased with his laughter. ‘You didn’t. You did what only a Pack Witch could do. He’s exhilarated. Our children haven’t been able to change so young for many years. Not even under influence of the moon. He thought there was something wrong with him.’

      ‘Doesn’t he know about the Curse.’

      ‘Of course. He knows it affects the young, the old and the weak first, but he doesn’t truly understand. All he knew was the wolf inside him wanted to get out, to run, to bay at the moon, to play, and he could never manage to let it. It’s been killing him by slow increments, turning him from a laughing, happy boy into someone so shy and withheld, he no longer seems like a child.’

      ‘He has seemed happy at childcare.’

      ‘That’s in part because of the environment you created there and partly because of his friendship with Andy. It’s done him some good; kept him from going rabid as many of our other young over the years have done.’ He took her hand, fingers twining around hers, thumb brushing over her skin in a way that made her insides heat with a slow burn.

      ‘What you did tonight, it was a gift. The greatest gift you could have given him. It’s a gift you give to all of us. You have no idea how special you are. Or what you mean to us.’ Staring into her eyes with a solemness that felt like a vow, like a promise he would never break, he said, ‘I will never stop trying to show you how special you are to us. To me.’
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      Skye’s free hand clenched on the pavers, the roughness tearing at her fingernails, her skin. But that little pain wasn’t enough to take her attention off the ache Jason’s words caused. She wanted them to mean so much more; but knew they never could.

      She couldn’t let them.

      ‘Don’t say that to me,’ she whispered, the words torn from her throat.

      ‘Why not?’ he asked, taking her bruised hands in his. ‘It’s true.’

      ‘For the pack. I’m special because the pack needs me.’ She said the words, trying hard not to see the light shining in his eyes that spoke of something else entirely, something she wanted with every fibre of her being, but could never have. ‘No more and no less than that.’ She tried to free her hands from his, but he wouldn’t let go.

      ‘It is more. You know it’s more than that. I would never have slept with you if it wasn’t.’ He sighed. ‘But now isn’t the time for this conversation. You’re hurt. We need to get you inside and patched up.’

      ‘Where’s Shelley? She was in the lounge room.’

      ‘She’d gone into the study to video conference with Cordy—she had some questions about what she was reading—and because she had headphones on, she didn’t hear the attack. But Adam’s taking her to your house to get her first-aid kit. Bron is at her shop—she’s getting some of her healing powders. They’ll be back soon.’

      ‘That’s good.’ Bron and Shelley would act as a barrier against these unwanted feelings his presence created. She tried to stand, but her leg gave out. He caught her, held her upright against his naked body.

      It was too much.

      She leaned into him, couldn’t seem to help it, and words exploded out of her mouth as she stared up into his beautiful eyes, words she never meant to say. ‘I feel you inside of me …’ Her fist curled over her chest. ‘I feel you inside of me here and I can’t get you out.’

      ‘I feel you inside me too,’ he whispered, head lowering to hers as his arms went around her. ‘I don’t want to get you out.’

      She pushed back against his chest so that he stopped, her fingers leaving bloody smears on his smooth, golden skin. She couldn’t let him kiss her. If his lips met hers, then she’d be gone. ‘I have to hope that you do,’ she whispered, tearing her gaze away from his so she wouldn’t be tempted to caress his face, his body.

      His expression was puzzled as his gaze captured hers, but before he could ask his question, she tried to move away.

      She’d forgotten about her leg. Pain shot through her and she began to fall, only to be caught by him again.

      Jason hissed, ‘I’ve had enough of this,’ and scooped her into his arms. She stiffened as she slammed against his muscled chest; tried to push away. But he held her too tightly and as he moved, her head spun nastily. She had no choice but to give in and let him carry her inside.

      She closed her eyes against the rising nausea the movement caused. But she refused to lay her aching head against his shoulder.

      ‘Where are you taking me?’

      He made a huff of exasperation. ‘To the study. It’s the most protected room in the house. Your leg needs to be taken care of. And your face. You’re bruised and bleeding.’

      ‘I heal fast.’

      ‘Not fast enough,’ he growled. ‘I’m going to find out who those fuckers were and I’m going to kill them.’

      She shuddered, certain in this moment that he was capable of doing just that. ‘Don’t go after them. Not for me.’

      He shot her a look that seemed more animal than human, but didn’t respond—he didn’t need to; she could see his response clear in his eyes.

      It made her shiver; the kind of delicious shiver she couldn’t let take hold.

      He moved swiftly through the lounge and down the hall, taking her into a room filled with comfortable smells: the dusty musk of old books, leather and furniture polish.

      Skye would have loved to spend time in this room, exploring, but Jason marched to the worn leather couch and lowered her onto it as if she was something precious.

      Looking down at her, his expression stern, he said, ‘I will do everything I need to keep you safe.’ He touched her cheek, his fingers circling the bruise on her forehead, the cut on her chin. She could still feel blood dribbling from the gash and down her neck. ‘They will pay for this.’

      She shook her head. ‘I don’t want you—or anyone—to be hurt because of me.’

      ‘We will fight for you, Skye, whether you want us to or not.’ He bent, kissing her lightly on the lips. ‘I will fight for you to my last breath. You are mine.’

      His words whispered over her, creating a rising warmth inside.

      He moved back. ‘Stay here. I can hear your friends. I need to throw some clothes on.’ He kissed her on the forehead. ‘I’ll be right back.’ He was gone before she could say a word in response.

      She touched her forehead then her lips where she could still feel the imprint of his so clearly. ‘Hell.’ She took in a big, shuddering breath. What was she going to do? How could she stay and deal with him as the Pack Witch, day to day, when all she wanted was—

      ‘Skye? Shit. What did they do to you?’

      She looked up as Bron, Shelley and Adam rushed in the door, Shelley’s trusty first-aid kit in her hand. She almost burst into tears, her breath coming in short sharp gasps as her friends knelt beside the couch.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Shelley asked, brushing the hair from Skye’s face.

      Skye nodded, unable to tell her friends her heart was being ripped out of her chest bit by slow bit. ‘Just a little banged up.’

      ‘Bron and I will help with that.’ Shelley opened her first-aid kit and began pulling things out. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t hear anything. What attacked you? Was it the rogue coven? Here, hold this to your chin, you’re still bleeding.’

      Skye took the padded bandage and held it to her chin, wincing. ‘I think so. They looked like Were.’

      ‘They weren’t Were,’ Adam snarled.

      ‘I know.’ Glad to have something else to concentrate on, she caught Adam’s gaze but couldn’t hold it. Only a few moments ago he’d been a large black wolf and thinking about that reminded her of Jason. She spoke to Bron instead. ‘They were from the rogue coven; shapeshifters. I think they found me years ago, came to me in those shapes, possibly to lure me away from Grandpa and Gran. It’s that memory I’ve carried with me; the reason I’m frightened of dogs.’

      Shelley began to roll up Skye’s torn jeans. ‘Can you roll over? I need to see this in the light.’ Her friends helped her to roll over, gentling their touch when she winced at the movement.

      Shelley tutted as she looked over the wound on Skye’s calf. ‘Goddess, this is a mess. Whatever attacked you might not have been a true Were, but its teeth were real enough. It almost tore you to the bone.’ She got out some things from the bag and Skye felt her fingers prod around the wound. ‘There’s something wrong here. Bron, do you feel it? You’re better at this than me.’

      Bron held her hand over the wound. Skye stiffened as a strange warmth covered her leg. ‘Don’t be a baby, Skye,’ Bron said. ‘I’m just pulling on a little of the Goddess’ magic to enhance my reiki.’

      Skye tried to relax but overcoming her lifelong aversion to magic wasn’t a simple process and all she managed was to hold herself rigidly still.

      After a moment Bron sat back. ‘There is definitely something dark in this wound. I think it’s going to be beyond my healing ability alone. If we don’t manage to neutralise whatever spell or poison was on their teeth, it could be disastrous. I need help.’

      ‘Oh, God,’ Skye whimpered, burying her head in her arms. ‘Am I going to die?’

      ‘Not if I can help it.’ Adam pulled out a phone. ‘I’ll call Cordy and see if she can help you.’

      A moment later, a woman’s face appeared on the screen, her vibrantly red hair a silken spill around her pale, piquant face. ‘Adam? What’s up?’

      He quickly explained the problem. Cordy asked to be shown the wound and spoke briefly to Bron and Shelley about their impressions.

      ‘You’re right, Bronwyn,’ she said. ‘It would appear to be a magical poison. Which means we have to fight it with magic.’

      ‘Is that necessary?’ Skye trembled at the idea of magic being used on her again. Alfrere’s magic had hurt so much.

      ‘Very. If we don’t get their magic out of you, it could get into your blood, crawl into your brain, your heart, your soul. It could kill you, or worse.’

      ‘There’s something worse than death?’ She laughed, trying to lighten the air of doom that had drawn around them.

      ‘They could turn you into a Shade. Or something darker. Something like them.’

      Skye swallowed hard. ‘Okay.’

      ‘Shelley and Bron, you’re going to have to bind the spell with a boost of life force.’

      ‘A blood tie?’ Bron asked.

      ‘Yes. It’s stronger than anything else I know and the positive energy of your combined life forces in your blood should help push out any dark magic still in the wound.’

      ‘I’ve never done anything like that before.’

      ‘It’s not hard. I’ll talk you through it.’

      As she spoke, Bron did as Cordelia asked, mixing up a grey-coloured powder from the collection of herbs in her bag. Then she collected three drops of blood from Shelley’s fingertip, repeated the action on herself, and mixed them into the powder. A coppery scent stung the air alongside the softer scents of the herbs.

      ‘Good,’ Cordy said, her voice echoing strangely from the phone. ‘Now, call on your Goddess power to enhance your natural abilities.’

      ‘Adam, you might want to leave the room,’ Bron said. ‘I use the power of the Moon Goddess. It could turn you by force with the amount of power I’m about to borrow and I know you don’t like that.’

      Adam nodded. ‘I’ll just be outside the door.’ He propped the phone up on the desk and left.

      Skye tried to lie as still as possible as they ministered to her wounds, Cordy’s voice echoing around her. Bron sprinkled the powder over the torn flesh. Prickles skated over her skin as Bron and Shelley placed their hands over the wound and invoked their Goddess and the power of the moon. Their words made the hair on the back of her neck stand up; made her want to run. Breathing tight and shallow, she gripped the edge of the couch hard, ignoring the pain in her fingertips as a cooling tingle sank into her leg.

      She shuddered and bit her lip, trying not to cry out. She had to get over this aversion to magic. Not all magic was evil. The proof of that was before her in her friends and Cordelia.

      But still, some magic was evil. That magic had stood before her only a short time ago, cloaked in the form of grey wolves, and attacked.

      That evil magic couldn’t be allowed to hold sway. It couldn’t win.

      ‘You can turn over, Skye,’ Shelley said. ‘Thanks, Cordelia. The wound is already feeling and looking better.’

      Cordy nodded. ‘As the dark magic is expelled naturally from her body, it should start to heal quickly.’ She turned as her name was called in the background. ‘Coming,’ she yelled over her shoulder before her attention returned to the screen. ‘I have to go. We’re in the middle of our Samhain preparations. But if you need any more help, just call. I can’t come to you—yet—but I can at least do this.’

      ‘We appreciate that, Cordy,’ Bron said. ‘I would never have thought to do this myself.’

      Cordy nodded. ‘That’s because you haven’t been trained to use your magic properly. I can help all of you, not just Skye, if you want.’ There was another cry behind her. ‘Look, I have to go. Call me whenever.’

      ‘We will.’

      The screen went blank.

      Shelley broke the silence. ‘I feel drained after that.’

      ‘I don’t,’ Bron said. ‘I’m pumped. I could probably do a full reiki healing on the rest of Skye’s wounds right now and not feel drained after.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s necessary,’ Shelley said as Skye stiffened again. ‘Just apply this salve to Skye’s face while I bandage her leg and I think that will be enough healing for tonight.’

      Bron chuckled. ‘If you say so.’

      ‘Is it safe to come in?’ Adam called.

      ‘Yep. All done in here.’

      Skye winced as Bron dabbed cream on her forehead. ‘What I don’t understand is how they found me?’

      ‘I’d like to know the answer to that too,’ Adam said as he sauntered in.

      Bron sighed. ‘They either followed us or tracked you through the magic you’re leaking.’

      Skye nodded. Either could be true. ‘But why come as wolves again when it hadn’t worked all those years ago?’

      Bron dabbed lotion on the cut on Skye’s chin. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘They took on wolf form because they thought it meant they might be able to get close enough to succeed.’

      ‘Succeed in what?’ Jason said, entering the room, gaze immediately finding hers, searing her as it always did. Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, his feet bare, he looked more gorgeous than anyone had a right to. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘The rogue coven,’ Adam said. ‘Why attack? What was the motive?’

      ‘That’s simple,’ Jason said, his expression grim as he leaned against the desk directly opposite her. ‘It’s easier to hunt down the deer that’s been separated from the herd. They want you to run.’

      Jason’s words fired through Skye, her anger a hard knot in her chest that made her more determined now to do what she’d decided to do. ‘Well, I’m not running. I’m staying.’

      Jason’s eyes burned with suppressed joy. ‘You’re staying?’

      ‘Yes.’ She took in a deep breath, trying to stop the quiver in her voice. ‘They might have meant to frighten me by attacking me, but it backfired. I’m not a deer to be singled out and hunted down. I won’t be pushed around or used by others against my will ever again. I will learn not to be frightened of my magics. I’ll use the spell Cordy wrote for me and I will learn how to channel magic to help the pack. To help you. To protect all those in my care. And then the rogue coven can run from me.’

      She reached into her pocket to pull out the spell, but Shelley’s hand on hers stopped her.

      ‘You can’t do that.’

      Magic buzzed on her fingers as they touched the paper in her pocket. ‘I won’t be the victim anymore.’

      ‘I understand that. But even if you managed to unlock your powers, they are still dangerous unless you know how to channel them.’ Shelley sighed. ‘I didn’t want to say anything yet, but the diary I was reading earlier mentioned the incredible raw strength of your powers. They are akin to the sun as ours are to the moon. One uncontrolled flare-up and you could kill Jason and every single Were he is linked to.’ She paused, eyes moving from one tense face to the next.

      Skye’s hand went limp, pulling away from the paper as Shelley’s words sank in.

      ‘That’s why I called Cordelia. I needed to check if what was written there could be true.’

      ‘Is it?’ Jason asked, voice tight.

      Shelley nodded. ‘Cordy didn’t realise you had the power of two in you. She said you’re going to have to be very careful in unbinding Harrison’s spell. It could take weeks, if not months, to do it in a safe way. Especially if we don’t have help.’

      Skye’s mind spun, but amid the turmoil one thing sprang clear. ‘I won’t let those I love be put in further danger because of me. We have to find some way to speed things up. I have to learn about my magic. I can’t go through what I went through tonight again.’ She clasped her hands together so tightly it hurt. ‘I mean, they could have hurt Tom. Or any of you. But if I knew how to use my power, they would never have been able to do that. My father thought I could be taught. I have to believe in that. I have to. There has to be a way. One that won’t endanger any of you or take so long.’

      ‘I suppose we can keep researching in the diaries, perhaps they have the answer.’

      ‘Alfrere could train you. He trained me.’

      Her mouth popped open on a breath of sound at Harrison’s suggestion.

      ‘What is it?’ Jason asked her.

      ‘Grandpa just suggested a way. A faster way that won’t endanger any of you.’

      ‘What?’ Jason asked.

      ‘I have to go back to Alfrere and Morrigan. Alfrere taught Grandpa. He can teach me.’

      ‘No!’ Jason and Adam said together.

      ‘But they wanted you to bind your magic and run,’ Bron said over the top of them.

      ‘I know. But that was because they said there wasn’t time. They don’t have all the information about what will happen to the pack and to me if I don’t learn to channel my powers into you.’ Her gaze flickered to Jason’s and then away. ‘If I go to them—’

      ‘No,’ Jason said again, his tone cold, final. ‘The danger to you is unacceptable.’

      ‘I can’t risk my magic lashing out, like the diaries suggest it might, if I don’t learn to control it. I have to do this now.’

      ‘I think Skye is right,’ Bron said. ‘Given what Shelley read in Paul’s diary about Skye’s power, we need to take care of training her now. And if no Pack Witch can do it, then Alfrere is a reasonable alternative.’

      ‘No.’ Jason shook his head, chin set in a line of stubbornness she would have found endearing if not for the fact it was aimed at her.

      She stiffened. ‘You promised.’

      ‘Not about this. Not when it means danger to you.’

      ‘You don’t own me.’

      ‘I do when it comes to this.’

      ‘You lying f—’

      ‘All right then,’ Shelley coughed awkwardly. She finished bandaging Skye’s leg and stood. ‘Bron, Adam. Let’s leave them to discuss this without an audience. I need to wash up anyway.’

      ‘But this is just getting interesting,’ Adam drawled.

      Shelley grabbed his arm. ‘You are coming with me.’

      His lips curved up into a sensuous smile. ‘Whatever you say, kitten.’

      Shelley rolled her eyes and muttered something under her breath that made Adam laugh.

      Bron followed them out but turned to whisper as she went out the door, ‘Don’t kill him. We need you both intact.’
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      When they were all gone, Skye snapped. ‘I don’t like it when people lie to me. You said I’d be my own person, free to make my own decisions.’

      ‘I didn’t lie to you. But your safety is my responsibility.’

      ‘I could claim the same about myself for you and my friends.’

      ‘You could, but our lives aren’t in immediate danger like yours is.’

      ‘What are you talking about? Your entire pack is dying from the Curse.’

      ‘Not today we’re not.’

      She growled at him. ‘You are impossible.’

      He sat next to her and took her hand, ignoring her resistance. ‘No, I’m not. But it’s in our nature to be viciously protective of what’s ours. And you are mine.’

      Her anger disappeared as his words stabbed through her heart. She looked away so he wouldn’t see how much his words meant. ‘I asked you not to say that.’

      He grasped her face, careful of her wounds, but forced her to meet his gaze. ‘When the Curse started making itself known, I thought it was the worst thing that could happen to our pack, but I was wrong. Having you taken from me, never being able to build a life with you, that thought tortures me most of all. I might as well be dead if I you aren’t there by my side.’

      ‘Please, don’t.’ She squeezed her eyes closed. ‘It just makes it so much harder for me to separate things. I know I’m your Pack Witch; that the Bond Wine you gave me at the snow pledged me to you and your pack and created a feeling of such closeness that it encouraged us to cement the bond in a sexual way. But it’s difficult for me to think about it in such a clinical way. I know it’s easy for you—this must have happened between Alphas and their Pack Witches many times before, but—’

      He pressed his fingers over her lips, stopping her words. ‘You have it all wrong. Please Skye, look at me. I want you to see the truth of my explanation in my eyes.’

      Slowly, even though she knew it was a terrible mistake, even though she knew looking into his eyes as he tore her heart open a little more with words that made it clear they were to be nothing but colleagues and maybe friends, she opened her eyes and met his gaze.

      ‘I can’t believe … I’m sorry you thought …’ He sucked in a deep breath and started again. ‘The Bond Wine doesn’t create sexual attraction. It’s used to tie a Pack Witch to the Alpha, helping to create the bond that’s so essential in the transfer of power.

      ‘My father shared it with your father as Alphas have done with their Pack Witches and Warlocks for the last five hundred years, and I can promise you, it never did for them what it did for us. For us, something special happened. The Bond Wine helped a deeper connection click into place. Something inevitable.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ she managed to ask even as her breath caught in her throat.

      He smoothed a finger over her frown. ‘Skye. I love you. I was always meant to love you because you are my mate.’

      Skye gasped, knowledge tumbling into her head at that word. Then she stiffened. ‘You can’t want me as a mate.’

      He chuckled. ‘There’s no choice, but if there was, I would have chosen you. You are perfect for me in every way.’ He brushed his fingers over her cheeks, his thumb on her lower lip causing a deep need to build and shudder inside her.

      ‘I understand this might come as a shock, it certainly came as quite a shock to me because I wasn’t looking for my mate; not with everything going on and such uncertainty in my pack’s future. But here you are. And my wolf and I could howl our joy to the sky. You are my mate and I love you.’

      ‘Oh God. Oh God.’ She didn’t realise the sound had hiccoughed out of her, barely felt Jason’s arms tighten around her as a memory flickered into her mind. She sat on her mama’s lap, a mating ceremony coming to a close on the other side of the bonfire.

      ‘A mating is for life,’ Ivy whispered. ‘They’ll be joined soon, just as your father and I were joined. Through hardship and arguments, they’ll know that the other will always be there, loving them. It’s the sweetest joy and the greatest burden.’

      ‘Why, Mama?’

      Her mother chucked her under the chin, her attention returning to the couple who stared adoringly into each other’s eyes as if the rest of the world didn’t exist. ‘It’s a burden because both will have to work hard never to let the other feel less than they are. Happiness is not always ensured. Like with everything else in life, their mating will need constant work. But the one thing that will see them through, apart from always having the love of the other, is that they’ll know the joy of children. A mating ensures the strengthening of ties through more than love. It ensures them through blood.’

      ‘What do you mean, Mama?’

      ‘The need to procreate—it is as much a part of our nature as is our animals. If that need is stifled, it can lead to insanity. That’s why the birth of a child is such a treasure and always brings great celebration to the pack.’ Her mother hugged her hard and kissed her brow. ‘Children are the greatest gift our kind can give to each other.’

      Skye swallowed and touched her brow where the feel of her mother’s kiss lingered; as did the words she’d said: cruel, taunting words that brought a fresh bout of pain because of the truth that had always been inside her.

      A life without children was something that could not be borne by one of the Were.

      Which meant, no matter how much they might want it, she couldn’t be with Jason.

      She couldn’t be his and he couldn’t be hers because she’d been too young and weak and frightened to say no to her grandmother, even though deep inside she’d known what her grandmother insisted upon was wrong.

      ‘Skye.’

      She jumped as Jason’s voice pulled her back from her dark thoughts. ‘Jason—’

      His fingers over her lips, stopping her words, his gaze a heated torch lighting the fire of despair inside her.

      ‘I know this is a lot to take in,’ he said softly. ‘I know you don’t, or can’t, believe in this right now, but it’s true. You are my mate. It’s why you feel so drawn to me, and I to you. That’s why we made love at the snow—neither of us could hold against ties far deeper than the Bond Wine could create.’ He leaned his forehead against hers, his breath brushing over her face in an intimate caress. ‘I think when your father bonded us when you were a baby, he’d seen that we were fated to be together.’

      She closed her eyes against the horror behind his words, but it didn’t help. Her heart was tearing apart. She was dying inside.

      He seemed to know her pain because his lips pressed against her brow in a comforting caress before he leaned back to meet her gaze once more.

      ‘That’s why you feel safe with me when you know so little about me. It’s why it hurts me when I can’t touch you. And I know you have to be hurting, too. But now you know. Now you don’t need to deny this any longer.’ His voice was a harsh whisper against her ear, placating, but full of a deep pain at the thought she would deny him.

      He didn’t understand.

      Pulling back, she looked up into his eyes. ‘I love you too, Jason. But I—’

      His lips covered hers, cutting off her words. Thoughts swirled in her head, desire overtaking panic. And between his sweet, intoxicating kisses, his words tumbled into her mouth.

      ‘That you love me is enough … for now.’ He deepened the kiss, tongue tangling with hers, and she couldn’t resist.

      When he eventually pulled back, he looked deep into her eyes, their panting breaths mingling. ‘The mating has only just started, but I don’t want to push you. There will be time to get to know each other better after we’ve tracked down this rogue coven and stopped them. After you and River are safe and the Curse is broken. If time is what you need, then I will court you some more. I will give you the time you need.’

      He crushed her to him again, and she was helpless against his words, against the passion and power of his kiss, his desire.

      ‘I would do anything for you, Skye Collins. Anything.’ Tears fell from her eyes as his words pierced her soul.

      ‘Hey,’ he said, brushing the tears from her cheeks. ‘What’s this?’

      She closed her eyes against the stark look of unbridled love pouring from his startling blue eyes. ‘The mating bond isn’t complete,’ she said. It was her only hope now.

      ‘No. It needs acceptance from both sides for that to be so, and a few ceremonies, one public in front of family and friends, and one private, for us to be irrevocably linked. But it will happen for us, Skye, because I love you and you love me. The Fates meant for us to be together.’

      She was shaking, couldn’t stop. His words were what her heart had always longed for, but they were the exact words she knew would destroy her. ‘I can’t—I can’t be with you, Jason. I can’t have children.’

      His hands jerked on her face. ‘What? What are you talking about?’

      ‘I can’t have children.’ The words tumbled out. ‘Morrigan made me have a hysterectomy when I was in my teens. She used her money and influence to get it done because she was afraid of my power, that I would pass it on and that the rogue coven would try to go after any children I might have. Not that she said that to me at the time. I barely understood what was happening, but I was so afraid of my power, of passing the evil of it on, that I let her do it.’ Her lips trembled with the bitterness of that ignorant decision, one that she’d always regretted but never more than now.

      ‘You are Alpha. I might not have many memories, but what I do have lets me know that you must have children. For the health and wellbeing of pack, the Alpha must pass on his strength through blood. You need children. I can’t give them to you. I can’t be your mate.’

      His hands dropped from her face and he inched away. ‘You are the last of your line.’

      ‘Yes.’ The word was a whisper torn out of her.

      She watched as he got up and moved away to stare out the window, his words and actions ripping her heart from her chest as she knew they would. But it was worse, so much worse than she’d thought it would be because she suddenly realised something she’d never known before. Unless River had children and they were witches and warlocks, then she was it. And when she died, as one day she must, then the Curse would activate in full and it would be the end of them all.

      When finally he spoke, his words were whispered, but the anguish in them whipped at her. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’

      ‘I didn’t realise. I always thought it was just my pain to bear … I-I-I didn’t know.’

      He spun to face her. ‘Your grandmother knew.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘She was one of us. She would have known.’ He rubbed his hand over his jaw, the rasp of his whiskers sounding like fingernails down a blackboard to her shredded nerves. ‘She must have hated us so much.’

      Her mouth worked as a different pain sang a bitter melody through her, making her shudder. ‘Grandpa?’ she whimpered.

      ‘I didn’t know.’ His voice was an echo of pain beside her. ‘I’m so sorry. I would have stopped her if I’d known.’

      Skye shook her head, the words she wanted to say stuck in her throat, choking her.

      Jason made a low sound of pain and turned away. ‘I have to think.’

      She watched blindly as he left the room, wanting to stop him, to say something to take it all back, but she couldn’t. There was nothing she could say. Nothing she could do to take back the horror. Because even if she learned to master her magics and brought the pack back to strength, even if they tracked down the rogue coven and put an end to their evil plans, even if Jason and Adam got their revenge, it didn’t matter.

      When she died, the Curse would re-establish and they would all die horrifying, painful deaths. All because of her.

      No, not because of her. Because Morrigan had played on her fears and had taken advantage.

      Her fingers tingled with the burn of her magic. But not only her fingers. Every inch of skin was suddenly drenched in cold, cold fire. And it was a burn that would never die until she found out why.

      She stood. A light breeze fluttered her hair.

      ‘Where are you going in such a hurry, love?’

      ‘Morrigan.’

      ‘No, Skye. Stop. You can’t go over there like this.’

      ‘You wanted me to go to her.’

      ‘Not in anger.’

      ‘She did this to me, to the pack. I have to know why.’

      ‘No. Stop, love. Think. There has to be a way to bind another witch or warlock to the pack—just as the original Colliere Witch did.’

      His words stopped her. ‘But she was a powerful witch.’

      ‘You are more powerful. You could do so much more. You could find someone, tie them to the pack. Everyone could be saved. But not if you burn yourself up first on a bit of revenge that will serve no one.’

      ‘It will make me feel better,’ she snarled.

      ‘No, it won’t. That kind of energy, it burns from within. If you let it lash out, you will not only kill Morrigan, you’ll kill yourself. You’ll bring death to River and the pack now, not in some distant future.’

      His words doused the cold fire flickering on her skin. ‘But she has to pay.’

      ‘And if she truly did this thing, then she will. But you need her help, now more than ever. Hers and Alfrere’s. Morrigan was a Pack Witch. Even if her fear of the rogue coven made her do this, I don’t believe she meant to destroy the pack. She can help you. I know she can. I know she will.’

      ‘Then I’ve only one choice, don’t I?’ She continued to the front door. Opened it to find Adam standing just outside.

      ‘Where are you going?’ He came towards her. His large hand landed on her shoulder, pulling her to his side, turning her back around.

      She twisted out of his grip. She wouldn’t be stopped.

      ‘Skye? What’s wrong?’ He reached for her again.

      Goaded by anger and desperation, she raised her hands. Fire flickered out of her fingers, and wind gusted around her. With a cry, she released her magic at him.

      He flew back, a startled look on his face, and slammed up against the side of the garage. There was a sickening crack as he hit, bounced off the brick and landed hard on the garden bed. He didn’t get up. Didn’t move.

      Oh God, what had she done?

      She raced forward, kneeling beside Adam. He was breathing.

      She buried her face in her hands and began to shake.

      A sigh fluttered her hair. ‘It’s okay. He’ll be fine. Were are made of steel in comparison to the rest of us. Just call the others. They’ll help you. It’s not too late.’

      ‘No. I have to go.’

      ‘No, you don’t. Skye, love, just wait.’

      She shook her head. She loved her grandpa, but he wasn’t right in this. She had to go before the anger grew again and she hurt someone else. She needed answers and Morrigan was the only one who could give them to her.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered to Adam then clambered to her feet. The wound in her leg ached a little, but it was nothing compared to how it had felt.

      With one last glance at Adam, she turned and ran down the path to the garage. The cold, blossom and eucalypt-scented air cut at her throat as she gasped for breath, grasped at control. She couldn’t face Morrigan if she wasn’t in control.

      Pressing the button to open the door, she pulled her keys out of her pocket and walked into the dark. A minute later, she had the car started. Looking over her shoulder, she pulled out of the garage and down the drive.

      There were people out on the street dressed in costume.

      It was Halloween. Hers and River’s birthday.

      How could she have lost track of days like that? She’d been so caught up in everything that she’d forgotten. She hadn’t called River or given him a birthday present. Not that any of that would matter if she didn’t find some way of saving the pack.

      He’d forgive her. He always had.

      A prickling sensation chased down her back, but she didn’t know if it was fear or adrenaline-shot worry. She ignored it. It didn’t matter if the rogue coven followed her now. They couldn’t get inside Morrigan’s house, not with the barrier Alfrere could erect. She waited for a happy group of trick-or-treaters to pass the driveway, then reversed out with a squeal of wheels, changed the gear and took off down the street.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I think this is important, Shelley.’

      ‘But it makes no sense. Especially in relation to us.’

      Jason could hear Shelley’s frustration as he approached the door. He probably should tell them he was here—he didn’t want to eavesdrop on a private conversation, but then Bron’s words caught his attention.

      ‘I think it does. We might not have magic like witches do, but we’re able to harness it. That’s what we do when we call on the Goddess. And I think that’s what this spell is about. I think Paul left us a clue as to how to help Skye and the Were. We need to tell Skye and the others.’

      ‘Is that wise? I mean, we don’t want to give false hope.’

      ‘Hope is never false—and don’t roll your eyes at me, it’s true.’

      ‘Don’t you think we should go and tell Skye now?’

      ‘Tell her what?’ Jason asked as he walked into the kitchen. Shelley turned around to look at him, a biscuit up to her mouth.

      Bron looked past him. ‘Where’s Skye?’

      ‘I left her in the study. I had to think.’

      ‘You left her there?’ Shelley asked, daggers in her eyes as she put the biscuit tin down on the edge of the bench. ‘She was injured. You were supposed to look after her. I thought you were her mate.’

      Jason clenched his hands at his side. ‘I am. But she told me she couldn’t have children. I didn’t react very well to the news.’

      ‘You walked out?’

      ‘I know, it was stupid. I realise that now. But it’s not every day the woman you love more than anything, the woman upon whom the safety of your pack rests, tells you she is the last of her line.’

      ‘Oh, Goddess!’ Bron gasped. ‘I never thought of that. If she can’t have children, it means your pack will die when she does.’

      Jason nodded.

      Shelley swore and swung around, knocking the tin of biscuits to the floor with a deafening clatter.

      ‘What’s wrong? Where are you going?’ Jason called after her.

      ‘Skye’s gone to Morrigan.’

      Jason shook his head as he followed her, Bron trailing behind. ‘No. Adam wouldn’t have let her through.’

      ‘He might not have had a chance. Skye must realise Morrigan knew what the hysterectomy would do to the pack. If I know anything about my friend, she wouldn’t let Adam stop her from going to Morrigan to get answers. Maybe even to seek revenge for what she’s done to all of you.’

      Heart in his mouth because Shelley was right, Jason reached the front door and swung it open. ‘Fuck!’ He leapt towards the body crumpled on the garden bed next to the garage.

      ‘Adam!’ Bron cried behind him.

      Jason knelt beside his brother and lifted him into his arms. Adam moaned. Relief flooded through Jason. He leaned his forehead against Adam’s.

      ‘Ugh. What the hell happened?’ Adam muttered. ‘Why do I feel so crap? And why can’t I move my arm?’

      ‘It looks like his shoulder’s dislocated.’ Jason turned to Shelley, who had come to kneel beside him.

      Adam peered at her groggily. ‘How did you get up there? And why’s there two of you, kitten? Not that I mind.’

      ‘I think he’s hit his head,’ Bron said.

      ‘You reckon?’ Shelley snorted. ‘I’ll check that out in a moment, but his shoulder needs to be put back in first. The longer it’s left like that, the more damage to his ligaments.’

      Jason nodded. He couldn’t bear the thought of his brother being in pain. He was the Trickster—full of life and fun and laughter, something he fed into the pack. Something that had been sorely needed as the years without a Pack Witch crept past. But it went deeper than that. He knew now the Trickster’s relationship with the pack was symbiotic. He had to feed happiness into the pack because that’s what he needed to survive. The blow of Skye’s revelation tonight could just be the thing that killed Adam.

      ‘We need to fix this.’

      ‘Hold him and I can.’

      Jason stared at Shelley for a moment before realising she meant Adam’s arm. Yes. Fix Adam’s arm then fix the rest.

      He held his brother as she took his arm and pulled.

      ‘Holy fucking crap!’ Adam yelled. ‘That hurts like a bitch.’ He glared up at Jason, his eyes suddenly clear. ‘What the hell did I do to you?’

      ‘Your shoulder was dislocated. Shelley put it back in.’

      ‘That explains it,’ Adam muttered. He glanced over at Shelley. ‘Thanks, I guess.’

      ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘I’m a wolf, kitten.’ He flashed her a grin. ‘I’ll heal. Help me up, J.’

      Jason put his arm cautiously around his brother and helped him sit upright.

      Adam clutched his head. ‘Crap. My head is killing me.’

      ‘Here, I can help with that.’ Bron knelt by him, cupped her hands just above his skull, closed her eyes and muttered something under her breath. A faint golden light glowed from her palms and spread over Adam’s head. Jason frowned. He knew Bron was a reiki healer, but this seemed to be something more.

      After a minute, Adam sat up.

      ‘That feels better already. Thanks.’ He looked up at Jason. ‘What happened?’

      ‘That’s what we wanted to ask you,’ Shelley said.

      Adam shook his head. ‘I remember Skye coming out the door. She looked strange and I think I suggested she go back inside and then something hit me. Like a huge gust of wind.’ He looked up at Jason. ‘Mother fucker! She used her powers on me.’

      ‘Obviously.’

      ‘Yeah, but you don’t understand … I don’t know if it was really her looking out of those eyes.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’ Jason asked, throat dry and tight.

      ‘Because they were completely black. A poisonous, swirling black that chilled me to my soul.’

      Jason leapt to his feet. ‘Have you got this?’ he asked Shelley, his gaze on Adam.

      ‘Go. We’ll meet you there.’

      ‘Where?’ Adam asked.

      ‘Cantrae House.’

      ‘Just give me a second and I’ll be at your back.’

      Jason shook his head. ‘No time. I have to catch her before she does something stupid. Fuck! This is all my fault.’

      ‘What’s your fault?’ Adam asked, but Jason didn’t answer, because he was already running, pulling his aura around him so he wouldn’t frighten the hell out of the trick-or-treaters still on the street with the speed of his passing. His wolf wanted out, but he held him in, knowing he might need the power and speed of the wolf later. Racing through the streets, following the path he had taken only two nights before, he made his way to Cantrae House.

      He just hoped Morrigan would be able to hold Skye’s magics in check and keep her safe until he got there. Because if something bad happened, he knew Skye would never be able to forgive herself.

      And he would never be able to forgive himself for letting her down.
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      Ferris didn’t answer the door when Skye rang the bell. Instead, the tingle of magic caressed her skin as the door opened. The warlock, Alfrere Juneau, stood inside the hallway, too far from the door to have opened it with his hand.

      She shivered.

      She’d calmed down on the drive over, her grandpa’s words making more and more sense. She still wanted to make Morrigan pay for what she’d done, but her revenge paled in comparison to her need to make it right for Jason and his pack.

      They couldn’t die.

      He couldn’t die.

      She would do anything to make certain they were safe.

      Alfrere smiled, a slow smile that made her shiver deepen. Such power in his eyes.

      Even if she hadn’t been brainwashed to fear magic, there was something altogether overwhelming about Alfrere. He made her skin crawl, standing there regarding her as if she was some fascinating new toy he was looking forward to playing with.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

      ‘I am here for you.’

      She shuddered, trying to ignore the flight instinct which had suddenly become incredibly strong. But her grandpa had told her she could trust him.

      ‘Where’s Ferris? Why did you answer the door?’

      ‘Ferris is otherwise employed at the moment.’

      ‘And my grandmother?’

      ‘Morrigan is in the lounge room. Waiting. For you.’

      ‘How did you know I was coming?’

      ‘Come in and we’ll discuss it.’ He moved sideways, allowing her to pass.

      She didn’t move, suddenly unwilling to enter.

      ‘What are you waiting for?’

      ‘I don’t trust you.’

      ‘That is as may be.’ He shrugged in that insouciant French way then indicated the drawing room door. ‘But please. Your grandmother awaits within.’

      Skye edged past him. Reaching the door, she put her hand out to grab the handle. Just before she touched it, a puff of wind brushed against her ear, fluttering her hair.

      ‘Don’t touch it!’

      She hesitated, noticing for the first time the energy pulsing around the door. It surged in sickening waves she could only see out of the corner of her eye, bilious green with a black tinge at its edges. It seemed to be leaking out of the gaps around the door. ‘What is that?’

      ‘It’s a trap. Get out of here. Run.’

      Before Skye could step away from the door, the warlock’s hand was on hers, pushing it towards the door handle, his body crowding her towards that bilious green energy.

      Skye pushed back, elbowing him in the stomach, stomping on his foot. But he didn’t let go, only swore at her, his breath a hot whisper against her ear. ‘You’re not going anywhere, you little bitch.’

      ‘Don’t touch the energy.’

      ‘I’m trying not to,’ she grunted, pushing back. ‘Can’t you help me?’

      ‘I’m trying. But something is blocking me. I’m having trouble even talking to you.’

      ‘That’s because you’re weak,’ Alfrere sneered. He pushed Skye another inch forward.

      ‘Get off me, you crazy bastard.’ She reached behind her with her free hand, tried to claw at his eyes.

      ‘Use your magic, love. Burn him.’

      Skye tried to push the energy inside her into her hands. They began to tingle with the burn.

      ‘Oh no, you don’t.’ Alfrere kicked her in the leg, right on the wound the shapeshifter had given her.

      Stars sparked in her eyes, whirling in a darkness that threatened to overtake her. Still she held on.

      ‘Oh, for goodness sake, Alfrere. Stop playing with her.’

      ‘Gran?’ Skye gasped, twisting her head to see the outline of her grandmother in the shadows at the end of the hall. ‘Help. He’s done something evil to the door.’

      ‘Has he? Alfrere. Step back.’

      Suddenly, the pressure behind her was gone and Skye tumbled to the floor. She scrambled to her feet. Backing up as far as she could away from the door, she hit the wooden banister of the stairs.

      ‘I’m here now, dearest. Everything will be fine.’ Morrigan stepped out of the dark at the end of the hallway.

      Skye gasped. ‘Gran? Is that you?’

      Morrigan laughed. ‘In part.’

      ‘But—you’re young.’

      ‘You like?’ Morrigan ran her hands down the lush satin of her floor-length red gown. It fit her like a glove, showing the ripe curves and full breasts of a woman in her thirties, not her seventies. The few lines on her face had disappeared, her eyes wide and bright, her skin plump with the dew of youth. Her hair hung in thick, shiny waves over her bare shoulders and down her back, longer than Skye thought it had been and vividly golden red. And her emerald eyes had turned an inky black. ‘I’ve taken back my youth.’

      ‘I— You— How?’

      Morrigan laughed again. ‘Always with the questions, my dear. You’re not very trusting, are you? Pity you’re not more like your gullible grandmother.’

      ‘What do you mean? You are my grandmother. You just said …’ Skye struggled to comprehend what she was hearing.

      ‘She’s not Morrigan. She’s not your grandmother.’

      That laugh again, more like ice sliding down her back than a laugh. ‘Harrison is right. I am not your grandmother—thank the Goddess. But he’s also wrong. I am Morrigan. The original Morrigan. And I needed your grandmother’s body. Needed the powers bound in her flesh. My wonderful Alfrere helped me to procure this lovely new body yesterday in the power of the waxing moon. Helped me make what was old new again.’ She ran her fingers through the golden locks of hair. ‘I so admired your grandmother’s hair when she was younger.’

      ‘What have you done with my wife, you bitch?’

      ‘Oh, she’s gone.’ She waved her hand. ‘She’s a lost soul now, never to find her way back to her body or forward to the Goddess’ embrace. A fitting end for a traitorous bitch, don’t you think?’

      ‘Morrigan!’

      Grief shot through Skye, but she ignored it, her attention wholly on the woman who looked like a younger version of her grandmother. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘As I said. I am the witch your grandmother was named after. The original Morrigan Cantrae. A witch unlike any you would know today.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I am over five hundred years old and I have survived where others have not because I am fuelled by power, revenge and rage.’

      ‘That’s not possible.’

      ‘Oh, but it is, old man. Over five hundred years ago, my sister, Morghanna, was burned at the stake because of the weakness of the animals Bridgette Colliere had bound her and our gullible covens to. Morghanna wove her revenge into the Curse, the one she canted as she died, but it wasn’t enough. Only her pack died—the others became far more careful.’

      She pushed her hair back from her face, her long, thin fingers looking like red-dipped talons. ‘I’ve spent five hundred years trying to find a way to make the Curse take more of the bastards, and to find a way to break the Witch–Were Pact that causes me and mine to be less than they should. And when my darling, loyal Alfrere came and told me about the foolish McVales and their single-bloodlined coven, I knew my chance had come. But still, the one thing I needed seemed to be out of my grasp. I needed a Pack Witch. And then your grandmother fell into my hands.’ She licked her lips as if savouring the most delicious wine. ‘Oh, she provided the perfect blind.’

      ‘Gran?’

      ‘Yes. Gran,’ Morrigan simpered in a parody of Skye’s voice. Alfrere laughed. Skye glared at him with all the hatred burning inside her. He just laughed harder.

      ‘In a case of pure irony,’ Morrigan continued, ‘she was named after me. Apparently the Collieres were a sentimental lot and kept my name and my sister’s alive, mixed with their own. Ha! Not that a single one of them could ever be like me.’

      ‘What? Insane?’ Skye spat.

      Morrigan gestured and burning pain roared up Skye’s leg, almost making her pass out. She clutched at the banister to keep standing, clenching her teeth against the agony in her leg so as not to cry out.

      ‘Now, where was I?’ Morrigan flicked her hair back off her face. ‘Oh, yes. Sweet Morrigan Collins. She was easy to manipulate. She set everything up beautifully. She was so jealous of her sister’s magic. So ready to whore herself for me with the fresh warlock blood I’d chosen for her.’

      ‘Grandpa.’

      ‘Yes. I’d been watching his family for years—their power was new, exciting and full of possibilities. But your grandpa was special. With Alfrere’s help, I lured him into the coven I had formed of those who had like goals to mine. He was so dashing and handsome and powerful but lacked knowledge. He was more than willing to learn from those who could teach him. Your grandmother went willingly to his bed.’ She smiled, ran her hands sensually down her sides.

      ‘I didn’t know, Skye. I didn’t know.’

      Morrigan laughed. ‘No, you fool, you didn’t know you were being used and manipulated. Although Morrigan went and surprised me. When she got pregnant with the child I needed to use to break the Were–Witch Pact, she betrayed me. She ran, leaving the child with the Were for protection and then hid from the coven. From me! But she had no idea about Alfrere and through him I kept my eye on you all, biding my time, waiting for the right opportunity to make my move. I thought she’d return for her son, but she never did.’

      ‘We sacrificed everything to keep him from you.’

      ‘You think I should feel sorry for you,’ she said, eyes glowing. ‘You ruined my plans. I was bereft, but then, gift of gifts, word reached me that twins had been born—one an insignificant Were, but his very insignificance gave me hope where there had been little before. Because the other twin was you.’ She pinned Skye with her stare, a look of insanity in her black eyes.

      Skye shuddered.

      ‘You were a witch with the power of two. I knew then the Goddess smiled on my endeavours. But the pack had become more careful. My lovely Alfrere came in handy once again, because he went to Morrigan with a tale of a plot to kidnap you and she contacted Paul, got them out in the open. However, she surprised me again. She double-crossed Alfrere and took you away and hid even from him.’

      She smiled as if amused, but there was no amusement glinting in her eyes. ‘I punished him for that, didn’t I, my love?’

      The warlock nodded, a sycophantic look of longing and desire in his eyes. Bile rose in Skye’s throat.

      ‘So I tracked your magic—it has a particularly lovely taste—and despite the fact that your grandfather changed your names and covered his tracks in human ways, I found you.’ Her eyes glowed brighter.

      ‘That was you! The grey wolf that frightened me and made me use my magic.’

      ‘Yes. I tried to take you, but you didn’t seem to like my wolf form and you took me by surprise, spurting that blue fire at me. You weakened me. Before I could recover, the traitorous bitch and your grandfather came and took you from me again. And this time, when they ran, your grandmother made Harrison use his powers to bind you with that fucking spell. His power was so new, so unlike anything I was used to, and I couldn’t find you. They changed your names again. Little did I realise your grandmother decided to use my full name. Very clever. I would never have thought to look for myself. But I’m glad she did. It feels lovely being cloaked in my own name again.’

      ‘She was smarter than you knew.’

      Morrigan’s face twisted into a sneer. ‘Not smart enough. I decided to let the McVales find you for me. I knew they wouldn’t give up searching for their only Pack Witch. But they were as useless as I’ve always known the animals to be. They couldn’t find you either. Morrigan, it seemed, had been too clever. She’d somehow managed to find a way to cut your animal twin from his pack, so they couldn’t even track you through him.’ She chuckled lightly, icy fingers running along Skye’s skin.

      ‘But then, she had no idea what her precious Paul had told you before my people tried to take you.’

      Skye shook her head, trying to remember what her papa had told her. But there were only flashes of that night, nothing to tell her what Morrigan meant.

      Morrigan leaned forward, eyes so dark and soulless now they didn’t even reflect light. ‘Your precious Papa spoke of the pack finding you through the bond. I realised—not straight away, mind you, it took me years to understand his words—but I realised he’d already bound you to Jason McVale, the future Alpha. All I needed to do to make that bond snap into place, to allow Jason to track you down, was to kill the current Alpha.’

      ‘You killed his parents! His brothers! To find me?’

      Morrigan smiled. ‘Of course I did. And he played out his role beautifully, leading me right to you.’

      ‘No!’ Fire burned in Skye’s fingers. She lashed out.

      Morrigan waved her hand and the fire skittered sideways. She laughed. ‘You can’t use your powers on me, dear. It might have been your grandpa who bound them, but my lovely Alfrere took control the other night when you trustingly let him bespell you. He transferred the reins to me tonight after I took your grandmother’s body and made it beautiful again. Speaking of which, Alfrere, it’s your turn.’

      The satin of her gown slid over her voluptuous body, caressing her curves as she murmured words of power and flung them at Alfrere.

      Skye’s skin prickled with a cold tingle as the years fell from Alfrere until a man around her own age stood before her.

      Alfrere touched his face, ran his hands down his torso. He turned to look at himself in the mirror in the hall and then turned back to Morrigan, a look of pure, sick adoration in his eyes. ‘Thank you, my love. You won’t regret this.’

      Morrigan dipped her head like a queen bestowing a gift on a peasant. ‘See that I don’t.’

      ‘You’re both insane,’ Skye whispered.

      Morrigan sliced the air with her hand and Skye cried out.

      ‘That’s my poison bite you wear. That’s why you’re here. The poison worked on you, insinuating itself inside, making you come to me, now, on this your birth night.’

      Skye’s mouth trembled as the pain increased, but she didn’t break. ‘That’s where you’re wrong, you fucking bitch. My friends got rid of your poison. You hold no power over me.’

      Morrigan chuckled. ‘Don’t I? Then why are you here?’

      ‘To tear strips off my grandmother for what she did to me and the pack.’

      ‘Really? Are you sure? I mean, do you always hurt your friends so as to do what you want?’

      Oh! Adam. She’d hurt Adam. It wasn’t something she would ever choose to do, and yet she’d done it. ‘I— You— They’ll come after me.’

      ‘Will they? After you hurt their packmate?’

      ‘Of course. Bron and Shelley … they’ll make them come. And Jason … he wouldn’t leave me in danger. They need me.’

      ‘Such brave words,’ the ancient witch drawled. ‘Under different circumstances, you could have been my creature, as darling Alfrere is.’

      ‘I would never be yours.’

      Morrigan’s laugh whipped out of her, cutting. ‘Oh, you don’t understand. You’re mine already. At my beck and call. I will use you and your progeny until I am more powerful than any witch or warlock has ever been.’

      Understanding ripped through Skye about why her grandmother had torn the promise of children from her. She had knowingly sacrificed her old pack, but she’d done it to save all the others. A smile bloomed on Skye’s face as she said, ‘That will never happen. My grandmother must have known of your plans because she made certain I could never have children. She forced me to have a full hysterectomy when I was sixteen.’

      ‘No!’ Morrigan shrieked, the sound one of maddened rage. She flung out her hands and a wave of power sliced into Skye, making her cry out. Her hands spasmed, losing their grip on the banister and her knees buckled. She crumbled to the floor, body shuddering under the force of such magic. The pain intensified, tearing at her insides.

      ‘My love. Stop. We need her for the ceremony tonight. What does it matter if this whore cannot bear children? After tonight, we will have her power and you and I can fill the world with true Cantraes, not mewling, pathetic Collieres.’

      The magic pummelling at Skye snapped off. She took in a shuddering breath.

      ‘You’re right, Alfrere. Thank you. I forgot myself.’

      Skye looked up to see Morrigan push hair from her face, her other hand fondling Alfrere through his slacks.

      ‘When tonight is done, we will not need anyone else,’ he said, stroking Morrigan’s breasts through the red silk of her dress. ‘You have worked for centuries to bring the Curse into being again. And with the end of the Colliere line, you will bring down one of the most powerful of the Were packs. They will die horribly and all the rest will be broken from their witch-slaves and be a power no more.’

      Morrigan moaned, her head dropping back for a moment before she opened her eyes. ‘Yes, my love. Yes.’

      Alfrere pulled her into his arms and kissed her. While he lost himself in the kiss, Morrigan’s eyes remained open and pinned on Skye.

      Skye swallowed hard, realising something that Alfrere was too lost in desire and dreams of power to understand. Morrigan was the true power here. The master. And Alfrere was nothing but another puppet for her to toy with.

      The kiss ended and Morrigan stepped out of Alfrere’s arms, her gaze still pinned on Skye. ‘Thank you, Alfrere. I am thinking much more clearly now. It is time.’

      ‘Time for what?’ Skye asked, trying to make her trembling limbs obey so she could stand.

      ‘With your help and the life of your dear twin, I will soon have my revenge.’

      ‘You will touch neither of them.’

      At her grandpa’s words, a wild wind began to swirl around Morrigan, pushing at her, tearing at her dress, slashing at her skin, making red welts appear on her arms, her face.

      Morrigan screamed.

      ‘No!’ Alfrere cried out.

      Skye’s skin crawled as she felt him draw power. Darkness surrounded him.

      ‘Be gone, old man!’ Alfrere thrust the darkness out from him, straight towards Morrigan.

      A scream shattered the air around them as the darkness enveloped Morrigan, binding the wind that was flailing at her. Then, before she could even draw breath to protest, the wind solidified and exploded in a thousand pieces of dark-tinged glass.

      Skye ducked as it flew towards her, but she was hit by half-a-dozen pieces. They sliced into her skin with an icy burn before sinking into her.

      Gasping as the pain faded, she looked up to see Morrigan straighten, smoothing down her hair and her gown. With eyes like black pools of oil, she turned to Skye and said, ‘Enough.’

      Pain exploded from Skye’s leg again, but this time it ran through every vein, every nerve and muscle and sinew in her body and pulled her forward. Screaming, she scrabbled at the banister, fingers slicing on the wood, but she couldn’t hold herself there against the thing that was pulling her towards the door. She grabbed hold of the hallstand. It toppled over. She tried to find purchase on the walls but left only smears of blood on the cream brocade wallpaper as she was forcibly turned around to face the door.

      ‘No,’ she gasped as her hand was gripped by some terrible force and moved towards the handle. ‘No. Please, don’t.’

      Pain engulfed her again as she tried to resist, but nothing she did could stop her hand from stretching out. Her fingers gripped the door handle and pushed down. The door swung open.

      The bilious green magic that had been leaking from the edges of the door could be seen clearly now, hanging like a rippling curtain of water at the end of the alcove that led into the drawing room. The force pushed her towards it, but she clutched the doorframe, trying to hold back. She didn’t want to look at the rippling curtain, but it was mesmerising, calling to her. She tried to look past it and screamed.

      Ferris was pinned to the far wall, arms outstretched, legs dangling, his white shirt now red with the river of his own blood. His throat had been cut. ‘No, no! Ferris, no!’

      Morrigan sighed behind her. ‘Yes. That was a pity. But we needed fresh blood from a willing sacrifice. He became very willing when I told him I’d use yours instead.’ Morrigan laughed again.

      Shoving her grief down and grabbing hold of fury, Skye pushed as hard as she could against the force pulling her towards the water-like bilious green curtain. For a few seconds she thought she was winning, because she managed to stop the insidious slide forward, although her knuckles felt like they were about to snap.

      Then Morrigan’s hand was on her back. ‘Now be a good girl and enter the portal. We’ve got work to do and your annoying friends will be here at any moment. We must be gone.’

      A burst of magic hit her in the back, licking over her like hot lightning. A scream was torn from her mouth and she stumbled forward. As she hit the curtain of magic, a bright light flashed before her eyes. Then she found herself standing in a room that seemed carved from rock, with two altars at the centre.

      On one of the altars lay River, naked and unconscious.

      ‘River!’ she cried.

      Another surge of magic hit her, this time in the head. She was flung forward, falling against the other stone altar with a crack of ribs. Sinking to the floor, gasping for breath, she turned to see Morrigan and Alfrere follow her in.

      Morrigan smiled, her dark gaze caressing Skye before falling to River’s naked form. She licked her lips.

      ‘Now, my dear. All we must do is wait for midnight, on this, your birthday, the most powerful night of the witching year, and then the fun can begin. Alfrere?’

      Alfrere moved towards Skye. The look on his face, the power emanating from his pitch-black eyes, made her snarl in animal-like denial. Flickers of blue fire shot out of her hands, smashing into the walls over Morrigan’s and Alfrere’s heads.

      Morrigan made a squeezing gesture with her hand and Skye gasped for breath, her fractured ribs protesting under the strain. The magic died in her hands.

      ‘If only you were trained, you might be a threat. But thanks to your grandparents, you know too little to stand against me.’

      ‘You bitch!’ She tried again, but before she could call more flame, Morrigan squeezed her hand again and Skye fell, gasping, to the floor, her face pressed into the dirt and rubble.

      ‘Such power flowing in your veins. Wasted on you and those animals,’ Morrigan sneered. She turned to Alfrere. ‘Just think, my love, what we can do with that power when it is finally unleashed.’

      He smiled at her and she kissed him, her hand covering his rigid cock. He grasped her breast, palming the pebbled nipple through the fine satin of her gown.

      Sickened, Skye managed to lift and turn her head, then lay there, trying to catch her breath. She had to find some way to get to River. Had to find some way of getting them out of this. Morrigan was right. If only she knew more about her magic. If only she hadn’t been so stupidly gullible.

      ‘Grandpa, help!’

      Nothing. Not even the brush of comforting wind.

      One thing was certain. She couldn’t lie on the floor waiting for whatever was coming. She needed to stand and fight.

      She tried to push upright but pain shot through her from the injury on her leg and she plonked back down on her bottom to lean against the altar.

      Maybe she could sit and fight.

      ‘Oh my dear girl,’ Morrigan said from where she stood, hand on Alfrere’s shoulder. ‘I enjoy your spirit but really, you should know by now it’s not use to fight. Why don’t you just lie down and take it like your twin?’ She waved her hand and Skye flinched, expecting more pain. When nothing happened, she sighed.

      Morrigan laughed and turned to her accomplice. ‘Now, Alfrere,’ the ancient witch said as she tore off Alfrere’s shirt and turned him towards Skye. ‘You are ready for your part in this. You must prepare Skye for the sacrifice. Soon, very soon, my love.’ She licked up the side of Alfrere’s neck and gripping his cock through his pants, pumped it once, twice, three times. ‘We will be free.’

      He moaned. ‘I am, as always, yours, my love.’

      ‘Good. I must prepare myself. I leave you to get her ready.’

      Morrigan disappeared down a torch-lit hallway on Skye’s left.

      Skye looked up into Alfrere’s eyes as he stood before her, and trembled. ‘Come with me, Skye.’ He held his hand out.

      ‘Screw you.’

      ‘I’d rather screw you.’

      ‘What’s the point?’ she spat. ‘If I can’t have children by you as Morrigan wanted?’

      He smiled. ‘Oh, there’s always a point to sex. It’s a powerful joiner. Come. Join with me. Share your magic.’ He held out his hand.

      Power surged off him, skating along her nerve ends and making her hair stand on end. Then the power turned into a caressing hand, touching her in places she wanted only Jason to touch.

      ‘Stop it,’ she yelled, pushing back. Alfrere staggered. He made a hissing sound as he righted himself, his smile turning hard. Skye pushed again with her powers, lashing out with them as she’d felt Morrigan do to her. He staggered back further, and a welt, like a whip’s lash, reddened his chest. He looked down at the mark, face twisting.

      She took the opportunity to push to her feet, grunting with the pain in her side and leg but this time managed to ignore them enough to keep standing. Using the altar to steady her, she edged around it, away from the warlock. He took a step towards her. She pushed more magic at him and he flew back to slam against the cave wall with a sickening crunch.

      He fell and didn’t get up.

      Had she killed him? She didn’t dare go to check. She needed to get to River. Needed to get him out of there.

      She staggered over to her brother. His chest rose slow and steady. He was alive. Unconscious but alive. And with not a mark on him. Relief washed through her, but it was short lived.

      A sound behind her had her turning. Alfrere was up and coming towards her. Rage filled his eyes with red-ringed black. ‘Morrigan has gifted you to me, you bitch.’

      ‘I am not hers to give.’

      ‘You think so?’ He raised his hand. Magic shot out and wrapped around her.

      Perspiration gathered on Skye’s upper lip. Fear and panic clutched at her chest as she realised she couldn’t move again. Still, she fought.

      Alfrere chuckled as he drew closer, the sound low, deep, throaty and filled with sex and wanton desires. ‘You have spunk. I like that.’ He leaned forward, his face inches from hers, his breath like mint toothpaste, cool and fresh with a slight sting. ‘I like you.’

      ‘I hate you.’

      ‘No. You don’t. You want me.’

      Desire chased over Skye’s skin, fluid and hot and other. She knew it wasn’t coming from inside her but couldn’t stop her body from betraying her.

      ‘Come here.’ He held out his hand.

      She fought against taking it.

      ‘I can take away all your pain. And then I can show you more pleasure than you have ever known.’

      ‘I doubt that,’ she said through clenched teeth as she fought the compulsion of his magic, but she had no defences against it.

      The magical hand caressed her again; lips whispered across her skin, her nipples puckered, damp heat flooded her underpants. It was a betrayal of herself. A betrayal of everything true and real she’d felt with Jason. ‘No,’ she cried.

      ‘Yes. You want me, just as I want you. Together, we will make history.’

      She trembled with the effort to resist the call of his power—sexual and something distinctly other. ‘Why is River here?’

      ‘Oh, he has his part to play.’

      ‘Are you going to rape him too?’

      He held out his hand. She couldn’t help it. She put her hand in his grasp. He pulled her forward, his lips lingering on her cheek, brushing her ear. ‘It’s not rape when you beg me to take you.’

      ‘Never. I’ll never do that.’

      He smiled. Skye swayed towards him.

      No! No! Jason! His name was a cry in her mind as Alfrere’s magic slithered through her.

      He tugged and she fell against him, nerves sparking with desire at the smooth heat of his skin against her palm.

      ‘Kiss me, Skye.’

      She tried to hold back, but it was useless. His lips slanted over hers. Those lips that had just minutes before tangled with those of the woman who wore the face of her grandmother. She shuddered, managing to pull away.

      ‘Don’t touch me.’

      His lips moved along her chin, down her neck as his fingers began to undo her buttons, caressing the flesh he exposed with his too-soft fingertips. He pushed her shirt from her shoulders. She tried to catch it with her elbows, but he brushed her arms to her side and it slithered to the floor.

      ‘So sweet. Very soon, you’ll be mine.’ He covered her lips with his again. She tried with everything in her not to return his kiss. Managed to bite his tongue when he tried to slip it into her mouth.

      ‘Ow.’ He leaned back. ‘I like it rough. That’s good. Fighting or not, I will have you.’ He pushed her backward, onto the unoccupied altar. She shivered as the cold stone touched her back. He ran his hand from her shoulder to her navel then back up to unclasp her bra, pushing the flimsy lace aside. ‘Beautiful,’ he whispered, his hand brushing over her breasts, circling her nipples.

      She wanted to vomit. She tried to move, to hit him, push him away, but her hands just fluttered on the cold stone.

      ‘Morrigan is so clever. Her poison is even now working through you. Nothing your weak Wiccan friends could bespell would ever get rid of power such as hers. You were foolish to think it could.’

      ‘I don’t … see how … her poison could … ever help … you,’ Skye managed to say defiantly.

      ‘Oh, more than you could ever imagine. With her kiss, she gave power over that poison to me.’ He gripped her chin in his hand, his fingernails digging into her skin. ‘You are mine.’ He reached down to the side of the altar and picked up a bundle of cloth from the floor.

      Laying the bundle on her belly, he unwrapped it and pulled out an athamé, lifting it to the light. Its double-edged blade glowed, silver and ethereal, the handle carved out of ebony. It was touched by a magic she could taste on her tongue, in the back of her mouth.

      He brushed the cloth off her, exposing her nakedness again, and touched the tip of the athamé to her throat.

      ‘I will enter you at midnight and you will know the greatest pleasure as your power syphons into me, filling me with everything we will need to sever the Were–Witch bond.’ Slowly, as he spoke, he slid the cool steel down her body to her jeans.

      ‘And because my love and I are blood-bound, she will receive the gift of your magic from me and in the moment of orgasm, she will sink this blade into your twin’s heart, forever severing a bond that has weakened us all.’

      ‘No,’ Skye screamed. ‘You can’t. You can’t kill him. Please.’

      Alfrere began to unbutton her jeans. ‘He will die.’ He rose over her and licked along her neck and over her lips. ‘But don’t worry. Very soon, you won’t care one way or the other.’

      Laughing, he removed the rest of her clothes, his hands touching her everywhere, her body trembling, her stomach filled with the black claw of nausea as the heavy musk of her false desire filled the air.

      A tear trembled from her eye as she turned her head to look at River. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. Then, staring at the ceiling, she tried to cut off her mind from the betrayal of her body. But one thought persisted. Jason. She’d never see him again.

      Jason, she cried. Please forgive me, Jason. I love you.
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      Please forgive me, Jason. I love you.

      Skye’s words reverberated in Jason’s mind through the mating bond as he returned to the front hall of Cantrae House. He tried to focus on that sound, but it faded, disappearing before he could get a bearing.

      ‘Fuck!’ He couldn’t feel her. Couldn’t sense her at all. Dark magic was at play, because even with only the fledgling mating bond, he should be able to track her anywhere. His wolf growled. Mine!

      He could find her. He had to.

      Start from the beginning. Where could he pick up her scent last? He tracked along the hallway. Fear, the sweet scent of her magic, and something else far more acrid and repulsive—like acid in his nose. But even through that, he could scent her; honey and apple and jasmine. Right by the drawing-room door. And in that room, violence and death. He hoped she hadn’t seen that. He knew how she felt about Ferris.

      ‘Where are they?’ Adam asked as he appeared in the doorway.

      ‘I don’t know.’ Jason raked his hand through his hair, relieved his brother was here. ‘The barrier was up when I got here and then a few moments later it flared and was gone. I busted through the door but the place was empty except for the body in the lounge room. I’ve searched the whole house and nothing.’

      Adam nodded, sniffed. ‘I smell blood.’ He angled his head. ‘And magic.’

      ‘Through there. I think they used the butler’s blood to form some dark spell.’

      Adam moved forward to have a look. ‘Sweet Jesus. They made a mess of him.’

      Tyres squealed on the driveway outside followed by an engine cutting and doors slamming. A few seconds later, Shelley and Bron came through the door. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Not here,’ Jason snarled, pacing the hallway. Shelley moved down the hallway. Adam blocked her way.

      ‘Don’t. You don’t want to go in there.’

      ‘Dark magic,’ she whispered and began to shake. ‘They used dark magic. Someone died. He cried out. Such pain.’ She clutched at her chest, tears streaming down her face and stumbled. Adam caught her. She struggled then went rigid.

      ‘What the fuck!’ Adam stared at her face.

      Jason raced to his brother’s side, Bron close behind. Shelley began to make rattling noises in her chest, her head flung back. Jason swore. Her eyes—they were molten gold, the pupils swirling, taking over the whites until all that could be seen was gold.

      ‘Has the magic got her too?’ Adam asked, his voice hoarse with concern.

      ‘No,’ Bron said. ‘She’s channelling something. It must be someone strong if it’s got through her shields. Or it’s important. Apart from Harrison, she’s not let anything through for years, not even the strongest spirit. Not after—’ She shook her head as Shelley stopped making the rattling noise. She grasped Shelley’s hand and whispered, ‘What is it, Shells?’

      Shelley’s strange eyes snapped to her. ‘Shelley’s stepped back for me. I’m Harrison.’ Her voice had that strange echoing quality it’d had when Harrison had melded with her the night before, but it was even more strained.

      ‘What happened here, Harrison?’ Jason asked.

      Shelley shook her head, the movement wobbly and unsure. ‘An ancient witch, the original Morrigan Cantrae, sister of the Curse maker, has taken over my wife’s body. Somehow she has survived through the ages and is now the Grand Master of the rogue coven. She’s behind everything that has happened to us. She killed my Morrigan.’

      The name ended on a sob. Shelley took in a shuddering breath, tears spilling down her face as her eyes focused on Jason. ‘She killed your parents so you would become Alpha. She needed the Alpha–Pack Witch bond to snap into place so you would lead her to Skye.’

      ‘We’ll kill her,’ Adam growled.

      Jason’s gaze swung to Adam and he nodded, lip curling as black grief and hot red rage combined inside him. Tonight, someone would die.

      Shelley’s eyes squeezed closed as if she was swallowing back pain. ‘Yes. Kill them.’ Her eyes opened, the swirling gold of her gaze capturing his. ‘But only after Skye and River are safe.’

      Jason roped in the fierce need for revenge as he thought of Skye. ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Taken. Through a portal. I will re-open it. Then you must save them.’ Shelley jerked forward, her limbs moving like a marionette.

      Adam put his hand out to stop her, but Bron shook her head. ‘Let her go.’ Adam, looking uncertain, dragged his hand back to his side and followed.

      ‘What’s she doing?’ Jason whispered to Bron.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      Shelley stopped at the door of the lounge room and ran her finger around the edges, mumbling words Jason couldn’t understand but that made his hackles rise. She did the same thing at the edge of the alcove before her gaze swung to Ferris. ‘I will avenge us both, my old friend. I promise.’

      A wind blew through the room, cold and scented with death and the faint tartness of wood polish and silver cleaner. Jason frowned.

      Shelley smiled and then headed towards the body still pinned to the wall. ‘I am sorry, my friend. But to do the spell I must use the same blood, or we will end up somewhere else. Do I have your permission?’ The cold wind blew through the room again, fluttering Shelley’s hair and clothes. ‘Thank you.’

      She picked up a shallow bowl on the side table next to the body—the bowl was already stained with blood. Lifting it, she placed it beneath the neck wound of the cooling corpse and with her fingers, scraped congealed, sticky blood from Ferris’ neck and upper chest.

      ‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ Adam murmured.

      Turning, she walked past them to stand in the alcove just outside the drawing room.

      She waved them to stand behind her.

      ‘I will open the portal they opened. This is where they went through, but even though I use Ferris’ blood, it’s not fresh blood, so it won’t open to where they exited, but it will be close.’

      ‘Just get us in the vicinity. We will find her.’

      She faced Jason, eyes still swirling gold, her expression blank as she spoke in that voice that was the echo of Harrison’s. ‘You must. Find both her and River. By midnight.’

      ‘But it’s almost midnight now,’ Adam said.

      Her gaze didn’t leave Jason’s as she said, ‘If you don’t find them by the strike of twelve this All Hallow’s Eve, their twenty-seventh birthday, it will be too late. What the ancient Morrigan plans must happen at the stroke of midnight or not at all.’ She gripped his arm and squeezed. ‘Find them. Stop her. Avenge us all.’

      ‘You’re not coming with us?’

      She smiled, but it wasn’t her smile. ‘I am but a fragment of what I was. A part of me went with Skye to try to help, a part stayed here to set you on the right path. I am being fuelled with borrowed power from the Goddess, but when this night is over, I will be done. Avenge me. Avenge Ferris. Avenge your loved ones.’

      ‘I will. By the Dark Moon, this will be done.’

      She stared into his eyes for long seconds, nodded and then let go of his arm. The stickiness of Ferris’ blood left her imprint on his skin.

      ‘I’ll open the portal. It will be difficult. I don’t know how long I can hold it. As soon as the portal appears, you must go through. Move quickly. Stop Morrigan and Alfrere. They are strong, but if you use the Alpha–Pack Witch bond, you’ll be stronger.’

      ‘I’ll do what I must.’

      ‘No. You must do what you will.’

      Without another word, Shelley turned to the opening and, dipping her fingers in the bowl of congealed blood, scribed rune symbols around the edge. Then she scribed symbols on her forehead, cheeks and chin, handed Bron the bowl and, raising her arms, called out words in a language Jason didn’t understand, words that made his wolf tremble inside him.

      Sickly green lightning sparked between the symbols. The air in the archway became foggy and thick. A great wind sucked at them, pulling Jason forward. He dug his heels into the carpet, grinding his fingers into the plaster of the alcove and grabbed Bron as she went stumbling past him. He turned to warn Adam, but he had his arms around Shelley, holding her steady as the wind tore at her hair, her clothes.

      Harrison, through Shelley, shouted one final harsh word. The air exploded outward—if it hadn’t been for his grip in the plaster, Jason would have been slammed against the wall in the hallway.

      Then the wind was gone and a bilious green curtain of something that looked like water filled the entrance to the drawing room. Even though it rippled, it was translucent and he could see through it to the room beyond and the body pinned to the wall. He swore. When Skye had been pushed through here, she would have seen Ferris. His heart ached for her loss. He had to get to her. He had to save her from the evil that had her and take her to where she would always be safe.

      And loved.

      And never know this kind of fear and terror ever again.

      ‘Come on,’ he said to Adam, who still had his arms wrapped around Shelley.

      ‘I can’t. She’s about to pass out.’

      Shelley’s face was now grey, her lips blue and the gold in her eyes swirled sluggishly. ‘Hurry,’ she croaked.

      Adam looked torn. Jason could understand. It went against the grain to leave behind someone who was injured, especially when they had become like pack; one of their own.

      ‘You heard Harrison. We have to go through now or his sacrifice will be for nothing.’

      ‘I’ll take her. You go,’ Bron said, edging forward to pull Shelley’s floppy, just conscious form from Adam’s reluctant arms.

      ‘Save them,’ Shelley whispered, and this time it was her voice, not Harrison’s.

      Adam touched her face. ‘We will, kitten.’

      Jason gripped her hand. ‘We will.’

      He turned and stepped through the portal, Adam right at his heels.
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        * * *

      

      Skye wished she could reach for River. If she was going to die, she wanted to do it holding onto her twin. They’d come into life wrapped around each other, it seemed only right they should go out the same way. But because of Alfrere’s hold on her through Morrigan’s magic, she couldn’t move her arms or her legs.

      She wished she could fight him, punch him, break those fingers that hurt her as they caressed her skin. Instead, she could only swallow down the bile that rose in her throat as he exerted control over her body, making it throb and ache with desire.

      He caressed her with the athamé, whispering words that made her want to vomit.

      She wished for the pain in her leg again—the pain helped her to keep her mind separate from what he was doing to her body—but her leg was curiously numb. And whatever part of the spell her grandpa had bound her with seemed not to work any longer.

      She longed for the pain of it to slice through her mind, cutting out all other thoughts.

      As if answering the wish, the places on her skin where the darkened splinters of her grandpa’s spirit had hit her began to throb. The throbbing grew into a cutting cold, so icy it burned. That burn slipped down her body, towards the injury in her leg.

      ‘They are coming, Skye.’

      ‘Grandpa?’ she sobbed.

      Alfrere’s head whipped up to pin her with his black glare. ‘What did you say, little puppet?’

      ‘Don’t tell him you hear me. I’m no longer a spirit without. I’m within you.’

      ‘Answer me, puppet. What did you say?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      Alfrere smiled up at her, skimming his body along hers until he hovered, his face inches from her own. ‘Your beloved grandpa can’t help you now. I destroyed him. Nobody can help you now. You are mine.’ He licked the side of her face. Her body trembled and she almost threw up.

      ‘Fight him, Skye. You have the power to resist his desire. Concentrate on the cold burn. It’s my magic inside of you.’

      ‘Can you help me to control myself?’

      ‘No. I’m too weak. But when Shelley and Bron healed you with blood magic, it infused their Wiccan power into your wound and it’s still there. I’m trying to tap into that.’

      ‘How will that help?’

      ‘Morrigan is foolish to think their power weak. It is simply different. And if we can only tap into the wisps of Wiccan magic your friends used on you, then we will be able to get around her spell.’

      ‘Is that what you are doing now?’

      ‘Yes.’

      The ice-cold burn in her leg intensified and she almost cried out. She bit it back. She couldn’t let Alfrere know what was happening inside her.

      ‘That’s right, love. Be strong. Jason is coming. He’s following your bond. Stay open to it, and hold on.’

      Jason was coming!

      Strengthened by that knowledge, she managed to curl her fingers into a fist, to fight against the insidious desire Alfrere’s roaming hands created.

      ‘I think I’ve bonded with it, but I’m too weak to do much else. You must concentrate on the cold burn and let it seep into you. Allow it to travel up and over your body. Coat yourself in it. Can you do that?’

      ‘I will try.’

      Concentrating on the cold burn, she did as her grandpa asked. It was hard. Her body fought the feel of alien magic. But it worked slowly but surely. The desire that trembled over her skin at Alfrere’s touch was turning to twitching shivers of revulsion.

      ‘Skye? Where are you? Lead me to you. Give me your mind.’

      ‘Jason,’ she cried in her head. ‘Jason, find me.’

      ‘I’m coming, Skye. We’re almost there. Fight them.’

      ‘I’m trying. But he is so strong.’

      ‘Try harder. If you can’t fight for yourself, fight for River. Fight for me. I love you.’

      ‘I love you too.’

      Wrapping her grandpa’s magic mixed with Shelley’s and Bron’s around her, she tore her curled fist off the cold slab of stone and lashed out.

      Her punch connected, catching Alfrere in the temple. He fell sideways but caught himself before he fell off the altar.

      Eyes blazing, he stared at her. ‘How did you do that?’

      She hit him again, knocking him to the floor. She rolled off the other side of the altar and tried to stand.

      Alfrere leapt over the altar, grabbing her. They fell. Her head smacked against stone. Stars whirled before her eyes, but fury and the desire for revenge kept her conscious. She slapped at him, raising her legs to kick, clawing at his chest, his face, his eyes.

      The mix of magic from Harrison, Shelley and Bron strengthened the more she thought of Jason’s words. I love you. Fight for me.

      Yes. She would fight for him. She would fight to see him one more time, even if she could never truly be his. He had to have children for the strength of the pack. And if she got through this, she would make certain that happened. With Shelley’s and Bron’s gift shimmering through her, it seemed possible.

      She pushed at Alfrere, screaming as he tried to hold her down. He fought back, but she was a rampaging fury of hands and legs and teeth. ‘You will not have me. You will not kill my brother.’

      She kicked out. He went flying off her and smashed against the cavern wall, harder than last time. Triumph and hope speared through her. She sat up, grabbing at the athamé that had fallen from Alfrere’s hands.

      ‘No, no, no, dearie,’ Morrigan tutted, returning to the room. She flicked her hand and Skye slammed back on the altar, the athamé knocked from her hand.

      ‘No!’ Skye screamed, trying to harness the Harrison-Bron-Shelley magic to fight the iron-clad magic that held her down again. But fear and pain and weakness washed over her, slapping the harnessed power aside like it was a bothersome fly.

      Morrigan leered at her. ‘You are no match for me, dear. No matter that you are the last of the Colliere line with all their vaunted powers. You don’t know how to use it or release it. Your grandparents did me such a wonderful favour there. Without the use of your powers, you are nothing.’

      ‘No, Skye. Don’t listen to her. You have the ability to channel magic—your own or anyone else’s. If that wasn’t the case, Shelley’s and Bron’s magic wouldn’t still be in your skin. Follow the channel to your friends. Tap into them and use them. Bypass that bitch’s control over your magic.’

      Morrigan’s delighted laugh skittered across Skye’s senses as she tried to take in what her grandpa was saying.

      ‘You don’t even understand you’re doing this to yourself, do you? Without your power to tap into, mine wouldn’t be enough.’ She leaned in closer, her spittle hitting Skye’s cheek. ‘You don’t deserve such power. That’s why, very soon, it will be mine.’

      ‘Now, Skye. Do it now.’

      ‘Something’s blocking me.’

      ‘It’s that goddamned spell I placed on you. We have to get rid of it.’

      ‘I don’t know how.’

      Morrigan slapped her. ‘Pay attention when I’m talking to you.’

      Skye’s eyes burned as she glared at Morrigan. ‘I’ll pay attention when you’ve got something interesting to say.’

      Morrigan slapped her again. Skye’s head spun but she welcomed the pain. It was sharp and bright and brought clarity. She curled her fist, but Morrigan didn’t notice. She’d already turned away, gesturing to Alfrere, who was pushing groggily to his feet.

      ‘Now. Stop playing with her, Alfrere, and do your job. It’s time.’

      ‘No!’ Skye yelled as Morrigan picked up the knife and went to stand beside River. ‘Don’t touch him.’

      Morrigan pursed her lips into a moue. ‘Why not? He’s going to die anyway. What my people shot him with all those years ago when they tried to capture you has kept his beast caged until he is virtually vibrating with the supressed power of the change. Even without the Curse in effect, that power will curdle his brain, turning him rabid. But while he can’t use his Were power, I can.’

      She ran the knife down River’s naked chest. Blood welled in its wake.

      ‘No!’ Skye screamed, struggling against the invisible bonds. ‘Jason,’ she begged. ‘Hurry!’

      There was no answer.

      It was up to her to save her brother.

      Pushing harder than she’d ever pushed before, she pulled the strange thin cloak of her friends’ magic tighter around herself and tore at the magic holding her down. It released ever so slightly for a fraction of a second and in that second, she managed to roll over to her side.

      Morrigan gestured again, and Skye slammed back onto the table, breath driven from her. She gasped, her lungs feeling like they were about to explode. Every bruise and cut and burn ached and stung as Morrigan used her own power against her, pressing on her, pinning her to the table and making her a victim once again.

      ‘You are weak and stupid and gullible,’ Morrigan cackled. Alfrere joined in with her laugh as he came to stand beside her. ‘You have no idea how to undo what you’ve done to yourself. Alfrere, disrobe. It’s time.’

      Skye struggled against the invisible bonds holding her down as Alfrere removed his pants and climbed on top of her, positioning himself between her spread legs, his engorged penis lying against her thigh.

      Oh, God! She was about to be raped, both physically and mentally, and her twin murdered. She had to do something.

      Morrigan’s words echoed in her head. You have no idea how to undo what you have done to yourself.

      Then Jason’s voice shouted in her mind, ‘Cordy’s spell! Use Cordy’s spell!’

      His words were an arrow through her heart; that would be an answer except … ‘I can’t.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘It could kill you.’

      ‘What does that matter? If you and River die tonight, then so will I. The pack will die soon after me, and it will all be for nothing. You have to survive. There’s no other choice. So use the fucking spell, Skye. Do it. Now.’

      He was right. If she and River survived tonight, then Jason and the pack would have a chance only if she could find a way to bind another witch to them.

      She had no choice. She had to use the spell.

      The piece of paper was still in her jeans pocket, but she didn’t need it—she’d read the words and now, when she most needed them, they became a blazing brand in her mind.

      Looking past Alfrere, tuning out the words Morrigan chanted over River, she concentrated on the spell and canted out loud:

      ‘I am the wind and the fire, the earth and the rain.

      My magic is my own, and will be again.

      My bloodline is sacred, the Colliere’s last child

      An eternal bridge between the magical and the wild

      Restrained no longer, my magics are free

      To be mine to use for eternity

      Three times three times three times three,

      My will is mine, so mote it be.’
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        * * *

      

      Shelley took the last bite of the chocolate bar and looked askance as Bron held out the can of Coke.

      Bron’s lips twitched. ‘I know you don’t like it but there wasn’t any juice and you need the sugar, so don’t be a baby.’

      Shelley’s sigh made Bron chuckle. ‘Sorry I’m being such a grouch. You’re the be—’

      Her words cut off, but Bron didn’t really notice, as what felt like a great hand reached inside her, grasped at her essence, and pulled. She stiffened and cried out, dropping the Coke.

      Shelley clasped her head and screamed.

      Bron fell to her knees in front of her friend. Mouth tight in a grimace—it felt like her insides were being shredded—she pulled Shelley’s hands from her head and screamed, ‘Don’t fight it.’

      ‘What—is—it?’

      ‘Skye. It feels like Skye. She needs us. She’s pulling on the essence of our Wiccan magics. We have to let her have them. This is what Paul saw. What he referred to in his diaries.’

      Shelley clasped Bron’s hands, the grip painful, grounding. ‘Are you sure?’

      Bron nodded. ‘He said, “The friends hold the key.” And there was that spell? It didn’t make sense, but now, I think this is what he meant.’

      Even through the pain, she could see the light of understanding, of acceptance, in Shelley’s eyes. ‘We can help.’

      ‘We can help.’

      Holding hands, they stared into each other’s eyes and said the words they’d argued over earlier that night.

      ‘The Goddess lives, the Goddess falls

      Power shared for the good of all

      To help a friend, bind the power of three

      Our free will given, so mote it be.’
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        * * *

      

      Magic punched into Jason as he ran across the green of the field silvered by moonlight, following the scent of the only woman he loved. Before he could think about it, he’d changed into his wolf. The golden-rainbow glow beside him told him Adam had changed too.

      Skye had canted the spell! She’d accepted her power as he’d told her to. But it was wild. Uncontrolled. Then something in it changed. More magic, alien and yet familiar, pushed forward, linking with Skye’s power, binding it, melding with it.

      Light exploded in his mind and he faltered with the impact. In his mind, alongside Skye’s Pack Witch bond, he saw two more bond threads spring into existence, a brilliant golden-orange and a vibrant amethyst purple.

      Bron and Shelley.

      Somehow, they were now linked to the pack. He had no idea how Skye had managed to do it, or how Shelley and Bron managed to maintain the links—it should be impossible—but there they were, as bright as day in a terrifying night. Two threads that were the saviours of his pack.

      Howling at the moon above him, he surged forward with even more speed than before, his brother echoing his howl of triumph and revenge at his side as he too saw the new bonds form.

      The pack might be safe, but Skye and her twin were still in mortal danger. He must save them or the joy of what had been given would turn into a grief that would never end.
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      Fire bloomed inside Skye’s chest, but it wasn’t the cold fire of her grandpa and it wasn’t the hot, burning fire from Morrigan’s poison. It was her own.

      Her own power, but mixed, changed. And for the first time, she was in control of it.

      It filled her and it was magnificent. Within it was the freshness of rain, the tang of the fire, the wildness of the wind, the deep musk of the earth.

      She wasn’t just the fire.

      She was everything.

      The magic pressing her down, those invisible manacles, seemed suddenly insignificant. Too easily, she used her new awareness to blow it away.

      Alfrere’s eyes widened above her and then he screamed, slapping at his skin as blue fire skated across it.

      ‘No!’ Morrigan cried out, her scream of confused rage insignificant.

      There was a growl from beside her as River sat up. Then a growling howl from the other side of the room. A large gold and silver wolf leaped in front of her, its jaws angled to grasp Alfrere by the throat.

      His scream cut off in a gurgling cry as the copper tang of blood scented the air.

      The green-blue tinge of lightning brightened the darkness of the cave. Sitting up, Skye saw Morrigan facing a large pitch-black wolf. Lightning snapped out of the ancient witch’s fingertips, aimed at the wolf. He dived aside. The gold and silver wolf joined him, his snarling muzzle covered in blood.

      ‘No! No!’ Morrigan screamed as she backed away, her lightning keeping the wolves at bay, hitting the walls, bringing down dirt and rocks between her and them.

      A golden-rainbow blaze sparked to light on Skye’s left. But it sputtered, broken by darkness.

      She turned to see what it was and gasped. Russet-coloured fur covered River’s chest and face, his hands were curved into vicious claws and his mouth and nose were pointed in a muzzle. Lips curling back over glistening sharp teeth, he snarled and leapt forward. He’d changed, but only halfway.

      ‘Oh, God. River!’

      His head swung to face her, hazel eyes fogged by pain, his muzzle twisted by the scars marring the left side of his face. Then he turned back to Morrigan and leapt towards her, swiping with his clawed hand.

      ‘No!’ Morrigan screamed, sending a blaze of magic towards River. The lash of fire barely missed him as he dived sideways. Gaining his feet, he turned to leap at Morrigan again. Her fire lashed at the ceiling. There was a loud explosion and large chunks of rock rained down.

      River yelped as he was caught under the fall.

      ‘River!’ Skye screamed, the sound lost in the wail of the wind she created around her. She aimed her magic at Morrigan. A burst of wind hit the ancient witch and she was flung against the wall with a nasty crack. Floppy as a rag doll, she fell to the floor. Skye turned her attention to her twin. He lay still, partially covered by the roof’s debris. She raised her hand and the rocks lifted in the air and then flew to smack against the far wall.

      River didn’t move.

      She wanted to run to him but didn’t dare go near him with her power flaring around her like this. ‘River! River, answer me!’ she yelled over the noise of her own magic. ‘Please tell me you’re okay.’

      Still no movement. No flutter of awareness through their twin bond.

      Fear scarred her throat. Was he dead? Had she failed to save him?

      Panic, guilt and grief whirled inside her, a maelstrom that only grew stronger, feeding into her magic, flipping the switch until it was a roaring hurricane. She tried to move towards him, but power snapped and snarled around her, fear and anger lending it weight. She seemed bound to the altar where her life had almost ended, where her magic, hidden and cowed into almost non-existence, was finally let free. And it wasn’t about to be reined in so easily. Not even to check on her brother.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jason’s wolf approach her. She shook her head, barely able to see now through the flickering blue of the flame and lightning surrounding her body, snapping out in uncontrolled licks.

      ‘Don’t come near me, Jason. I’ll hurt you.’

      ‘You’ll never hurt me.’

      ‘Please, check on River. He’s more important.’

      There was a shimmering of golden rainbows, so beautiful it made her chest hurt with longing as wolf became man. Hunkering down at River’s side, the black Adam-wolf at his shoulder, Jason ran his hand over her twin.

      ‘He’s breathing,’ he said, directly into her mind like he did when he’d been in his wolf form. ‘He’s been cut up a bit by the falling rocks, but nothing serious. I think he was just knocked out.’

      Skye breathed in properly. But the power didn’t wane as she expected. Instead, it increased as Jason shouted over the noise to Adam, ‘Take him to Bron. She’s a healer. She might be able to help him.’

      Skye could barely see now through the blue of fire and wind and rain that surrounded her. The scent of earth was thick in her nose and mouth. She tried to speak, to plead with them not to take River away. She needed him. He was the only one who could ground her now.

      But nothing came. No sound except for the howl of her wind magic in her ears.

      Fearful now of what she might do to those she loved, she remained as still as she could, unwilling to even gesture slightly in case she unleashed something that might destroy any one of them.

      The thought of River being hurt or dying was bad enough, but Jason? He must live. A world without him just wouldn’t be complete. He was too important. To her. To others. He, more than any other, must leave. He had so many to protect. And now that Shelley and Bron had been pulled into the Packbond, he had the chance to do just that.

      She needed to tell him; tried to use the mind-speech again, but her head was too full of power for her to use what had allowed her to communicate that way only moments before. ‘Jason,’ she managed to say past the wind and earth that filled her mouth, hoping he would still hear her. ‘Go. Get out of here. My power is building and I won’t be able to control it. Anyone who stays will be burnt to cinders. You have to go.’

      Jason shook his head. ‘I’m not leaving you.’ Adam growled. Jason turned to his brother, fire in his eyes. ‘Don’t argue. Take River and go. I’ll look after Skye.’

      The black wolf hesitated, as Skye screamed, ‘You have to go too! You think there’s no reason to live, but there is. I’m bonded to Shelley and Bron. They helped me release my power and when they did that, part of my power surged back into them and tied them to you. They’re part of the pack. They’re your new Pack Witches. They’ll make certain the Curse doesn’t affect you anymore’

      ‘I know. I felt it when it happened.’

      ‘You have them now. You have to let me go.’

      ‘No! I won’t do that.’

      ‘Jason. Please! You don’t have a choice. My power … it’s too much.’ The words were almost swallowed in the snap of fire and blow of wind, but she could tell by the stubborn look on his face that Jason had heard them.

      ‘I’ll never leave you,’ he said, expression fierce. ‘Ever. You are my life. The bond is almost complete. If you are to die tonight, then so will I.’

      Skye’s scream of grief was echoed by the black wolf as he howled.

      Jason made a sharp gesture with his hand. ‘No arguments, Adam. Go. Trust me. I know what I must do.’ The black wolf sidled up to Jason, whimpered a question and butted his head against his leg. ‘I know,’ Jason said, ruffling the wolf’s fur. ‘I know. Now go. River needs saving, too.’

      Adam changed in a blaze of sparking golden light and before the change was even complete, bent to pick up River.

      As he straightened, a shot of lightning ripped towards him. ‘Fuck me! What the hell was that?’ he said as the lightning missed him by bare inches. Jason had gone on alert, looking towards Morrigan. She was still passed out against the wall where Skye had flung her. They slowly turned to look at Skye.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Skye gasped, horrified her magic had lashed out at Adam. ‘I can’t … I can’t stop it. Go. You have to go. All of you.’

      Adam slung River over his shoulder, ducking and darting as Skye’s lightning lashed towards him. Then he was gone up the tunnel, disappearing into the dark.

      Skye’s magic crackled around her, hitting the walls and ceiling, large and small chunks raining down around Jason. ‘Please. Go.’

      ‘No. I am your mate. I am your channel. All you have to do is accept. Open yourself to it. Use me.’ Jason took a step towards her. Another.

      She tried to take control of the lashing power, to push him back, make him leave.

      Wind hit him, but he kept moving towards her.

      She tried again, but her power slipped. Lightning lashed at him, flame licked at his skin, but still he came, not giving an inch even though he must be in agony.

      ‘Jason,’ she cried. ‘I don’t want to kill you.’

      ‘You won’t kill me,’ he said, sounding so assured. ‘I am your life as you are mine. Let me help you.’

      ‘Nothing can help me now.’ Wind whipped around her, ripping at her hair, tearing her eyes. ‘You’re wrong. I’m not yours. I can never have children.’

      ‘Do you think I care about that?’

      ‘You must.’

      The magic burned through her, shredding her thoughts, her emotions, until she was terrified that very soon, no particle of Skye would remain. But no matter how she tried, she couldn’t gain control.

      And still he moved towards her.

      Jason leaped onto the altar, his skin covered in her blue fire. But rather than burning him, turning him to ash as she feared, it was a warm caress across his skin.

      Smiling, he reached out, touched her face. Lightning lashed at the ceiling, bringing down a large chunk right behind him. But he didn’t notice, only looked at his Skye, the most beautiful, precious thing he’d ever seen.

      A tear trembled down her cheek. ‘Jason,’ she pleaded once more.

      He shook his head. ‘Do you love me, Skye?’

      ‘You know I do, but—’

      ‘There are no buts. Trust me. I’m your channel, but only if you open yourself to the mating bond.’

      ‘I can’t. I can’t tie you to me and a life without family.’

      ‘I should have said it before, but you are all the family I need.’

      She was still shaking her head, but his hands firmed on her. ‘Don’t fight what’s inevitable. Accept me. Accept us. Become one with me.’ Then, despite the flames and the wind, the torrent of rain, the earth that crumbled from the ceiling, he folded her into his arms and held tight. ‘Together. We will face eternity together. That’s how it will always be,’ he whispered in her ear.

      He could feel his words resonate through her with the impact of his touch and then without warning, the barriers she’d built up to protect herself from him fell away and there was only the bond—a bright, golden-rainbow light with a centre of lightning-struck blue and emerald as green as her eyes twined around them until there was no telling the separate essences apart.

      They were one.

      ‘My mate!’ Jason’s exultant cry melded with hers as magic rippled out of her, surging into him. But instead of shrivelling him to ash, it filled him with energy and a joy so true it brought tears to his eyes. Turning his head, he kissed her with a longing that would never end, holding her tight as the power rocked them both.

      The magic flared, a brilliant flash of blue fire, but instead of consuming them as she’d feared, it was sucked down, into her, through Jason and into the Packbond.

      Light streamed through him and into a thousand threads of a pack that had been too long without its Pack Witch—too long without the release and relief of the change. Across the globe, a thousand minds howled in joy as the bright light of Skye’s magic slid through them, warming them with a love he knew was an incredible gift, and a power that was astounding. As one, a thousand minds gave over to the change and joy filled him—a joy he never knew was possible.

      The warmth of tears slid down his face.

      They would be strong again. No. They were strong again. And all because of the woman in his arms, who had been willing to give her life to save all of them.

      The light died. Everything went deathly quiet.

      Jason held her even tighter and breaking the quiet, whispered against her lips, ‘You are a gift.’

      Skye leaned back a little to meet his gaze. ‘No, you are mine. You saved me,’ she said, wonderingly.

      He smiled—that crooked smile she so loved. ‘As you saved me.’

      ‘Yes,’ she murmured. ‘I love you.’

      ‘I love you too.’

      He smiled down at her, filling her with warmth and love. And yet, there was still the sadness that would never go away.

      A tear fell from her eye. ‘I can’t believe you made me do that to you. We’re mated now, which means you can never have children.’

      Jason brushed the tear away with his thumb and touched his nose to hers. ‘Children are never a certainty. It’s true they are precious, but a mating bond is more so. What kind of Alpha would I have been if I couldn’t show our pack the most important of lessons?’

      ‘What? To love, warts and all?’

      He laughed and brushed a kiss over her mouth. ‘You may be a witch, but there are no warts. That I would know. You are perfect. Besides, we might not be able to have children of our own but we have Tom to raise. And we can always adopt. There are many children out there who need a family. We can give them that.’

      She gasped. ‘You would do that? Bring a human child into the pack?’

      ‘Why not? Now we’ve got Wiccans as Pack Witches, the sky’s the limit.’ His smile died, his gaze piercing hers with serious intent. ‘If I’ve learned anything from recent events, it’s that we can’t only hold tight to the past. We have to look to the future.’

      His words echoed exactly how she felt. She reached up to kiss him again, but her legs gave way.

      Jason caught her.

      She laughed. ‘I seem to have a habit of doing that with you.’

      ‘I don’t mind,’ he said, his lips lingering against hers.

      But before she gave herself up to his kiss, she gasped and pulled back. Jason had killed Alfrere but she didn’t know if … ‘Morrigan!’

      They turned. Morrigan was gone.

      ‘Did I destroy her?’

      Jason scanned the cavern, his eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t know.’

      He shifted his body a little, but not before she saw the blackened body with his throat ripped out lying in the corner—Alfrere. There was no sign of another body.

      ‘She got away.’ The bitterness at that thought was thick in the back of Skye’s throat.

      Jason nodded. ‘There’s no sign of her scent. She must have managed to get out before your magic flowed through the caves. Alfrere wasn’t so lucky.’

      ‘I’m glad. He deserved to be killed. But I wish you’d let me finish him off.’

      Jason tipped her chin, looking deep into her eyes. ‘No, you don’t. To kill … Even when justified, it still places a darkness on your soul. I would never wish that for you.’

      Skye swallowed. ‘And you think I want that for you?’

      ‘No. But it is done and I cannot be sorry for it.’

      ‘As I can’t be sorry for my wish to avenge myself on Morrigan. For what she did to all of us. She deserves to be wiped from this world with no trace she ever existed. And I want to be the one to do it.’

      Jason took in a deep breath. ‘I know how you feel. I vowed to the Dark Moon I would get revenge on the one who had brought insanity and death to my pack. But I don’t want you going after her. She is your grandmother.’

      ‘That bitch is not my grandmother. She murdered my grandmother and Ferris.’ Grief gripped her throat, but she pushed it back. Her grieving could wait. ‘She deserves to die.’

      ‘Yes, she does. Together then?’

      ‘Together.’

      He brushed her hair back from her face, staring into her eyes. ‘You are so strong.’

      ‘I’m not. Not in the way you mean. But when the power swept through me, I thought nothing could stop me. I was everything.’ She frowned, cupped his face. ‘It was so foolish what you did. How on earth did you stop me? How did you stop my power from going nova and killing us all?’ she asked him, her voice filled with wonder. If she’d incinerated Alfrere then Jason should be dead too.

      He brushed hair from her face. ‘As Alpha, I can channel a witch’s magic.’

      ‘But my magic is more than a normal witch’s. It should have killed you.’

      ‘I am your mate as you are mine. I’m stronger because we are joined. When you accepted the mating bond and focused your magic at me, I was able to channel it through the Packbond to every member of the pack, turning the power into harmless energy that did what it was always meant to do—give hope and life.’ He chuckled. ‘There’s probably a bunch of surprised wolves dancing in the moonlight right now.’

      Skye laughed with him, but then her laughter died. ‘Do you think the magic helped River change fully too?’

      Jason closed his eyes and she knew he was contacting Adam through the Packbond.

      After a moment, he shook his head. ‘No. He’s still in the half form.’

      ‘Is he going to be all right?’

      ‘Bron is tending to him as we speak.’ He touched her face. ‘Were are strong. He’s going to be okay. We’ll make sure of it.’

      Skye breathed out a sigh of relief. She knew what Jason said was true. She could feel River through the twin bond, the pulse of his presence strong like it had been when they were young. ‘You have given me back my brother.’

      Jason kissed her tenderly. ‘You got him back yourself.’

      ‘I did, didn’t I?’ A warm strength filled her as she thought of all she’d become tonight.

      ‘Let’s get out of here, my love.’

      He swung her into his arms and jumped down from the altar.

      When he didn’t put her down she said, ‘I can walk.’

      ‘It’s faster this way.’ Then he began to run out of the cave complex Morrigan and Alfrere had used as their base.

      After a few minutes, she spied light that grew larger until they were outside, running into the cold clarity of a cloudy day.

      ‘Where are we?’ Nothing looked familiar—not the kinds of trees around them or the brown mist-covered hills rising in the distance or the call of the bird that cried out as it startled and flew into the sky above them.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ he said, slowly to a fast walk. ‘But there’s an ancient Dance—'

      ‘A Dance?’

      ‘A stone formation, used by druids and ancient witches and warlocks. It was just beyond where the portal spilled us out, so it’s not Australia.’

      Skye shivered suddenly aware they were both naked. ‘I hope nobody is around. We need clothes.’

      ‘I think you’re perfect the way you are.’

      She blushed but reached up to kiss him. ‘So are you. But I’d prefer nobody else see your perfection.’

      He chuckled. ‘I don’t think anyone’s around and we can get clothes once we get through the portal.’

      She noticed it then, a shimmering pool that hung between two rowan trees in the near distance. Jason seemed to notice as well, picking up his pace once more.

      ‘Who’s keeping the portal open?’

      ‘Your grandpa melded with Shelley and helped her to open it. She’s stronger than she thought—I didn’t expect it still to be open.’

      ‘She’s full of my power now, too.’

      He looked down at Skye. ‘You are more than I ever dreamed of. More than I ever wished.’

      He came to a stop before the portal, hugging her tight. ‘I love you with everything in me until the end of eternity. You are my heart, my soul, my life. You are mine.’

      Despite her need to stand by herself, Skye liked the sound of that. That kind of belonging, it brought strength. She reached up, caressing his face, getting lost once again in the brilliant lightning-shot blue of his eyes. ‘And you are mine, my love.’

      Jason swallowed. ‘I’ve been tied to you since I first laid eyes on you. Nothing you could have said or done would have changed that. Even if you had denied the mating, there would never have been anyone else for me. It was you. Always.’

      ‘As it has always been you, for me.’

      Their lips met, tongues tangling, hands running over sensitised skin, making promises, holding to vows, creating a sacred, private rite as the moonlight bathed them in a silver glow. Becoming one. Together. Forever.

      Behind them, the portal glowed brightly as it turned from the sickly bilious green to a glowing golden rainbow shot with emerald green and lightning-struck blue, powered now by a love that reached out to touch a whole pack with its joy.
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed Skye and Jason’s story as much as I enjoyed writing it and that you can’t wait to sink into the next instalment with Bron and River’s story in Moon Bound. Read on for the first 2 chapters.

      Before you read on though, I just wanted to let you know that I also have a FREE ebook copy of Witch Bound, a novella set 40 years before Pack Bound, to give to you.
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      One Fate, one mate, a bond too strong to deny …

      Paul Collins, duty-bound Pack Warlock and seer, must marry a strong witch for the good of Pack McVale. But his hidden feelings for his best-friend’s sister, maternal wolf Ivy McVale, make this a more difficult pill to swallow every day. Especially when they begin to mate.

      Then Paul has a vision: If they mate, Ivy will die. Desperate, Paul uses his powers to change destiny and make Ivy think she’s always hated him. He can deal with any punishment the Fates make him pay for tampering with destiny, as long as Ivy lives.

      After recovering from a bewildering month-long illness, Ivy notices her nemesis, Paul, is tormented by something. And strangely, she is the only one who can feel it. Unable to endure such unhappiness—even if he does call her Poison Ivy—she is determined to help him, no matter the cost. Because Pack McVale cannot survive without him, and curiously, neither can she ...

      

      Simply sign up to my newsletter and I will email your free copy of Witch Bound to you. You will also receive the latest on upcoming books, sales, giveaways and relevant bookish news.

      
        
        Get My Free Copy of Witch Bound

      

      

      

      If you’ve got a moment, I would love it if you could leave a review for Pack Bound. Reviews can help readers find books, and also help tell me where I’m going right and where I’m going wrong. I am grateful for all honest reviews. Thank you in advance for taking the time to let others know what you’ve read, and what you thought—you can leave your review at Amazon, Goodreads, BookBub or the ebook retailer where you bought your copy. You can find links to the ebook retailers HERE.

      

      If you’re interested in finding out about my other books (I write both paranormal and romantic suspense books) and where you can follow me on social media, then please keep reading. For now, turn the page for the first two chapters of Moon Bound:
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      Edinburgh 1502

      Morrigan stood on the rise looking down on the village that had once, many years ago, been a sanctuary to her before the Witch Finder had come and turned its people against her and her kind. She’d run, but her sister—heaven damn her—had obviously followed a long cold trail here, seeking to find her.

      The panic that had been a clawing cold in her chest when she’d felt Morghanna’s fear days ago, now turned into something hot and bubbling as she saw what they’d done to her sister. The animals that were supposed to protect her were nowhere in evidence.

      Her face twisted as the Witch Finder lowered the torch to the kindling surrounding the pyre that was Morghanna’s judgement. The crowd of villagers cheered.

      Traitors! Murderers! She would not allow them to do this. They would not murder her beautiful, gentle sister, the woman who’d brought comfort and help to so many.

      She lifted her hands and began to incant, drawing power.

      ‘No Morrigan.’ Morghanna’s voice, carried by the Goddess on the wind, sounded in her ear. ‘The Witch Finder will see you. Do not bring destruction upon yourself. Carry our line through the ages or all I have suffered will have been for nought.’

      The power fell away. Morrigan’s hands dropped to her side. Devastation and grief pulled at her. How could she stand by and let this happen to the most beloved person in her life? She might have run away from her sister and a life tied to the Were, might not have seen Morghanna for ten years, but she could never truly turn her back on the only person who had ever had faith in her and had never stopped fighting for her.

      Morghanna had been more than her sister. She had been mother after their mother and father had died in a backlash of power, their lives ended in a cruel blaze.

      And now, it seemed, her sister’s life was to end in another kind of cruel and unjust blaze. It could have been prevented if only Morghanna had listened.

      Morrigan seethed, shouting into the night, ‘I told you this would happen. I warned you no good could come from aligning with those animals.’

      ‘I know what you said. But I was right too. For many of our kind, the Pact has been a blessing.’

      ‘How can you defend them?’

      ‘Morrigan, listen. Not all of them are bad. Just this pack, and not even all of them.’

      ‘Is that so? Then where are they now? These so-called good Were? They are supposed to protect you, so where are they?’

      ‘I forced them away, to build a pack of their own where all of our coven can be safe.’

      ‘And they let you?’

      ‘They had no choice.’

      ‘If you love some of them still, then why did you invoke that curse?’

      ‘I had to. I had to ensure they protect Alistair’s and my—’ Her voice cut off as the flames licked closer.

      ‘So who is to pay?’

      ‘Oh, believe me, those responsible will pay. And any others who seek to treat their covens as Iain McCrae and his ilk treated ours. My curse will make certain this happens to no other witch or warlock again.’

      Morrigan shook her head. No curse could ever be enough to assuage her grief when her sister was gone. Especially the one her sister had invoked only minutes ago as they bound her to the stake. It would only kill off the pack who had not protected her sister and were therefore responsible for her capture.

      It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

      ‘Please, Morrigan. Listen to me. You are inviting the Darkness to you. Can you not feel it all around you? It is what we have fought off with the Pact. Please, do not allow it entry into your heart. I beg of you not to—’

      The words ended on a cry of pain. Morrigan stumbled. Linked as she was to her sister, she could feel the terrifying heat, the smoke burning in her sister’s throat, making each breath an agony. Grief and rage tore through her.

      In that moment, the Darkness crept forward, edging into her line of sight. She had long fought its influence, but she didn’t want to fight it any longer. Not if it would help in her revenge. She reached out, inviting it in.

      ‘No Morrigan. Don’t! Not for me. Never for me.’

      ‘Only for you,’ she cried as the Darkness touched her outstretched fingers. It curled around her, its touch icy, soothing the burn, whispering along her skin, wrapping around her; a lover’s touch long denied. ‘They will pay for this. Everyone responsible, every man, woman and child taking delight in this horror, will feel each moment of terror and agony you endure.’

      ‘No, Morrigan. It does not have to be like this.’

      ‘You are wrong. They sealed their fate the moment they laid hands on you.’

      ‘Then you give me no choice.’ Morghanna looked up to the heavens and cried out, her voice carrying over the rabble, over the crackle of flames, ‘Please, my Goddess. End this now. Take me as you always promised you would.’ There was no answer and as the flames licked her skin, Morghanna screamed.

      ‘Our Goddess has failed you,’ Morrigan cried. ‘I will not.’ She lifted her hands, despite her sister’s plea to not bring notice to her magic. The Darkness would protect her.

      Before Morrigan could utter a word, light streamed from the heavens, surrounding her sister in a golden glow. Morghanna lifted her head, her face glowing with an expression of such devotion and happiness that Morrigan could see it clearly even from this distance.

      It brought an ache to her heart. A longing she’d thought never to feel again.

      ‘I knew my Goddess would never forsake me,’ Morghanna cried out. Then in Morrigan’s head, Morghanna said, ‘It is not too late for you either my beloved sister to change your path. Fill yourself with the Goddess’ light and love. Do not let the darkness have you.’

      Morrigan reached out towards her sister, wanting to experience the bliss Morghanna so obviously felt. As she did, the Darkness hissed, but began to lift from where it twisted around her.

      The light around Morghanna brightened, white and pure. Villagers cried out, shielding their eyes. Morrigan stumbled forward as the ropes tying Morghanna to the stake disintegrated to nothing. ‘Sister, don’t leave me!’

      Morghanna didn’t seem to hear her. She lifted her hands and cried out to the stars above, ‘Save me.’

      Flames exploded, whipping into a tornado that shot up into the sky. Screams sang out on the air as the mob of villagers ran away from the explosion of white-hot heat and flame.

      Morrigan shielded her eyes from the flare. The force of the explosion shoved her back. She fell, tumbling up the hill.

      Then the wind died, the force dissipated and the light blinked out.

      Morrigan gained her feet and spun around, ready to run forward and pull her sister from the dead pyre before the villagers realised what had happened.

      She stumbled to a stop.

      The pyre was nothing but ash. Morghanna was gone. ‘No!’ She fell to her knees, tearing at her hair, her clothes, rubbing dirt across her skin. Trembling, hot tears poured down her cheeks. She threw her head back and stared up at the sky. ‘Please, Goddess,’ she sobbed. ‘Take me too.’

      There was silence. No peace or warmth touched her soul. Just the cool Darkness as it flew back to her, surrounding her once more.

      Grief dug its claws in, but not enough to dull the rage burning in her heart. She stood shakily and cried to the sky, ‘You have turned your back on me, my Goddess, so now I finally turn my back on you. Revenge will be mine. This I promise on the ashes of my beloved sister.’

      In her mind, a voice pleaded with her not to take this step, but she ignored it, allowing the Darkness to snap out and silence it. She had no time for mercy. There was a job to do.

      She stalked towards the village. People ran around like chickens with their heads cut off, their fear and confusion alive in the air, feeding the Darkness inside her. She came to the open square where they had tried to put her sister to death. The Witch Finder still stood there, his shrieks heard above the fearful cries of the people as they ran to find shelter from whatever evil had taken the witch into its fold. He turned to face her as she drew near, jowls wobbling as he spat, ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Your death.’ She lifted her hands and called power. A fae wind whirled, blowing her hair from her face. Dark clouds bloomed on the horizon. Lightning broke the gloom, crashing into the thatched roof of the church—the place of the trial; the place where they’d damned her sister—and setting it aflame. Another bolt hit the Witch Finder, cutting off his scream as he was lit from within. He fell to the ground, a smoking ruin.

      Screams rose on the wind, winding around Morrigan, making the Darkness writhe in delight. She laughed, the sound whipped away on the wind, smothered by the crack of another bolt of lightning. It struck another building. More flames. Pushed by the wind, they flared, leaped to another building and another until the entire village surrounding her was alight.

      ‘They try to escape,’ the Darkness whispered.

      She turned to see people running through the street that led straight into the nearby forest, obviously trying to seek refuge. They would find none. She cried out:

      ‘Hear my words, make them true

      Never stop ‘til vengeance is through.

      Three times three times three times three

      So I say, so mote it be.’

      She lifted her hands, directing her storm towards the forest. Lightning bolts blazed down into the trees until the sky was lit with the false dawn of licking flames and the cries for mercy were silenced.

      Then the sky cracked with a rumble of thunder. Rain poured down to dampen the earth and the angry, flesh-seeking flames.

      It fell on Morrigan, sizzling on her cold skin. Lifting her face she screamed at the sky, ‘You are too late. They are already gone.’ She could feel it in her heart, the knowledge a balm to her soul. Thunder rumbled in the distance, but she laughed in the face of the power that had dampened her flames. She had taken her revenge.

      They were dead and there was no power in the heavens that could bring them back.

      Hair plastered to her face, her dress now a sodden, muddy, torn mess, she turned her back on the destruction she’d wrought and stalked out of the village. A smile bloomed on her lips. Yet as she passed out of the village and walked back up the hill she’d run down only minutes ago, the Darkness began to whisper to her.

      ‘Destroying the villagers hasn’t made a difference. Morghanna is still gone and you are all alone, just as I have been alone these many years.’

      Her smile faltered. The Darkness was right. Cold crept into her heart where her sister had always brought such warmth. She was alone.

      ‘You have lost everything. But you know who is to blame.’

      She nodded, her lip curling as she spat, ‘The Were.’

      ‘Make them pay. All of them. Take back what they stole from you and your people.’

      ‘Yes. But how will I manage it?’

      ‘I will help you. Find others who feel the same. Together, we will build a family to fight against those who have hurt us both.’

      She hugged her arms around her chest, stroking above her heart where the Darkness rested. She was not alone.

      A smile broke out on her face again and, grimly determined, she strode forward into the night, listening to the whispers filling the empty place in her heart.
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      River sat up, the breath exploding from his lungs as he opened his eyes to the semi-dark of the room he’d been given at the McVale Packhouse.

      He panted, shook his head, trying to rid himself of the image that had followed him from the nightmare; of Skye calling on moondust, forcing him to change, and in reaction, he wrapped his hands around her throat and squeezed.

      Exactly as he’d done on their tenth birthday. Except in the nightmare, he wasn’t an enraged and out of his mind 10-year-old Were-boy, he was an adult.

      But he would never do that to her now. Never.

      Except, that part of him that grew stronger every day. It wanted it. It wanted it more than it wanted anything else.

      ‘Fuck. Fuck.’ He took in a shaky breath, hand passing over his face to wipe the sick sweat away, brushing over the scars that were a constant reminder of that day. Skye hated herself for those scars. But if she hadn’t burned him, she’d be dead by his hands—and he could have never have lived with that. He loved her more than anything. She was his twin. The better part of him. Yet with the nightmare fresh in his mind, his skin tingling with remembered pain, and that part of him he tried so very hard to ignore whispering him to take what he wanted, he had trouble remembering that.

      He didn’t want to have trouble remembering. He needed to cling to it. To cling to his love for his twin. It was the only thing that had saved him from giving in years ago.

      Why wasn’t it working now?

      He threaded his shaking fingers into his shaggy hair, pressing against his skull, blowing out shallow, fast breaths. His heart was like an oversized hummingbird trying to tear out of his chest. He ground his fist against it, willing it to slow. It didn’t do any good.

      Swinging his legs over the edge of his bed, he stood up, staggered, caught himself on the wall. His knees gave way and he fell to the floor, knocking over the bedside lamp and upending the table as he went. The noise reverberated through the room.

      In the distance he heard a sharp cry, his name called. A door slammed.

      Fuck!

      Skye was coming. She’d felt him through the twin bond. But he couldn’t face her. Not now. Not like this. So desperately close to the edge.

      Pushing to his feet, shaky, heart still beating frantically, he staggered over to the balcony door and wrenched it open. Cold night air hit his face, his naked chest, the scent of spring roses a lush caress covered in frost. He breathed it in, the coolness a sharp knife in his throat and nose. He didn’t care. The pain was a welcome distraction from the turmoil inside.

      He’d tried to choke his sister to death all those years ago and right now, he was afraid he would do it again. His wolf howled and struggled inside him, tearing at him with frustrated anger. River didn’t blame it. It just wanted to be free. But these feelings weren’t coming from his wolf. There was another force inside him: ravening, angry and strong. So strong. And it had been getting stronger since he’d woken from his drug-induced stupor.

      Skye’s tread sounded near the door to his room, Jason’s less familiar tread close behind. River put his hands on the balcony and leapt despite the two-story height. He landed hard on the grass below, his knees and ankles protesting the impact. But he couldn’t stop to nurse the pain. They were already at his door, calling for him, banging to get in. Ignoring them, he rose from his sprawl and ran towards the park that beckoned at the edge of the garden.

      Bare feet pounded on the hard ground. Stones and twigs dug into his soles. He didn’t care. Had to get away. He couldn’t face her. Not with those images swirling in his head. Not when his hands itched to wrap around flesh, crushing the life within. He was cursed. An animal made rabid because it was caught in a trap, unable to get free.

      His wolf snarled at the other thing inside him, lashed with a claw that felt like it ripped open his chest. He cried out, clutched at his ribs. The sensation of being torn from throat to stomach wasn’t real, but Gods, it felt like it was. In his mind, his wolf was real. But he was the only one his wolf was real to. Nobody else had seen it for nineteen years, even though it had been howling and crying for attention, lashing out as its needs were ignored. Kept down by the drugs his grandmother fed him and ignored by his twin who blocked him off from their bond and shut from her mind all memory of their past that could have told her who he truly was.

      That had changed in the last few days. She knew now. The spell woven around her, which had blocked her powers and memories, was gone. But she still didn’t remember everything. Much of what had happened before the accident was still locked away in her mind because of the trauma of losing their parents.

      He would have liked to have blocked it out, too. But that moment lived large in his mind. It fed the angry thing inside him, trapping his wolf as if he was still on the drugs his grandmother had given him. The anger stood between them. An ugly monstrous thing. A Beast. He’d seen his reflection in a mirror the night before as Adam had carried him through the portal before he’d passed out. The sight had driven an agony of shame through him and his wolf.

      Neither man nor wolf, it was a half thing.

      He couldn’t be that. His wolf couldn’t be that. It was beautiful, its nature gentle and fun-loving. It gloried in the beauty all around, especially at home outside, with the heavy scents of freshly turned earth and the fresh green scents of plants, the sweet honey of pollen.

      That’s who his wolf was. Who he was. Not this snarling angry thing, a thing made out of the fractured, tortured parts of himself and his wolf. That part had formed into a whole and it wanted to rip. To tear. To kill.

      And it wanted out. Now.

      His hands started to shift. Not the glorious, melting shift of the full change. This was agony, the bones crunching, ligaments popping as they reshaped themselves into claws. He came to a halt, half bent over, hands pressed to his middle, willing it to stop. But the tearing pain didn’t stop.

      His heart beat faster. His breath hitched in his throat.

      Fear.

      The thick sour taste of it in his mouth.

      No. He couldn’t half change. Not out here. Not feeling like this. He knew he wouldn’t have control over his actions if he did. He remembered what it had felt like when he’d changed in the cave, although his rage and need for blood had a focus then—Morrigan and her puppet, Alfrere Juneau. Alfrere had died at Jason’s hand before the dark warlock could rape Skye as part of the ritual to separate her from her powers and break the bond between witch and Were. But Morrigan …

      She was still out there. He wanted to slash her jugular open with his teeth, shove his claws into her chest, tear her heart from her body and bathe in her blood. He wanted—

      River shook his head, trying to rid himself of the horrifying thoughts assaulting his mind. Killing anyone, even someone as deserving of death as Morrigan, went against everything he believed in. And he knew his wolf agreed. Lifting his head, he howled his defiance at the moon.

      Oh Gods! The moon. The waning moon. The last day of the full moon cycle. The Beast surged forward at the beckoning of the moon. Violence threaded through River’s thoughts. No! He shook his head, gritted his teeth and pushed back the ugly, seething thoughts. He had to go back. No matter his need to be alone, he needed to return to Jason and tell his Alpha to lock him up.

      Freedom—the one thing he and his wolf had always craved—slipped from his grasping hands again. He might be free of the drugs, but he was still caged by his cursed nature.

      Claws clenched, he turned and ran back towards the house, trying to ignore the snarl of rage from the Beast. It took everything in him to fight it. The Beast kept pushing forward, make him change direction. To hunt. To kill. To glory in the warm rush of blood as it sunk its teeth into flesh.

      ‘No!’ His denial echoed in the bush around him.

      The Beast snarled again. The muscles of his face pulled, elongating. He fought against the change. Fought for control of his body, bones groaning under the pressure.

      The waning moon glowed down on him, making a mockery of his efforts to wrestle with centuries of conditioning.

      ‘River.’ River’s head snapped up. Skye. She was calling to him, still some distance away, but her voice was clear to his Were hearing. ‘River. Come home.’

      The image from his nightmare snapped into his mind and he stopped. His wolf howled as the Beast pushed it aside, the ferociousness of its hatred overriding the love River and his wolf felt for his sister.

      The Beast snarled, its contempt sliding into River like a saw-toothed knife.

      ‘River! Please. Let us help.’

      The snarling was cut off by a choked laugh. Help? Now she wanted to help? It was too late to help him. Didn’t she realise that? Didn’t she know?

      ‘Please, River. Don’t cut me out. Not when we’ve just got our twin bond back.’

      The pounding of her feet on the ground as she ran, searching for him, following the tug of the twin bond, thudded through his entire body.

      Others were with her too. Were in human and wolf form.

      No! He couldn’t see Skye when he longed to choke the breath from her. He began to run, the Beast pushing painfully at his flesh, longing to dance in the light of the moon. River gritted his jaw until it ached, curled his talons into his hands until they cut his flesh. He couldn’t change. He wouldn’t.

      Flesh. Blood. The perfume of sweat-scented skin. The panted breaths of a jogger. Sneaker-clad feet beating a rhythm on the path to his right, an even more enticing rhythm fluttering behind the sound—heartbeat. The Beast stilled inside him, then with a howl, burst through his skin.

      River fell. Skin tore on his knees and hands as he hit the earth. The stinging pain was nothing compared to the agony of his limbs and ligaments stretching. Hair sprouted from his skin, his face pushed out, lips thinned, teeth turned into razor-sharp fangs. He couldn’t make a sound; the agony stole his breath, choking him.

      Then it stopped.

      He drew in a deep shuddering breath. The wolf in his mind pushed for prominence. But it couldn’t get out. The Beast was in the way.

      And it had scented the prey.

      Its nose twitched as it drank in the mouth-watering scents. Before River could protest, the Beast was in his limbs and he was off.

      The jogger was nearby. Musky cologne over sweat: a man. Faint music tinkled in the air from the jogger’s earbuds. The sound and scent guided him to his prey.

      Just up ahead.

      He could see him now, the straight line of his back, the muscles of his legs and arms, sweat glistening in the moonlight. Warm. He could almost taste the heat of exertion on those muscles. Delicious—salted meat.

      The wolf took prey from behind, quick and clean. But the Beast wanted to skirt around, to be seen, leaping as terror shot through the prey, adrenaline surging, making the blood so very sweet as teeth sank into shoulder and neck, tearing out the jugular. The prey wasn’t Morrigan, but he would do for now. It would lap of this blood tonight. It would taste good.

      With a low growl, it drew closer.

      ‘River, no.’  Jason tackled him to the ground as the Alpha-command vibrated through him.

      The Beast rolled with the impact, disentangling itself from the giant silver and gold wolf, and found its feet, coming up into a half crouch with a snarl.

      The runner, feet slapping the hard path, was about to disappear over the rise. The Beast turned. It couldn’t let the prey get away. It was hungry. It needed to feast as it hadn’t been able to feast for years.

      But the gold and silver wolf crouched, ready to spring again. In the way.

      The Beast growled. Lips pulled away from fangs, claw swiping. The gold and silver wolf, the Alpha, sprang aside.

      ‘River. No.’

      That voice reverberated in its head again, through its body, pulling at the man inside the Beast. It tried to shake off the command’s influence. Now that the Alpha was no longer standing in the way, the Beast could see that the runner had almost disappeared, the music channelled through the earbuds making him oblivious to death stalking so close behind. The prey wasn’t going to get away. The Beast leapt up the path.

      ‘River. Stop.’

      Those half parts that made the Beast—man and wolf—wanted to obey.

      ‘River. I command you. Stop.’

      Muscles spasmed, quivered. But the Alpha-command didn’t have the influence it would normally have on a Were. The Beast was not truly Were. It could fight the command if only it could hold on.

      But the man and wolf inside were fighting too, spurred on by the Alpha-command and the twin bond. Its movements slowed under their combined force. The Beast howled. The prey was getting away!

      Enraged, it tore at the fetters of the bond, catching them all by surprise. Freed, it leapt forward towards the warm flesh a hundred metres ahead.

      ‘River.’

      Every muscle quivered at the sound of that sweet voice; the only voice with the capability of stopping the man and wolf in their tracks. The shock of it stopped the Beast too.

      River surged forward, enough to grasp a little control. Breath tight in his chest, in his throat, he turned to face the source of that voice.

      Bronwyn emerged from the woods at the base of the rise, panting hard, with Skye, equally breathless, at her side.

      ‘River, please.’ His sister.

      He growled. Bronwyn raised her hand, stepping in front of Skye.

      ‘Bron, no. He’s not himself. He might hurt you.’ Skye grabbed Bronwyn’s arm, pulling her back.

      River quivered with rage that someone else would put their hands on Bronwyn. She was his. Snarling, he snapped his teeth together, his muscles bunched to leap.

      ‘No. He’s there. Can’t you feel him?’ Bronwyn pulled out of Skye’s grasp and quickly moved forward, hand outstretched. ‘River, please, let me help.’

      He quivered in place, confused.

      His Bronwyn wanted to help.

      He knew she was his. Had known it the moment he opened his eyes and saw her standing there looking down at him the night before. It was a knowing that sank its claws deep into his soul, and no matter how much he longed to deny it, it wouldn’t shake free.

      She belonged to him. Yet she could never belong to him.

      He focused on his clawed hands, the fur standing erect on his arms. He wasn’t whole. He was dangerous. And yet she was here, walking towards him, compassion in her eyes despite the fear he could smell on her, the fear in the fast-paced patter of her heart, her short, sharp breaths as she tried to calm her breathing after her desperate run.

      ‘Don’t come near me,’ he growled. ‘I might hurt you.’

      ‘You didn’t hurt me last night. You won’t hurt me now,’ she said, moving closer hand still outstretched. ‘Let us help.’

      ‘Yes, River. Let us help.’ The Alpha-command suddenly had more sway, backed up with the plea of the woman who would have been his mate if Morrigan and her rogue coven hadn’t intervened in his life. A growl burst to life in his throat, but the blood-slavering viciousness of before was gone.

      ‘It’s working, Jason. Keep doing whatever you’re doing.’

      ‘That’s right, River. Just back down and let us help.’

      River almost choked on a laugh. They thought Jason’s Alpha-command was making the difference. They were wrong.

      Bronwyn had almost reached him. A black wolf appeared at her side, pushing in front of her. She reached out to pat his head. ‘It’s okay, Adam. River won’t hurt me.’

      Adam’s wolf nudged at her leg.

      River snarled at the black wolf. He didn’t like how close it was to Bronwyn. Didn’t like the way she touched Adam-wolf, that gentle stroke across ruffled fur that spoke of familiarity, friendship … love?

      Fuck!

      The thought was a jagged tear in his heart. He gasped out a pained breath.

      ‘He’s hurting. Jason, quick.’ Bronwyn turned to wave the gold and silver wolf forward. ‘I can see it. The damage to his aura is worse in this form than in his human one. It’s covered in darkness.’

      There was a shower of golden-rainbow glow and then Jason stood before him. Bronwyn didn’t spare the Alpha’s nakedness a second glance as she grabbed his hand and pulled him forward. ‘I need you to touch River.’

      ‘Can you force him to change?’

      She nodded at Skye’s question. ‘I can, like I did last night. But I couldn’t do it without help. That darkness in his aura fights me. Healing him through pack-touch was the only thing that worked last night. I think it’s the only thing that will work now.’

      Jason nodded and let her guide him. Skye appeared just beyond his shoulder.

      River couldn’t look at her. He no longer wished to hurt her, but he was ashamed of how much he’d wanted to only moments ago and was so terribly afraid she would be able to read those thoughts in his mind.

      ‘Oh, River,’ Skye whispered, voice trembling.

      ‘Don’t,’ he managed through a throat raw with banked violence. He stood tall, towering over even his Alpha in this form, his moonlit shadow cast long on the ground, a grotesque melding of wolf and man. He closed his eyes against the sight and whispered, ‘Help.’

      Jason’s warm hand splayed over his chest. His wolf surged forward, writhing under the exquisite rightness of his Alpha’s touch. But there was another touch it longed for more.

      Bronwyn placed her hand next to Jason’s. The Beast snarled. She recoiled as if she’d been burned.

      ‘Bron? Are you all right?’ Skye grabbed Bronwyn’s shoulder, but she shrugged from the touch.

      ‘I’m fine. That thing inside him lashed out. It doesn’t want me to touch him.’ She stared at him, her eyes on the spot where Jason’s hand was splayed over his chest. Then she smiled and reached forward again. ‘If I can just …’

      He tried to cry out a warning, but the Beast was in his throat again and snarled a warning. She didn’t listen. Trembling, River did all he could to rope the Beast in, the violence inside him urging him to do horrible things as Bronwyn moved closer.

      She didn’t touch him as he longed for and feared.

      Instead, she placed her hand over Jason’s and he sensed as she slipped into the warm rightness of his Alpha’s touch. He shuddered as the Beast tried to surge forward again, but something stopped it. It was tethered, pushed back by the warmth, the glow of her as she reached inside him through the Alpha-bond.

      The warmth melted through him and he gave himself over to it. And as his wolf and his mind accepted the healing warmth, he noticed something in the sweet happiness she used to push the Beast aside. Something deep at her core that she didn’t even let her best friends see. But he saw it. Felt it. And as she sent her healing glow into him, he knew deep in his soul that he knew her better than anyone had ever known her before. He alone knew of that kernel of pain and mistrust of herself deep inside.

      She had a flaw, his mate. And she was ever the more perfect because of it.

      His grotesque wolf lips pull up into something like a smile. There was hope in her future. That would have to be enough.

      ‘I think it’s working,’ Skye whispered.

      She was right. The terrible grinding, snapping pain as his limbs contracted made him want to scream. But he held it in, even as the patches of fur dissolved from his skin in a heated, hurtful parody of the golden glow of the Were change. His eyes watered, heart pounded under the stress, nostrils flared as he tried to breathe. His legs trembled, but he held on, kept himself upright through force of will.

      He would not be weak before his pack.

      More of them had arrived to witness his torment, their glowing eyes staring at him out of the dark. He wished they’d go away. Hadn’t he kept himself together all these years without them? He didn’t need them. Didn’t need any of them.

      ‘River, are you okay?’ The tears in Skye’s voice almost undid him. As the grinding pain in his face came to an end, and he knew the change had finished, he managed to nod.

      Jason’s hand left his skin. The warm imprint turned quickly cold, but he didn’t miss it. He missed the sweet glow that had come through that hand from Bronwyn. He longed to feel her hand on his flesh. Longed to have it stroke over him, bringing bliss, chasing the remnants of pain and fear and violence away. But he couldn’t have that and he had to stop thinking about wanting it. He took a deep breath, suddenly aware of the sweat prickling his skin, cold in the spring night air.

      ‘River. Thank God you’re back. Thank you, Bron.’

      He opened his eyes as Skye reached for him. ‘Don’t.’ He stepped back. The pain in her eyes stabbed at him. He gentled his expression. ‘I just need a moment, okay? My wolf is riding me hard.’ It was a lie. A necessary one. They could never know what this had cost him.

      His wolf whimpered, ashamed of what it had nearly done. Not you, he whispered to it. Me. It was me. It howled its denial. It wouldn’t let him take the burden alone. We can’t let it happen again. The wolf agreed. River turned to Jason. ‘You need to lock put me back under.’

      ‘River, no,’ Skye protested. ‘We’ve only just got you out of that cage of drugs Grandma had you in. You can’t think I’d let that happen again? I w—’

      ‘It isn’t your choice. It’s mine.’

      ‘I won’t do what your grandmother did to you,’ Jason said. ‘Don’t ask me to do that.’

      ‘But the drugs my grandmother gave me just suppressed what was growing inside. They might be necessary.’

      ‘They caused the fracture,’ Skye insisted.

      He shook his head. ‘No. You’re wrong. I mean, maybe, in the long run, they made it worse, but that fracture was caused by something else. Or else I would never have hurt Skye when we were ten. Grandmother knew I couldn’t live with myself if I did that again. She loved me enough to know that. So she caged me and my wolf with the drugs.’ He flexed his fingers. ‘But I’m drug free now and I almost killed someone tonight. You can’t put me through that again. So if you won’t give me the drugs, you’ll have to at least lock me up.’

      ‘But you didn’t kill someone. You stopped. Jason stopped you.’ Her hand fluttered as if she wanted to touch him, but thankfully she pulled back before she did. ‘I’ve just got you back, River. I don’t want to lose you again.’

      ‘You might not have any choice. If I can’t control the Beast, then I will kill. Do you want to let me be a killer?’

      ‘No! Don’t talk like that, River. Please.’

      ‘One of us has to be realistic. There’s something broken inside me. If I can’t change in full, I’ll go rabid. And Jason will have to hunt me down and kill me.’

      ‘No!’ She turned, gripped her mate’s arm. ‘Jason wouldn’t do that. He’d find another way.’ Jason didn’t say anything, but his gaze was too full of the truth for him to hide it. ‘No!’ she cried, letting him go, her hands clutching over her heart.

      River couldn’t bear to see her anguish. He reached out to touch her face, his hand trembling with the strength it took to be gentle right now. ‘You never saw me for what I truly am and you’re not seeing it now.’

      ‘I am.’ She reached up to press his hand more firmly to her cheek. ‘You’re strong. So strong. It’s you who doesn’t see yourself clearly. You’ve held on for all these years. Can’t you hold on a little longer? We’ll find a cure. We started looking through the diaries today. Shelley and Bron and I. We’ll study and learn and Bron will learn about her healing abilities and we’ll find a way. Won’t we, Bron?’

      Bronwyn didn’t answer. He turned. The slight healer was leaning against the big black wolf, her face pale, shadows like bruises under her eyes. And those eyes—the cinnamon irises were almost swallowed by the black of her pupil as she stared at them blankly.

      ‘Bron?’ Jason said.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Skye asked.

      Bronwyn’s gaze shifted to them, unfocused. She wobbled and gave a faint, drunken smile. ‘I’mokay. Jushtoomushpower.’ She crumpled.

      River caught her before she hit the ground. He pulled her against his chest, revelling in the feel of her weight in his arms while worry skated through his veins like cold fire.  ‘Bronwyn,’ he whispered.

      She looked up at him and smiled again. ‘River.’ Her eyes rolled up, her head fell back.

      ‘Bron?’ Skye was at his side, her voice shaking and high.

      River shifted Bronwyn so that her head lay on his shoulder.

      ‘It’s okay. She’s just passed out.’ Jason came up behind Skye and hugged her. ‘She channelled an incredible amount of power into River just then. I felt it flow through me.’

      ‘You should have stopped her,’ River snapped.

      Jason’s electric blue eyes were dark with sincerity as he said, ‘I would have if I’d known another way, but for now, that seems to be the only way to bring you back from the edge.’

      ‘Not the only way,’ River growled. He began to stalk back down the path he’d hunted on only a few minutes earlier.

      ‘I won’t lock you up. Not while you’re lucid,’ Jason called behind him. ‘That won’t help you or your wolf.’

      ‘Fine,’ River snarled, turning around to pierce his Alpha with a glare. ‘But you will need to keep a guard on me, because I can’t guarantee how long this lucidity will last.’

      Jason nodded.

      ‘But during the full moon cycle, you will lock me up. If you don’t, I’ll do it myself. This can never happen again.’ And so saying, he continued down the path, past all the wolves who stared at him like he was a curiosity, Bronwyn a warm weight in his arms.
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