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        Halloween Eve.

        One year and two months before.

      

      

      I’d been counting down the days to this night ever since we found Sherie’s spell book all those years ago. Day one thousand and ninety-five had finally arrived! My twenty-first birthday and the night I’d looked forward to for so long.

      Tonight, on Halloween, my friends and I would cast a spell that would save us from the devastation and loneliness which had followed our mothers around like a curse their whole lives.

      “So, are we going to do this, or not?” Ruby asked, then stared at Bella and me individually. “Because there’s no going back after this.”

      Her grin made me clap my hands together with glee and a ferocious sense of determination filled me. I never want to go back after this. I want my soul mate more than anything!

      Growing up fatherless, the only children to three heartbroken witches, had been hard on us all. So, years ago, when Ruby found an ancient spell book her mother had buried under the stairs—carefully hidden beneath blankets and tucked away within a huge chest filled with clothes and other books—we’d read it.

      Of course, we had. What teenage girls wouldn’t have? Ruby had led the charge, and I’d been right behind her. I needed to know why a book had been so well hidden. Inside its pages we’d found an incantation that seemed to imply a guarantee that we could avoid the heartbreak of our mothers before us. I’d been the first one of us to voice my intention. “Hell yes! This is for us!” I said.

      I hadn’t wanted to wait. At eighteen, I was already working, had endured one terrible fail of a romantic night, and was ready for the man of my dreams to love me so that we could build a beautiful future together.

      But Bella being typical bookworm Bella had done some research and realized that the spell was complicated and required a serious amount of power to successfully pull off, which was why all three of us would need to do it. Together. We decided that when we were old enough, and powerful enough, we’d make it happen come hell or high water.

      The wind moved through the trees around us, rustling the leaves. A fall storm was coming. I shivered at the feeling of perfect premonition as it slid over me. This was it! We are finally here! About to do what we’d planned and talked about for so long.

      The little house in the woods that Bella’s family owned was the perfect location for secret nights and escapades like this one. No one would be able to see us, and as long as we all kept our mouths shut, nobody would know that on this Halloween night, our joint twenty-first birthday, we conducted a spell to call our true loves to us.

      I nodded at Ruby fiercely. It was time to start the spell—it was now or never.

      Fear flashed in Bella’s eyes.

      Ruby sighed. “Come on, Bella. You know we can’t do this without you.”

      And she meant that quite literally, unfortunately. Bella was by far the strongest of us and the best at spell craft. She spent an inordinate amount of her time with her nose buried in books, which was probably why.

      Damn it, Bella. Don’t give up on us now.

      Ruby pouted, narrowing her gaze on our friend. “Come on, Bella. Please.”

      I bit my lower lip and tried not to worry. We’d been talking about this spell for years, planning every part of this night. And now that it was here, I couldn’t bear to see our one chance to slip away. I opened my mouth to beg her not to chicken out, but she spoke first, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Okay, Ruby. I’m in. Let’s do this.”

      I reached for Ruby’s and Bella’s free hands, forming a triangle of magic and perfect strength. These girls were my family, my best friends, and the closest I’d ever get to having real sisters.

      I gripped their hands tighter and stared down at the ancient book that lay on the ground between us, the spell book Ruby had found all those years ago. Excitement skittered through me, but I pushed it down. It was time to focus on getting the spell right, not get overly excited about the outcome. Horse before the cart! I reminded myself. If we did this properly, we could enjoy all the excitement in the world—later.

      Together, we began to chant in an ancient language that no-one used anymore, a magical dialect which had been long lost to time and memory.

      I concentrated hard on my lines, reading from the book. Each verse of the spell called to the magic that rippled in our veins—to Fate—and most of all, to the unconditional love that we all so desperately desired and craved.

      The spell began to hurt in a way I hadn’t initially expected, and I frowned at the pain, focusing on the magic we were creating, and not the headache which pounded in my temples.

      My legs began to shake. No! I locked my knees with grim determination, not willing to give in when we were so close. Maybe Bella was right, and this spell really was too big for us to handle… I clenched my hands into fists, willing myself to greater strength. The pain started to alleviate. I smiled with satisfaction and forged forward, reading faster, loving the swirl of magic which floated around us, bonding us together more tightly than we were before.

      After tonight, we’d never end up like our mothers—abandoned and alone. And for that certainty I would pay any price.

      The ancient book floated in the space between us, glowing and powerful. I watched the phenomenon with a growing sense of dread but grinned in spite of it. We’re doing it. This is actually freaking happening!

      Buoyed on, we began to chant louder, the words in our hearts building naturally as the spell came to a great crescendo. White light shone between our clenched fingers and power surged through us. I gripped Ruby’s and Bella’s hands harder. We were almost there.

      We recited the final words of the spell and the white magic we’d conjured shot into the air above our heads with a cosmic boom, exploding in a spectacular eruption of color, like fireworks, sparkling against the dark night sky.

      We were blown backward and apart by the power of the spell, our joined hands separating as we sailed through the air.

      I landed hard on my ass on the dewy grass—the magic gone in an instant as it quickly dissipated. I shook my head, pushing my hands into the ground to hold myself up. Whoa. That was so much more intense than I expected.

      “Is that it?” Ruby asked from about ten feet away.

      The spell book that had been hovering in the air between us, landed in the dirt with a heavy thump, the cover closing of its own accord.

      I jumped up, brushing the dirt from my pants as happiness flowed through me. We’d done it! Now, we just had to wait for our soul mates to find us. When they did, I’d have a husband. And kids! And a home filled with laughter and fun. I’d have everything I never did growing up. Tears gathered in my eyes, and I blinked them back. I couldn’t believe it. We’d really finished the spell. My life-long wish was about to come true.

      Ruby rose from her spot on the ground.

      Bella got to her feet, too.

      I closed my eyes and tilted back my head, breathing in the cool night air as the stars shimmered above. This was the start of the rest of my life. Now, I just had to exercise a little bit of patience, which was definitely going to be the hard part. I wanted my soul mate, now!

      “So… back to the house for a celebratory drink?” Ruby asked, dusting off her hands.

      Absolutely!  “Sounds like a plan,” I said, flicking my long blonde hair over my shoulder.

      We turned and trekked back to the house. Once inside, we turned on the lights and Ruby used her magic to mix us up some cocktails the colors of the sunset—red, orange, and yellow, with a splash of dusky purple.

      “Perfect,” Ruby said as she picked up her glass that had been resting on the counter.

      Bella and I plucked up our drinks as well and clinked them with Ruby’s.

      “Happy birthday, ladies,” we chorused together, grinning as a group.

      The best part of my birthday was getting to spend it with these two girls.

      We all took a sip of our first legal drink and grimaced at the sheer amount of liquor Ruby had poured into our mix.

      I gasped, my nose burning.

      “Wow, that’s strong,” I said, blinking rapidly to clear my eyes, before I took another sip just for good measure.

      Bella inhaled sharply and coughed, then waved her hand over the table in front of us, conjuring up a veritable feast of savory and sweet snacks. Chips, chocolate cake, cookies, and crackers with cheese littered the surface in front of us.

      “Oh, perfect. Thanks, Belle!” Ruby said, grabbing a handful of chips and stuffing them in her mouth.

      I took another sip of my drink. The alcohol warmed my belly and filled me with a nice, relaxed feeling.

      “What’s up, Bell-Bell?” Ruby asked.

      I glanced between them. Was something wrong? What had I missed?

      “Do you think it worked?” Bella asked quietly.

      Ruby shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope so. I mean, I guess we’ll find out.”

      “I hope so too!” I said, my tone exasperated. “We’ve only been planning this since forever.”

      The other two sat down with me, around our tasty birthday spread on stools Ruby had conjured out of thin air. We chatted and ate, drank and laughed, celebrating the fact we had our whole lives ahead of us.

      “What do you think your guy will look like?” I asked, directing my question to Ruby, being that Bella was sitting there looking like she was about to fall asleep.

      Ruby laughed. “I really don’t care, as long as he’s nice.”

      “Nice? Pah!” I said, rolling my eyes. “I want my guy to be hot. With blue eyes, and massive muscles. A ripped six-pack…”

      We talked all night and finally fell asleep sometime before dawn. I was the last to pass out because I was the most excited by far.

      Ruby was still a little lost with what she wanted out of life.

      Meanwhile, Bella was at college and had her sights set on a career.

      I’d already been working full time for three years and was so done with being single it wasn’t funny. I wanted my man. I wanted a baby.

      For me, the time until I found my soul mate couldn’t pass quickly enough. Surely because of that, I’d be the first one to find my man…
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      I stepped into Ruby’s new backyard and stroked my dad’s fluffy head, running my fingers through the gray fur with a sigh. I was impressed with the health of his thickening pelt. He was healing so well since coming home and living at Jackson’s house, no longer exiled to the wild and fending for himself.

      “I brought you guys some chicken and vegetables,” I announced as I walked over to the porch and laid out the supplies from my basket I’d brought. Mom had sent me with Tupperware tubs full of delicious, warm food. Something our fathers had no doubt missed—being condemned to their wolf forms—since our mothers fell pregnant with us.

      I laid out three porcelain plates and served their food before stepping back to stare at their lunch. I hated the fact that our fathers had to be fed like, well, dogs. But until we found a way to break the spell, there was nothing for it but to deal.

      I sat down on the porch step.

      Two of the wolves stepped forward and began to eat their meals.

      But my father stared at me, seeming almost embarrassed.

      I didn’t really know how he felt, but I could guess. I don’t think he liked me watching him eat like a common mutt. “Can I feed you, Dad?” I offered.

      The gray wolf shifter that was my father, a man I’d never actually met in the flesh, crouched down in front of me.

      I picked up the plate I’d set out for him, took a piece of cooked chicken breast and held it out to him.

      He took the meat carefully from my fingers and gulped it down.

      The other two wolves were practically inhaling their lunch.

      Poor things. So, I kept feeding my father, holding piece after piece out to him until the need to speak into the silence overwhelmed me. “You’re going to think I’m so vain for saying this, but I literally have no-one else to talk to,” I said. It was a strange admission for me. Once upon a time I’d considered myself the luckiest girl alive, to have two best friends who were closer to me than sisters. I’d always been able to tell them anything. But things were different now, and in that moment, I’d never felt so alone.

      My dad tilted his large wolf head in a way that I took to mean, ‘go for it’.

      I smiled and went on. “I’m so… angry, Dad. Like… all the time. I don’t know what to do about all these stupid feelings rolling around inside me. It feels like a storm! I shouldn’t be mad, but I’m just so… lonely. And surprised to be honest. I thought I would be the first one to find my soul mate, and I still haven’t found mine even though the other two have.”

      My dad tilted his head the other way.

      I groaned. “Yeah, I know. I sound like a spoiled brat. But I don’t mean to. It’s just that…” I sighed. This was going to sound terrible, but I was going to say it anyway. “Everyone’s always told me I’m the prettiest, the sexiest, of the three of us. You know? I’m certainly not the smartest or the kindest. But I thought that if anyone was going to find their man, or in this case, her men early, it would be me. I’ve been ready and waiting since my sweet sixteenth!”

      That night I’d been set on losing my virginity, but the warlock I clumsily tried to seduce hadn’t been ‘up’ to the task. For the one everyone called ‘the blonde one’, like I was some cheap Barbie doll, I certainly wasn’t having much luck finding someone who’d have sex with me. Not that I was going to share that with my dad.

      I was down to the mix of vegetables and the small remnants of chicken. “Here you go.” I placed the plate down in front of him.

      He ate the remaining food.

      Then all three wolf shifters gathered near me, staring at me as though waiting for me to speak.

      I sighed. “I know it sounds like I think I’m the prettiest or something, but I don’t! Ruby’s just beautiful. And Bella? She doesn’t know it, but she’s striking, no matter what she wears. It’s just that… I guess I just thought someone would want me. At least as a wife. But I can’t even find one mate.” I took a deep breath and sighed. “Humans are scared of being with us and the warlocks have never liked us. I used to wonder why, but now that I know I’m half wolf shifter, I know why they don’t find us attractive.”

      Humans and warlocks had one thing in common—a natural fear of wolf shifters, unless they were our mates.

      “But I…” I knew I sounded like an impatient little bitch, so I stopped talking, frustrated even more now than when I’d begun. I needed to just get over myself, but I was sick of feeling like I wasn’t special! I was, wasn’t I? To someone? I stared at my father, a man who’d shifted into a wolf twenty-three years ago and had never been able to shift back.

      We believed it was because of a curse the High Warlock had conjured before we were born, but we weren’t totally sure about all the details. We only had our suspicions and what Tabitha had told us, but that bitch would say anything to hurt us. She would have lied about everything if it had suited her. But we would find out the truth. Somehow.

      It saddened me to no end that my father had lost the chance to see me grow up. They’d all lost the chance to be married and have more children, or at least get to know the one daughter each of them had. And I was complaining because I was twenty-two, and still single? At least I can eat with my hands! I sobbed into those very hands. “I’m sorry. I’m being so childish and bitchy.”

      My dad put his head on my knee and growled a little.

      I laughed at his expression, though there were tears in my eyes. “Who did this to you? To us?” I asked rhetorically. “I spent my whole life without a father… and I could have really used one.”

      Not that I was complaining about my mom. She was great. But there were times when a girl wanted a dad, though. A man to talk to. A male to give her a hug when things were rough. And for me… now was one of those times.

      My dad moved so that he could lie on his side, then sighed heavily.

      I chuckled to myself. He had such a great way of communicating, even without words.

      “Hey, Tiff! I didn’t realize you were here,” Ruby called out from behind me, walking out the back door of her huge house.

      I glanced up as she stood beside me. “Yeah. Sorry. I thought I’d deliver the food, then come in, but I got stuck talking.”

      Ruby grinned, her hand straying absently to her still-flat belly. “I come out here and talk to my dad all the time. We’ve told them to come and sleep in the lounge, but they don’t seem to want to come inside, so yeah… Trying to make up for lost time, right?”

      I shrugged and gestured to her belly. “How are you feeling?”

      She smiled. “Just hit eight weeks and feeling violently ill most days.” She laughed weakly, but I saw the truth on her face. She was pale and looked like she’d lost weight. “But I’ve been told it’s a good sign. It means it’s a strong pregnancy.”

      I forced myself to my feet. “Well, that’s great to hear, Ruby.”

      My best friend was mated to three men and pregnant, and I still didn’t have a boyfriend. Color me green with envy.

      Ruby tilted her head at me. “What’s up with you? You seem a little off.”

      I shook my head. “Oh, nothing.” I indicated to the inside of the house. “You all ready for Christmas? Need any help with decorating or anything?”

      Ruby’s magic still hadn’t returned, or if it had, she wasn’t using it. We didn’t know if it was due to the pregnancy—and her witch abilities would return after the baby was born—or if her magic was gone forever after what she’d endured last Halloween night. The night she’d fought on her own to remove the love spell we’d cast to find our soul mates in the first place.

      “Come see,” she said.

      I waved goodbye to my dad as we walked up the stairs and into the huge house and stepped into the open plan living area. “Wow. You’ve gone all out,” I breathed in awe. The once all-white house was now splattered with festive color. “What a tree!” I stared at the six-foot pine tree in the corner of the lounge room, lavished in gleaming gold and glittering silver baubles.

      Ruby inhaled deeply. “Doesn’t it smell great?”

      I couldn’t smell much, but assumed her heightened senses was a pregnancy thing. “Did the guys help you decorate?” I asked, glancing around at the tinsel lining the doorways, the twinkling lights, and strung-up mistletoe.

      “Yeah, the old-fashioned way—with ladders, and sticky tape, and lots of cursing when everything fell down again!” She giggled. “I’m sure Mom will come by later and magic things up a bit.”

      Ruby’s smile was infectious, and I grinned. “Most definitely.” I sat down on one of the bar stools next to her large kitchen bench and sighed, my tummy growling loudly.

      “Was that your stomach?” Ruby asked, pulling open the fridge door. “You want something to eat? Or drink?”

      I nodded. “A drink would be great. Thanks.”

      Ruby poured me a soda.

      I took a sip, the cold bubbles quenching some of my thirst, but not really doing much to bolster my mood.

      Ruby grabbed a candy from a bowl nearby, before shoving it toward me, and popping one in her mouth. “These help with the nausea, so I need to suck them constantly.”

      I shrugged. “Go for it. Whatever makes you feel better.” I traced an invisible pattern on the marble countertop, then stood up. “I probably should get going.”

      “Why? Are you working tonight?”

      I was a hairdresser and had been working my ass off in the lead up to Christmas. “No, I’ve got the night off, thankfully. I’ve been doing overtime every day though, and I might need to work tomorrow.” Tomorrow being Saturday, but since I’d worked all week, they’d given me Friday off. Christmas was on Monday, so at least I had a few days off after tomorrow.

      “So, why are you rushing off then?”

      I shrugged again, settling back down onto the stool. “You know. Just… Christmas stuff.”

      Ruby stared at me, her gaze searching. “What’s going on with you, Tiff?”

      “Nothing. What do you mean?”

      Ruby rolled her eyes theatrically. “What do you mean, what do I mean? You’re sad! It’s so stinking obvious. Why won’t you just talk openly about it? Bell and I are here for you, you know that right?”

      I frowned and glared down at my hand, where my fingers still traced patterns on the marble countertop. I didn’t want to admit to Ruby that she was right: I was sad—and lonely. I swallowed, not sure how to start that sentence.

      I expected Ruby to take over the conversation like she normally did, being the life of our trio, and demand that I reveal all.

      But she was pressing her hands into the counter and breathing hard like she was suddenly in pain.

      I jumped to my feet, instantly alarmed. “Hey, Ruby. Are you okay?”

      She was getting paler by the minute. She shook her head and stumbled sideways. “I… no…” Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she began to faint dead away to the floor.

      “Ruby!” I wasn’t close enough to catch her, but I threw out a spell on instinct and froze her, just inches before she hit the ground. I raced around the island and knelt, putting my arms beneath her before releasing the spell, so she fell into my waiting arms.

      She was heavier than I anticipated, so I called on my magic and used a carrying spell to carefully transport her into the large bedroom on the ground floor. I pulled back the covers and used my magic to slide her into the bed, resting her head on the pillow. I dragged the covers over her and touched a hand to her cheek, then to my own face for comparison.

      She was too cool, though I didn’t know if that was a problem or not. Or was it only when you were too warm? I pressed my hands into my temples, a headache pounding inside my brain. “What do I do? What do I do?”

      I didn’t want to leave Ruby, but just sitting here and waiting for one of her mates to get home wasn’t an option either. So, I pulled out my phone and checked the time. The guys wouldn’t be home for hours and Bella was at college.

      I stared at my cell screen and realized there was only one person I was comfortable calling. I hit the name on my favorites list and the phone began to ring.  “Please pick up, please pick up,” I chanted. She was at work, and I wasn’t sure if she’d hear the ringtone or not. When her voice finally came through, I almost cried.

      “Tiffany. What’s happened?”

      “Mom. You need to help me. Something’s wrong with Ruby!”
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      Within moments of hanging up the phone, Mom used a transportation spell to get to me. After seeing the state of Ruby and deducing it came from a magical source, we didn’t call the hospital. Instead, she called all the moms, and Bella. Within an hour, we had both generations together.

      “Do you know what’s wrong with her?” I asked Sherie, Ruby’s mom, who was waving her hands over her daughter, analyzing the problem, white sparkling magic coursing over Ruby’s body.

      My mom stepped up next to me and squeezed my hand. “We don’t know, honey. Sherie’s doing a spell to stabilize Ruby, but from what we can tell the pregnancy is, um, more or less draining the life out of her.”

      I spun around and stared at her, aghast. “Are you telling me the baby’s actually killing her?” That couldn’t be true. Surely all pregnant moms felt like their life was being drained by their baby? Wasn’t it said that the first trimester was always the worst?

      Sherie dropped her hands and sighed, turning toward me with tears in her eyes. “Ruby’s carrying a daughter, but the curse on the pack still means that no daughters are allowed to be born from this generation. Ruby’s strong. She’s managed so far, but I’m not sure how much longer the baby—or she—will last.” Sherie bit her lip and stared at my mom, tears glistening in her scared eyes. “Do you think I should… if it would save her…”

      I glanced between the two moms, trying to work out what they were referring to. When neither one spoke, and simply continued to stare at each other in long, knowing looks, I threw my hands up and said, “What are you talking about?”

      Bella walked forward, a tear stain on one cheek. “They might be able to save Ruby—if they terminate the pregnancy.”

      “No!” I raced over to stand by Ruby who lay in the bed, helpless. She couldn’t speak for herself, so I’d have to do it for her. I’d be her advocate. I knew in my heart she’d never want to end her baby’s life. Never!

      Not that I would physically be able to stop our moms if they really wanted to do it. They were much stronger than me. And ultimately, I was only half-witch, and had never really cared that much about perfecting my craft. I was a half-assed witch at the best of times. In this moment I regretted not focusing more on improving my magical skills.

      But I could see how much pain was on both their faces and used that knowledge to my advantage. “You can’t do it. You can’t kill Ruby’s baby!” I repeated. “She will never forgive you if you do.”

      The front door opened, and men’s voices rang out throughout the house. “Ruby! You home, honey?”

      “How are you feeling?” called another male voice. “Any better?”

      Bella stared at the bedroom door, a look of worry on her face.

      I clung to Ruby’s headboard and called out, “We’re in here!”

      Two of Ruby’s men stepped into the room, passing through one at a time.

      Jackson had to turn his shoulders slightly to the side as he passed through since he was so damn big.

      Darren didn’t have a hope of sliding past him.

      “What’s going on?” Jackson asked, lingering near the doorway.

      Darren hurried straight over to the bed, comfortable enough to come into the room with a full coven of witches hovering around his mate. But Darren was part-warlock, so he was always more comfortable around us than the other full-blooded wolves. Magic was a part of who he was, whether he could use it or not. “Is she okay?” Darren asked, reaching out for one of Ruby’s hands and touching her fingers. “Shit, she’s deathly cold.”

      Bella’s mom, Kathy, stepped up. “We’re pretty sure the pregnancy’s killing her. So, we need to decide if we roll the dice and wait and see what’s going to happen… or…” She let the unspoken words hang in the air.

      Jackson took a step in the room. “Or, what?” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “We can’t lose Ruby. I don’t care what you have to do.”

      “We need to abort the pregnancy,” Kathy said.

      Darren
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