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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for purchasing a copy of The Witch and the Wolf. Each novel in the Immortal Wolf Shifter series can be read as standalone, but for the best reader experience should be read in order.

      This fantasy romance novel introduces witches to my world of Immortal shifters. A fiercely loyal, nature-loving matriarchal society who believe that there is no higher calling than keeping balance to the natural order.

      I hope you enjoy the next instalment in my Immortal Wolf Shifter world. Watch for a sneak peek of book three at the back of the The Witch and the Wolf!

      Sincerely,

      Nikita
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        	Book 1: Damaged Mate

        	Book 2: The Witch and the Wolf

        	Book 3: Wolf’s Eternal Bride

        	Book 4: Protected by Her Mate

        	Book 5: The King’s Mate

      

      

      The Witch’s Curse…

      “For the crime of trying to force me into an unwanted bond, I doom you to a life without your mate!”

      A spell cast by a powerful witch and meant for one brother strikes all five alpha leaders of the Wolf-Haven Sanctuary, dooming them to a life without mates. Only the spell didn’t work quite right. Separating mates is a crime against the natural order, and nature will fight back when provoked.

      

      Book 1: Damaged Mate

      Lock felt the moment his mate died, which is why he’s both shocked and elated when she shows up on his doorstep. Only problem is she’s lived in her wolf form for two hundred years and has forgotten how to be human.

      

      Book 2: The Witch and the Wolf

      Rush has been searching for a way to break the witch’s curse so his brothers can find peace with their mates. Instead, he finds his own witch mate, one who is determined to make him pay for hunting her family for generations.

      

      Book 3: Wolf’s Eternal Bride

      Keenan is doomed to fall in love with his human mate and then watch her die over and over again each time she reincarnates. In order to give his mate the life she deserves, he must find a way around the witch’s curse.

      

      Book 4: Protected by Her Mate

      Lennox lives and works in the modern world of the humans. When he discovers his mate is his new human police partner, he must do everything he can to protect her from a bomber set on restarting the Human-Shifter War.

      

      Book 5: The King’s Mate

      Fallon spends centuries searching for his mate, a witch who is cast into another realm as punishment for her crime against the natural order. When he finds her, he will follow her into the shadows and reclaim his mate. This time, he won’t give her the opportunity to escape him.
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            Birth of a Witch

          

        

      

    

    
      RUSH

      I wake with a start, perking my ears to figure out what interrupted my slumber. I sleep on high alert, so it could’ve been anything. Still, nothing seems out of the ordinary. No noises, no shuffling in the shadows, no brain patterns nearby beyond those of wild animals.

      I push to my four paws and make my way out of the den, sniffing the air for intruders. Nothing. I sit and close my eyes, casting my senses into the surrounding woods, hoping to pick up on the disturbance. Then I feel it. Not something outside myself, but deep inside the recesses of my brain.

      A stirring.

      Only one thing can cause this. The birth of my mate.

      Elation crashes through me, urging me to find the person I’ve been waiting to meet for nearly seven centuries. My feet are moving before I give the conscious demand to run. I go with it though. As much as I hate being at the mercy of my instincts, this one is too good to pass up.

      I have to know who she is. What she looks like. What she smells like.

      I assume I’ll be heading toward Wolf-Haven, the largest wolf shifter settlement on the planet, but my paws veer off in another direction, carrying me away from the dominant wolf packs.

      My hackles rise across my back as I stop running, my paws on the edge of witch territory.

      Witches. 

      I pace, letting out a soft whine that puffs like storm clouds into the surrounding mist. Witches are the evil that will one day destroy our planet. My mate has been born and now exists in the world. If she’s trapped in the witch swamps, she’ll need rescuing. I must continue moving forward and if I run into a stray witch, so much the better.

      Nothing pleases me more than ridding the planet of witches and warlocks, so if I have to take a few out on the way to my mate, then so be it.

      The journey is uneventful as I hurtle toward the place that calls to me like a star just under the horizon, teasing me, beckoning me with a brightness I can feel but not see. She’ll be an infant and I won’t be able to claim her, but I will follow the traditions of my people. I’ll watch over her, keep her safe, until the day she’s ready to become mine.

      First, I must rescue her from the witch swamps and take her to a safe place. Then I’ll find out what the witches wanted with her. They’re a devious and secretive lot. They’ve likely stolen her for one of their sacrifices.

      I’ll destroy everyone involved in her abduction.

      I’ve been hunting the creatures since a witch cast a spell that destroyed my family, biding my time until I can get my paws on the right witch, the one who’ll break the curse. Once my mission is complete, I will dutifully wipe out the witch scourge from this world.

      I slow as I approach what looks like a village. Pacing the edge of a treelined path, my eyes go straight to the place I know houses my future bride. A two-story wooden cottage painted white with blue trim. I can feel her, a glowing ball of beautiful energy in my chest, calling to me, luring me to her side.

      I have no choice. I must find her.

      My paws move forward, and I make my way slowly into the deserted village. I swing my head from side to side, my yellow gaze moving restlessly as I search for danger.

      When I arrive at the correct house, I look up at the second story, at the open window with white curtains fluttering out. I could knock down the front door, but an open window is easier. I crouch low to the ground, then push off, springing towards it.

      My entrance is less than graceful. I don’t have time to plan my landing and hit a stack of books, my paws sliding beneath me before I tumble to the floor, rolling and coming back up to my feet. I huff in annoyance and glance around. If anyone saw my clumsy entrance, they’ll have to be destroyed. For the sake of my vanity.

      My eyes land on a cradle and my heart beats uncontrollably as I realize I somehow lucked into finding my mate right away. I step toward it, drawn to the creature within.

      As I lift my shaggy head to peek over the side, the baby lets out a tiny sigh. My eyes widen. She’s… perfect.

      She’s the one.

      Swaddled in a light blue blanket, she wiggles one of her fists out and waves it at me. I lift a paw and reach for her, my massive hairy toes touching her impossibly small fingers. As we connect, an explosion detonates in my head and a rush of images crashes through my brain.

      A woman, wild blond hair, pink lips, startling blue eyes. She’s reaching for me, her lips curving in a heart-stuttering smile. Then she’s running, her bare feet nimble as she cuts a path through the swamps. She looks back at me and laughs. I see my hand, my human hand, stretching out to meet hers, but before we connect, her beautiful face twists in agony. I bellow and lunge for her, but as my fingers make contact, she turns to smoke and my hands close over nothing.

      A piercing scream echoes through my head, and I instantly recognize the cry as my mate’s. She’s injured!

      In the nightmare, I run as fast as I can, my body twisting and snapping in mid-air, muscle and sinew reshaping itself into the form of a big, shaggy, grey and orange wolf. I race toward the screams, frantic to get to her in time.

      Finally, I spot her and rage rips through me. She’s bound to a wooden stake, flames igniting the pile of sticks at her feet, black-robed figures surrounding her, chanting and jeering as the flames reach her delicate skin.

      It doesn’t seem to matter how fast I run, how hard my paws pound the dirt, I can’t reach her. The flames engulf her and an explosion ignites the surrounding air, throwing out a violent arc of fire that knocks the robed figures off their feet.   

      I’m about to roar my rage at my mate’s future, but the image changes and she floats above the flames, her shrieks turning from pain to fury. Her blackened fingers curve as she lifts her arms, screaming an incantation. A shockwave goes through the area, killing everyone around her instantly.

      I jerk back, breaking contact with my infant mate and stare down at her in shock.

      Witch.

      Of course she’s a witch. Why else would she have been born in witch territory?

      There must be a mistake. My mate can’t be a witch. It’s impossible. Well, not technically impossible for a wolf and a witch to mate, though rare. But it’s impossible that my mate could be a witch.

      “There’s no mistake.” A strained voice reaches to me from the shadows, followed by a woman as she steps toward me. I let out a low growl and press myself closer to the cradle, protecting my mate.

      Wait. Not my mate. Just a baby witch.  

      Mother? I ask silently, not expecting an answer.

      She nods. “I am her mother. You don’t have to protect her. I’ve no intention of hurting my daughter.”

      I curl my lip, unnerved that she can guess my thoughts.

      “I knew you would come.”

      How?

      She doesn’t answer my question but walks toward me with fearless grace, a sapphire blue robe over a pale blue nightgown flowing with her. She is small. Weak. I could easily kill her, but for some reason my desire to kill all witches isn’t driving me to tear out this one’s throat.

      I push away the thought that it’s because she’s my mate’s provider. It can’t be true, because that would mean accepting my mate is a witch, which isn’t possible. I should kill them both and leave.

      “But you won’t,” she says, spooking me with her eerie ability to read my mind.

      I edge away as she approaches the cradle, reaching for the infant.

      I watch in mesmerized fascination as she picks up the child, holding her against her chest. The mother’s face, reflected in the moonlight coming through the window, is soft but exhausted as she gazes at her child.

      She needs to sleep if she is to provide for the baby.

      She smiles and nods. “I will sleep as soon as you’re gone.”

      I’m not going anywhere.

      She looks at me, her blue eyes shining. “I’m afraid you are. You must wait for your time to arrive, Rush Wolven-North.” The air around us stirs before her hand rises, a ball of white energy in her palm. My hackles rise and I growl, pacing forward, determined to protect the baby if she does anything untoward with her magic.

      Witches can’t be trusted.

      “A day will come when you not only trust us but embrace us.”

      Before I can scoff at her prediction, she hurtles the ball of energy at me. I leap toward her, regretful that I’ll have to kill the mother. It doesn’t matter. The child isn’t my mate anyway.

      Before I make contact, the ball hits me in the chest, exploding into a portal that I’m instantly sucked into. The sensation is like being squeezed through a tube. My back hits the ground hard and I roll, coming up onto my paws.

      I shake the dizziness from my skull and swing my head around, looking back toward the portal. The woman is standing on the other side, watching me. Her eyes are sad, but a smile curves her lips, and her expression is one of gentle tolerance. A feeling of homesickness strikes me as she reminds me of my own deceased mother.

      “When you claim her, you must love her as fiercely as she deserves or your vision will come true. If that happens, you will lose her, and you know what happens to a wolf who loses his mate…”

      Before I can leap back through the portal, it closes.

      Darkness settles around me and I turn in a circle, confused. I lift a paw and sand sprinkles down. I’m standing in a desert, the morning sun about to peek over the dunes.

      I check in with my internal map, the one that tells me how to get to my birthplace, Wolf-Haven. Yep, she dropped me in the desert, some 4000 kilometres from home. Apparently, she wants me to take my time getting back.

      Fucking witches.
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            Mags the Teenage Witch

          

        

      

    

    
      MAGDALENE

      “Hurry and light the candles, Mags.” Katey glances over her shoulder and peers into the shadowy woods surrounding us as if expecting a monster to leap out and attack. “My mom’s gonna kill me if she finds my bed empty.”

      I roll my eyes. “You worry too much.” But I comply, lighting the candles for our midnight ceremony.

      We hold our breath as crashing in the trees catches our attention. We release them in unison when we see who steps into the small clearing.

      “You’re such a klutz, Lila, stomping through the trees like a cow with its tail on fire. You scared us half to death.” Katey shakes her head but takes the sting from her words by smiling warmly at our friend.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Lila says breathlessly, dropping to the ground next to me and reaching her hands out to the fire, which is now surrounded by glowing candles. “Nana wouldn’t go to bed and I had to cast a slumber spell. Good thing Bea taught us that one.”

      My Aunt Beatrice, who is closer to my age than my mother’s, pals around with us teenage witches, teaching us everything she knows. We kind of hero worship her. She knows all the best spells, and she’s not afraid to use them. She’s a Good Witch, same as me and Katey. Lila is a Guardian Witch, though she’s basically like a Good Witch until a mentor is selected for her.

      My mom is also a Guardian Witch, which means her duties often take her away from me. I don’t mind though. Lilith, my mom, is super badass, and she leaves me with Aunt Bea, so I get the best of both worlds. I have a famous (among our kind, anyway) mother who’s out there protecting our natural world while I get to stay home and be spoiled by my favourite Aunt.

      “Sit down, Katey.” I reach for her wrist, pulling her down onto the ground next to me. “Let’s get started.”

      The three of us pull out our spell-casting pouches and move so that we’re sitting around the fire equal-distance from each other. We reach out and join hands as I murmur the incantation that will show us who our future mates will be.

      Yesterday was my sixteenth birthday and the spell only works on witches and warlocks who are in their sixteenth year of life. The three of us, having been best friends since we were toddlers, will only all be sixteen together for one day as Lila’s seventeenth birthday is tomorrow. We could’ve done the spell separately, but it’s more potent with multiples.

      After I finish the incantation, opening the natural and spiritual worlds to our inquires, I turn to look at Lila. “You go first since you’ve been waiting longest.”

      Lila smiles her gratitude and reaches into her spell bag, pulling out a combination of ingredients that include herbs, spices, dried flowers, dead beetles, that sort of thing. Tossing them into the fire, she says in a clear voice, “Oh, creator of our universe, I thank you for allowing us to inhabit your world. I am your humble subject, Lila Latrice Good Witch. If it’s within your ability this fine evening, please show me the form of my future love.”

      Nothing happens for a few seconds and we look at each other, wondering if Aunt Bea’s spell is a dud. It’s a simple spell, but most are. The power lies more within the witch’s desires and how they fit into the natural order.

      Then the flames spark and grow higher, colours swirling in the depths of the fire before settling on a deep purple. A face appears, then a body, until a person is fully revealed, wisps of smoke winding around her body as she steps from the flames and into the clearing, presenting herself to Lila whose eyes are bugging out.

      I hold my breath as the vision continues to float above the ground.

      “A Rage Witch,” Lila whispers.

      “She’s so beautiful,” I murmur.

      “Powerful,” Katey chimes in. “Look at her hands.”

      Our gazes drop to the witch’s hands. Sure enough, the fingertips are blackened. A side effect of the types of spells Rage Witches cast. They pull from the darker elements of our natural world to create powerful spells. Rage Witches are the only kind of witch that is created, not born. They evolve out of pain and misery. They are the most powerful of our kind because rage drives their spell casting and rage is one of the strongest emotions a being can have.

      Then, she turns and steps back into the fire, her gaze still on Lila. Seconds later, she’s gone, the only remnant of her left behind is the rapidly evaporating purple smoke.

      “Holy mother of trolls,” Lila whispers.

      “I’m next!” Katey says, her excitement peaking now that she’s seen the spell work for her friend.

      We resettle ourselves in a circle and Katey grabs her spell pouch, emptying its contents in the fire as she speaks the incantation. After several long seconds the flame grows brighter and higher, licking at the forest canopy above. I’m not worried, I know a good dousing spell if anything catches fire.

      The flames turn a deep midnight blue, the sparks catching like a blanket of stars as the body of a man appears. He takes a step out of the fire, crosses his arms and stares into the distance. He looks regal, poised, tall and proud. His short hair is black, his chin pointed, his eyes a piercing lilac. In fact, he looks like the warlock version of…

      “That’s my brother!” Lila says excitedly, cackling as she realizes who her friend will one day mate with.

      Katey blushes furiously, but she doesn’t deny it. In fact, the way she’s looking up at the ghostly version of her future love, I’d say she’s not disappointed at all.

      “Callum,” Katey says his name, her cheeks red from the heat of a blush stealing up her face, but a smile curves her lips.

      Lila is still giggling as the wispy Callum steps back into the fire and disappears from view.

      It’s my turn.

      I’m nervous and excited, butterflies swirling in my belly. My heart picks up as I lift my spell bag, the familiar leather pouch a comfort in my palm as I reach in and pull out the contents. I lift them, chanting the incantation as I fling the herbs into the fire.

      Instantly, the flames burst higher than they had for either of my two friends, forcing all three of us to scramble backwards. Black mist pours from the flames, blanketing the clearing. I cry out as my palm scrapes across a sharp rock. I lift it up between me and the fire, looking at the long, jagged gash slowly dripping blood down my wrist.

      “What’s happening?” Katey asks fearfully from behind a tree.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper, pushing up to my knees.

      The fire has grown to enormous heights, and I worry it can be seen from the village. It’s not a regular fire. The flames no longer snap and dance but seem to have formed one giant mass that sways around the campsite as if searching for something.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Lila crawls closer to me, reaching for my hand and inspecting the cut. “You’ll need a healing spell.”

      I ignore her, my entire focus on the fire, which is now waving ominously in my direction. As if sensing my presence, it freezes, pointing straight at me. I stare at it, fascinated. I’ve never seen anything like it.

      “Maybe we should call off the spell?” Lila whispers from beside me, my hand still in hers.

      “How?”

      “Let’s run away,” Katey squeaks from behind her tree.

      Lila smirks and shakes her head. “You’ll have to grow a backbone if you want Callum to notice you.”

      “Be nice,” I scold my friend, though she’s not wrong. Katey is the cautious one of the three of us. Never one to take unnecessary risks. Even coming out here tonight was a big deal for her, and she only agreed because we’ve all been dying to know who our future mates are.

      Before Lila can respond, the fire sways once more and a giant paw emerges from the flames, followed by the massive body of a grey and rust-coloured wolf as he paces from the fire into our small clearing. Lila and I clutch each other while Katey’s head disappears back behind her tree.

      We watch in fascinated horror as my future mate stalks across the clearing, looking at everything, searching for something. Then he stops in front of me, towering over my crouched body, staring at me with such malice that I shrink back against Lila, who clutches my hand so hard I cry out.

      His gaze flicks from my face to my hand. He sticks a paw out and I flinch, though he can’t do anything to me. He’s not real, just an image I summoned to show me who my future mate will be.

      My future mate is a… wolf shifter.

      “Holy shit,” Lila breaths as he drops his great snout to our hands, sniffing.

      On instinct, I tug my hand from Lila’s and turn it over, showing him the cut. Blood drips off my fingertips as he inspects it, his ghostly tongue flicking out to lap at the injury. Though he can’t touch me, I swear I feel the harsh rasp of his tongue as it scrapes my wound.

      When he finishes, he looks up, his eyes piercing mine, holding me in place. As he paces the clearing, my gaze follows. He stops beside me and leans in, inhaling as he closes his eyes. Then something unexpected happens. Through the fog in the clearing, I hear his voice.

      How are you doing this, witch? How have you summoned me here?

      I look at Lila, but she’s still staring at the apparition, her breath locked in her throat.

      “I don’t know,” I answer his question out loud, drawing Lila’s confused gaze.

      You are a powerful witch if you have the ability to summon me from, he glances around, his eyes narrowing, what would appear to be great distances.

      “No… I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m not powerful, I’m just a Good Witch.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Lila asks, looking around, fear wavering in her voice.

      It seems so obvious to me that the ghost wolf is talking to me, but my friends can’t seem to hear him. The wolf paces away, circling the fire, before sitting and staring, his gaze fixed on my face.

      You are the one, he announces.

      I nod excitedly, a smile lifting my lips. He’s not what I expected, but a witch mating with a wolf shifter isn’t unheard of. We’ll make the best of it. “Yes, you’re my future mate.”

      He laughs, the sound harsh as it rings through my head. Don’t be absurd. I wouldn’t touch a dirty witch. You are no mate of mine, but you will be the one to break the spell. You have magic that I’ve never seen before.

      I ignore the hurt rushing through me at his words. He’s just a vision, not the real thing. My real mate won’t reject me. It’s in his DNA to find his mate and bind himself for eternity. He may not like that I’m a witch, but he’ll do as the natural order dictates.

      “What spell?” I ask, but he looks over his shoulder at the fire, which has begun to swirl again, tugging at the wisps surrounding his furry body.

      Summon me again, witch, he orders as the fire drags him backwards, sucking him into the flames. His dark, angry eyes meet mine. We’re not finished.

      “I know,” I whisper as he disappears.

      The fire settles once more and Katey cautiously crawls out from the surrounding woods. “You can’t mate with him,” she says seriously, her eyes as large as creek stones. “Wolf shifters are way too dangerous.”

      “Mags,” Lila says from next to me.

      I follow her gaze down to my hand. I extend it, palm up. The blood is gone, and the cut is completely healed, but that’s not what she’s talking about. My fingertips are black, as though I’d shoved them into a sooty hearth. As the three of us watch, the black slowly fades and my skin returns to normal.

      “Dark magic,” Lila breathes.

      I lift my gaze to the now cheerfully snapping fire. “Let’s go home. It’s just a trick, he’s not real. Forget about him.”

      Only, I know I’ll never forget. He won’t let me. He’s inside me now, watching me, whispering to me…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Witch Hunt

          

        

      

    

    
      RUSH

      I make my way through the swamp, moving steadily toward the witch’s house. She thought she could outrun me, but I’ve proven to her repeatedly that I am the relentless scourge of her existence. It was her bad luck to be born into the family that I have vowed to hunt and exterminate. The witch progeny of Lyra the Terrible, the woman who took my brother’s pride and wits and scattered them to the wind. The woman who threw Wolf-Haven into the dark ages and separated my brothers from each other and their mates. 

      There is much for the witch to answer to. 

      Her kind say they’re protecting the natural order, but I see nothing natural in their sorcery. They twist the world to fit their own vision, perverting nature and treating the other creatures on our planet like bugs beneath their heels. 

      In the years since Lyra’s curse shattered Wolf-Haven, I’ve made it my mission to take out every witch or warlock I encounter. The spell I used to save my eldest brother’s life when he was challenged was taken from a warlock whose throat I tore out. Before I killed him, the warlock also gave me valuable information about a particular witch, the most powerful of Lyra’s descendants. 

      My plan? To get my hands on the witch progeny and force her to reverse the spell that is keeping my brothers from their mates. Only Lock has achieved happiness with his fated mate, and I have my suspicions about how it was possible. 

      It’s my belief that it was Lyra’s spell that pushed my brother, Lock, into leaving Wolf-Haven two hundred years ago and drove the King’s pack to kidnap Lock’s mate, Sarina. Lock missed finding her by a matter of two years, and then she was nearly killed. All because of a witch’s spell. I’m pleased that my brother seems to have broken the spell, but I still feel the agony of Lennox, Keenan, and Fallon, and I’m determined to end their suffering. I’ll do it by spilling the blood of Lyra’s ancestors. 

      As I near the cabin the witch shares with her aunt, I pick up her scent. My paws carry me faster, pounding harder against the ground as I rush toward her, my instincts screaming at me to mate with her. 

      I try to silence them, but my wolf is nearly feral from years travelling in my wolf form. I’ve always been more comfortable in my wolf body than my human one. Fur feels like my true skin and if I could live this way forever, I would.

      Unfortunately, my wolf knows something I’ve spent years trying to deny. When I first encountered the small, blond immortal witch, shortly after her birth, I sensed her power and with each year, it has only grown stronger. For seventy-two years, I’ve known that this woman will be the one to break Lyra’s spell. She’s too powerful not to. 

      She’s also powerful enough to keep a lone wolf shifter at bay, which she has successfully done since the day I started stalking her. I slow my pace as I near the cottage in the swamp. The tantalizing scent of basil and roses, her particular scent, nearly overpowers my logic, driving me relentlessly toward her. 

      I crouch low and crawl through the reeds until I catch sight of her. She’s truly breathtaking in a pair of tiny shorts that show off the twin half-moons of her lush backside as she bends to pick weeds, one hand squishing her straw hat on her head. She’s wearing a sleeveless shirt that’s cropped just beneath her breasts to show off her belly. There are no shoes on her feet and her toes sink into the muck of the swamp. Mosquitos and flies buzz all around her, but none lands on her body.

      She freezes and slowly turns, her eyes scanning the surrounding swamp. 

      “I know you’re out there!” she shouts, dropping the weeds into the basket next to her and holding a pair of sharp scissors aloft. “If you come near me, I’m going to cut your other ear off.”

      I snuffle and rub my snout on the ground, remembering how she caught me with a dagger some thirty years ago, slicing off the tip of my left ear as I leapt for her. We’ve been playing this game of cat and wolf for more than half a century. It’s time to do what I’ve come to do. 

      I crouch low to the ground, then spring, leaping at her. As my body slices through the air like a bullet, her lips move in a blur. Before I can land, taking her down with my heavy body and sharp teeth, something hits me with a stunning force, throwing me back with a sizzling shock of electricity. I hit a tree and slump to the ground, groaning in pain, then quickly regain my feet, turning to launch myself at her again. Only she’s surrounded herself with a protective barrier, the same force field Lyra used against Fallon all those years ago. 

      The reminder of my brother’s plight has me growling in frustration and pacing the perimeter of her force field. It looks impenetrable, but the energy it takes to hold it in place is weakening the witch. 

      She falls to her knees, her hands up, trying to hold her spell, the scissors still clutched between her fingers. 

      We stare at each other, her gaze frightened but fiercely determined, mine angry and impatient. We’ve been doing this dance for decades and I’ve never gotten any closer to the witch. 

      “Why are you doing this?” she asks, anguish in her voice. “Why me?”

      I shift to human, watching her blue eyes widen with wonder. “I need you,” I tell her.

      Strangely, though we’ve met before, this is the most communication we’ve managed. We’re usually fighting each other, then she escapes my traps with the help of her cursed family. 

      “But I’m your mate,” she says desperately. “Why would you keep trying to hurt your mate? I don’t understand.”

      I snarl and turn a glare of such hatred on her she can’t possibly fail to understand. “You are no mate of mine, Magdalene the Scourge. You’re simply the witch who’s going to break a curse for me before I send you back to the demon that created you.”

      She blinks back tears, but they don’t move me. She’s a witch and a witch’s tears are nothing but lies and manipulation. 

      “The natural order has given me to you as a mate. Why can’t you accept that there’s a reason you’re drawn to stalk me above all other witches?”

      I scrape my nail across the barrier of her force field and watch as it wiggles and wobbles. “It’s you I need, Magdalene, and you I will take. You won’t always be so prepared for my arrival, and when that day comes, I’ll be ready for a witch hunt.”

      Her haunted gaze follows me from her swamp as I shift and pad back into the shadows of the forest. 
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the wolf is  gone, I throw off the force field and leap to my feet, dropping everything and racing for the cabin. I fling myself through the door and slam it shut again, leaning against it, my heart racing. A grin slowly spreads across my face and I step forward, twirling on the spot and laughing.

      I finally got to see him up close in his human form! He’s so handsome with his chiselled jaw and five o’clock shadow, his wild shoulder length grey hair with copper streaks, and gorgeous bronze eyes. His wolf has the same hair colour, but his eyes are different, glowing yellow.

      “You’re going to get yourself killed.” A voice reaches out to me from the shadows and I glance over.

      My Aunt Bea sits in her rocking chair among piles of coloured yarn, working diligently. I toss myself on the floor next to her and stretch out, tucking my hands under my head and crossing my legs.

      “Don’t be a worrywart.” My gaze catches on the yarn as it moves through my aunt’s flying fingers, weaving it into a breastplate that will replace the one my mother uses, which was cracked in battle. As the material settles into fine loops, it hardens into unbreakable chain mail.

      “It’s my job to worry,” Bea scolds, setting the breast plate aside and rolling her shoulders until they crack before turning to look at me, her gaze sliding down my length as she looks for injury. “It’s dangerous to summon the wolf. He’ll be furious when he finds out you’ve been calling him to your side.”

      I shrug. “He thinks he’s hunting me for answers. I’m his mate; he won’t hurt me.”

      Bea frowns. “His energy is violent, Mags. You mustn’t be so naïve. He can too easily hurt you and once he claims you, you’ll be even more vulnerable.”

      Witches are immortal, the same as shifters, but our bodies are soft and human. Because of this, our lifespan is not usually as long as other immortal beings. “He won’t hurt me,” I repeat stubbornly, my faith in my mate unshaken.

      “You’ll soon find out, I fear.” Bea stands and moves to the window, twitching aside the curtain. “He’s out there. I can sense him.”

      I push myself to my feet, dusting off the backside of my jean shorts. “Then it’s time for you to go.” I pick up the suitcase we packed earlier and hand it to her.

      Bea turns from the window and takes the suitcase, her worried gaze on my face. “Are you sure?” It’s difficult for Bea to leave me to my fate. My aunt has been my guardian since I was four, when my mother was summoned back into the Shadow Realm to stand guard over our world.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say softly, wrapping my arms around her and squeezing. “It’s time for me to meet my destiny. Past time! I’m seventy-two!”

      Bea steps back and frames my face with her hands, looking at me with loving sadness. Looking at Bea is like looking in a mirror. Ice-blue eyes, blond hair falling to her shoulders in waves, short in stature with curves to spare, and an attitude that’ll grill a swamp troll if it gets too close. She was born fifty-seven years before me, but doesn’t look a single day older, thanks to her excellent magical genes.

      We’ve been travelling together for decades, skipping from swamp to swamp and setting up house. Falling into a routine, waiting for the wolf to show. At first, I’d been inadvertently summoning him with my burgeoning, unskilled spells. Now, I call him deliberately, look him over and set him free.

      Only this time is different. This time he’ll finally do what he’s been longing to do after all these years of chasing after me. He’s going to catch me because I’m going to let him.

      I kiss my aunt’s cheek and watch tearfully as she stands before the mirror between our beds in the small cabin we’ve shared for almost six years. Waving her hand over the solid surface, she murmurs the incantation that will enable her to cross into the Shadow Realm. She won’t be able to stay long. Like me, she’s a Good Witch and only Guardian Witches and Oracles can live permanently in the Shadow Realm. Someone has to tell my mother that I’m about to fulfil my destiny, and that someone isn’t going to be me.

      I have a destiny to meet and a kidnapping to get on with.

      “Goodbye, my sweet,” she says, stepping through the glass and turning to give me one last look before disappearing.

      “Goodbye, Aunt Bea,” I say to the empty room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            To Die For

          

        

      

    

    
      MAGDALENE

      I hurry around the room, tossing my necessities into a shoulder bag. I should have done what Aunt Bea had done and gotten packed earlier. I suppose I didn’t want to jinx my future by assuming the time had finally come.

      But it has! It’s really time!

      The entire seventy-two years I’ve lived has led me to this moment.

      I feel him pacing the surrounding woods, trying to figure out how to trap me. Only he has no idea that I’m his for the picking.

      After I finish packing my bag, I turn to the mirror.

      I look myself over critically and decide I’ll need a quick change. My straw hat is an unrecognizable mess on top of a rat’s nest of crazy blond hair. Dirt streaks my legs from when I fell erecting my force field.

      I speak the words of change, adding my own twist to the spell. “Give me a dress meant to impress, something irresistible to a wolf.” I snap my fingers over my head and poof!

      I’m wearing… I lift a hand to catch the blood dripping into my cleavage… a meat dress. As in a dress made of meat.

      “Very funny, Earth Mother,” I mutter, narrowing my eyes at the mirror. In a weird way, I look both pretty and disgusting. A hot mess. A hot, gross mess.

      “Okay, how about something a little less likely to get my throat ripped out?” I think about how to define the spell and speak the incantation again, adding, “Give me an outfit to die for.”

      I snap my fingers and look at my mirrored image, gasping in delight as I run my hands down the bodice of the dress. It’s utterly gorgeous. The leaves and flowers of Atropa belladonna, the nightshade plant, have woven themselves into a lilac and green dress that flows over every generous curve like a lover’s hands.

      “Not quite that deadly.”

      I snap my fingers again.

      Poof! A pink wedding gown with layer after layer of cascading lace and silk that flow down my body. I look like an upside-down cupcake. My hair is now pink and styled in a gravity-defying updo.

      I admire the look for a moment before shaking my head. “Not practical for a kidnapping.”

      I snap my fingers again, squeezing my eyes shut and concentrating really hard. When I open them, a smile curves my lips and I nod decisively.

      I’m wearing a short pink skirt with crinoline underneath and an adorable white poodle stitched into the satin, a faux leather jacket over a pale pink tank top and black knee-high boots complete the look. My hair is still in the wedding updo, but this time it’s blond with hot pink streaks.

      “Perfect.”

      And perfectly timed, too, because just as I decide I’m ready, my entire house rattles and shakes with the force of a full-grown wolf landing on the roof. I place a hand over my heart and look up at the dust wafting down from the rafters. What on Earth Mother is he doing on the roof? Does he think he can get in that way? This rickety swamp shack is being held up through magic, hope and cobwebs.

      No matter what he tries, he won’t get in.

      And he certainly does try, banging around on the roof, digging with his claws, howling in frustration. Apparently, my future husband is as eager to get on with our love story as I am.

      “Well, let’s not keep him waiting.” I lift my hands and murmur the incantation that’ll bring down the remainder of the protection spell my aunt and I had erected when we first discovered the place.

      Unfortunately, the spell was the glue holding everything together and without it, the house gives a mighty groaning creak before it begins to crumble. I run to the bed, slip my bag over my shoulders, and head through the front door. I step far enough out onto the porch that I can look up and see the wolf in a complete frenzy, tearing away at the roof, pieces of wood flying in every direction.

      I cluck my tongue in disapproval and his sensitive ears pick up the sound.

      His great head swings my way just as the house collapses.

      “Oh dear.” I jump away as debris engulfs the area.

      When the dust settles, I step toward the wreckage, coughing and shaking my head. He wasn’t meant to be on the roof when it fell. Luckily, he landed on a pile of rotten wood and rusty nails. “Umm, Mister Wolf? Would you care to step out of there so we may have a discussion?”

      A rumbling sound comes from the wreckage, growing louder until he bursts through, throwing house bits in every direction. I duck a jagged piece of wood as it flies past my face.

      The wolf stands on all four paws, his massive body heaving with breathless rage.

      I stiffen my spine as he lunges at me. Though I know he won’t hurt me, I’m still frightened by the thundering of the ground beneath his paws, the massive furry body as it flies toward me, the lips pulled back in an impressive snarl that shows off many large and pointy teeth, and the deadly air of a bloodbath-soon-to-come.

      He stops inches away from me and I swallow, looking into his wolf’s face. In this form, his big shaggy head is on the same level as mine. I’ve had enough encounters with him to know that he is indeed an enormous wolf, but this is the first time we’ve been face-to-face without a force field between us. I must admit, my mate is quite an intimidating beast.

      I see the realization dawning in his eyes as he reaches for my face, scraping his claw down my vulnerable cheek. As it touches the edge of my lip, the claw turns into a fingernail, which is attached to the hand of a man. I look up at him as he towers above me, naked.

      “At last,” he growls.

      “Finally,” I mutter, reaching for him.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and drag his head down to mine, pressing my lips to his. My first kiss. I’ve been thinking about it for decades, imagining what it would feel like, how he would react.

      I frown.

      It doesn’t feel like anything because he’s not doing anything but standing in frozen shock in my embrace.

      I draw back just enough to look up at him. “This won’t work unless you help.”

      His thick brows pull down into a frown and I note that the hair on his head is as grey as his wolf’s fur, with a couple of copper streaks through it. It gives him a rugged look that I quite enjoy. Or would if he was any good at kissing.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he asks in a low, deadly voice.

      I thought it was obvious, but maybe he’s never kissed anyone before either. “I’m trying to kiss you.”

      “I am aware.” He forces my arms away from his neck and shoves me. “But why?”

      Confusing man. “If you wanted to know why, then why ask what I was doing?”

      He looks surprised again, but shakes it off, stalking around me, the muscles and sinew of his naked body rippling as he moves. I watch him, indulging myself for the first time since he began this mating chase all those years ago.

      “In answer to your question of why, I would think that’s obvious,” I say, to fill the ominous silence between us. “I’m greeting my mate.”

      As the word leaves my lips, rage lights a flame in his eyes and he leaps for me, gripping me by the throat.

      I grab hold of his wrist as he lifts me off the ground. He drags me into his body, the heat of his nakedness warming me. I close my eyes and inhale deeply, drawing in his scent of wild animal and pine trees. A smile curves my lips as he throws me away from him, hurling me with enough force that I have to use a spell to slow my descent toward the ground. I spin in the air and land gracefully on my feet with a smile.

      “You smell just as I remember,” I say, turning to him.

      “What game is this, witch?” he thunders, showing his frustration.

      I shake my head. “No game. I’m yours for the taking.”

      Once more, he stalks towards me, but stops himself before he gets too close, mistrust gleaming in his eyes. “I’ve been hunting you for seventy-two years, witch. Every time we meet, a force field is erected between us, and one of your rotting brethren whisks you off to safety before I’m able to lay a single claw on you. How is it that you suddenly stand before me with no defensive magic in sight and nary a relative to help you out?”

      Somehow, I don’t think the truth, that I’ve been keeping watch on him for years, that I’ve always known where he was and what he was doing, that I chose when we would meet, not him and not my family, will appease him. I’ve learned that my future husband is a masterful wolf who hates all things witch, and I know he must be handled delicately if we’re to settle our future.

      Still, I’m a Good Witch and Good Witches always tell the truth. “You’re my mate and I’ve decided it’s time we sort out our differences.”

      He stares at me for a long moment, then his eyes drift down my body, momentary confusion lighting his gaze, before he lands on my feet, his lip curling in derision.

      “You are not my mate.”

      I step closer to him. “Yes, I am.”

      He narrows his eyes and closes the distance between us, his chest brushing mine. “I refuse to accept a witch as my mate.”

      I try not to let his words hurt me, reminding myself that I knew this was coming, that I’d planned this moment and orchestrated how it would go. “That’s too bad because I am a witch.”

      “Then I reject you.” His words are final, hate glowing in his eyes. But I’m not a Good Witch for nothing.

      I smile brightly at him. “Shall we go back to your lair to discuss this further?”
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            A Walk in the Woods

          

        

      

    

    
      RUSH

      As we face each other across the noxious swamp the witch has been living in, I realize two things; after seventy-two years of stalking Magdalene the Scourge, I know nothing about her, and, as much as it pains me to admit, I’m intrigued by the frail-looking woman.

      We’ve been playing our game of cat and mouse for so many years, I’d assumed I knew her. She’s almost always wearing some version of shorts and a T-shirt, feet bare, hair wild and frizzy. But today she looks different, cleaned up, pretty. And she smells nice, too. Like a juicy steak.

      “You don’t usually give me warning when you visit,” she says unexpectedly, staring at me with her unnerving crystal blue gaze. Her long, darkly tinted lashes sweep her cheekbones in a slow blink that leaves me oddly breathless.

      “What’re you on about?” I ask gruffly.

      “My outfit,” she says, twirling on the spot, spinning several times until her skirt flares up and out, giving intriguing glimpses of bare thighs and pink silk panties. My mouth waters and my head grows dizzy.

      “Stop that.” I reach out, hesitate for a moment, then snap my hands over her arms, forcing her to stop spinning. I let go immediately, staring down at my hands, which ache and tingle from the contact with her skin. It must be a protection spell, meant to cause discomfort to anyone who touches her.

      “You don’t give me warning, so I never
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