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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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        The Pact was created, the Darkness was banished

        Magical beings no longer vanish

        In the fire and flame of power vast and killing

        Now they share with the Were and are willing

        To bless the future and worship the sun

        Giving thanks for the freedom granted by the One

        The first and true Goddess who looks after thee

        Blessed be her glory and the power of three
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      Scottish Highlands—1493

      ‘Out ye get, Frenchie.’

      Alistair Sinoir nodded at the farmer who’d rowed him across the loch then swung himself out of the boat. Water lapped over his boots, wetting his breeches. He cursed to himself as he turned to haul his pack out of the boat—he was in for an uncomfortable walk unless he soon found a patch of sun in which to dry off.

      He glanced up at the sky and frowned at the grey clouds lowering above the mountains surrounding the loch. He didn’t fancy his chances of finding any sun in this wild place. It was more likely he’d end up wetter than he already was if the heavy scent of rain in the air was anything to go by.

      Not that he wasn’t used to living rough. He’d put up with worse in the years after his parents were killed. Their deaths had forced him to do things he’d never thought to endure since fleeing their small cottage in southern France—all in an effort to keep his siblings safe, fed and dry. At least, that’s what he told himself.

      ‘It looks like a storm is coming o’er the loch yonder. I hope yer not plannin’ to go into the hills thata way. The storms when they come at this time o’ the year can be mighty fierce.’

      Alistair looked to where the farmer pointed—the exact direction the never-ceasing compulsion pushed him towards. Merde. The urge was only an uncomfortable prickling across his chest though, so maybe he could find another way out of this valley and over the mountains. Surely the voice behind the force that made him travel from his home to this strange country would give him some leeway to⁠—

      The prickling became a blaze; agony spiked through his head, squeezing his chest. His wolf whimpered.

      He refocused on the mountain the farmer had pointed to and the pain twinging his nerves began to fade—as it always did when he made the correct decision on which way to go. Right. So, he was going to get wet. And cold. ‘Is there shelter in that direction?’ he asked the farmer.

      ‘There might be some caves up in yon hills behind the woods. But I wouldna be going there if I were ye.’

      ‘Pourquoi? Why?’

      ‘There be wolves in those hills.’

      Alistair snorted. ‘I am not afraid of wolves.’ They were usually afraid of him. As were most humans—although, he’d managed to lessen that impression somewhat in the search for foster parents for his brother and sister, Frederique and Amandine. In fact, his younger siblings had been his teachers there. They smiled in a friendly unassuming way and struck up general chit-chat easily even though both of them were a bit shy. But it worked because people took to them. He’d mostly let them take the lead when entering new villages and meeting new people, because even though he practiced what he saw them do, he still wasn’t as good at it as they were.

      When he left them though, he’d had to use what he’d learned during that time. It was essential to appear more human on his travels to this land if he was to gain people’s help and trust. He’d managed to get their help, but trust was another thing. Something inside them obviously told them he was still a predator; but he had found this was soon overwhelmed by the coin he placed in their hands. It was amazing how pieces of metal could make a human ignore their instincts.

      But who was he to talk? Since coming to him six months ago, the voice and its compulsion had made him ignore every instinct he had. He’d wanted to stay with his siblings, to make certain they were safe and happy. But the voice impelled him to travel, leaving all he’d loved and worked for far behind.

      The farmer eyed him up and down as he stood in the waves, the older man’s gaze taking in the breadth and height of Alistair. Finally his mouth quirked and he nodded. ‘Mayhap ye have the right to no’ be afeared o’ wild critters, but there be many more things to be afeard of in yon hills, as I tried to tell ye across the loch.’

      ‘Like what?’

      The old farmer leaned in closer, his voice a harsh whisper. ‘The faeries dwell there. Beyond yon crag there be an old place: their sacred Dance. It no’ be a place any man of sense would wander. Especially with such weather lowering o’er the crag.’ He looked up at the darkening sky, his eyes twinkling with the horror of the tale he told. ‘Tuatha de Dannon—the insane faeries o’ the Wild Hunt—will be riding the storm clouds and could take ye for their Queen’s slave. Young Euan McBane went into yon hills on an afternoon such as this ‘un, and ne’er came back.’

      Alistair hid his amusement at the old man’s superstitions. In all his years roaming the woods of France and Europe he’d heard many tales of the faeries and their terrors; not once had he come across any sign of them. The only magical beings he’d ever come across were his father’s coven and his mother’s pack—both far more dangerous to wandering souls than imaginary faeries and their Wild Hunt. ‘I think I will be safe from faeries. Merci for your concern.’ He bowed his head slightly. ‘But this is the way I must go.’

      The old farmer glowered, obviously annoyed his warnings had not been heeded, but then, after hocking up phlegm and spitting it over the side of the boat, said, ‘Well, tha’s yer business then, isna it? Ye’ve been warned and I’ve done my duty. Now, give me the rest o’ the payment, laddie, then push me off, would ye? Ye ken I dinna want to get caught in the rain, and my Agatha has supper waiting for me.’

      Alistair sighed and dug into the purse he kept inside his shirt, handing over the rest of the payment for the provisions they’d spared him, and for rowing him across the loch. It was the last of his coin. He would have walked around the body of water, should have, but the compulsion to move only in the direction the mysterious voice wished him to move wouldn’t have it when he’d tried. The torture it inflicted on his nerves had almost driven him to his knees. It had forced him to turn towards the farmhouse to seek faster passage.

      ‘Use your coin. It will be of little use to you where you are going,’ the voice had whispered to him, its feminine tone soft yet unyielding; he knew from experience to disobey was to court pain; to question a futility he still struggled to accept. Acceptance of the inevitable apparently wasn’t in his or his wolf’s nature.

      He still wanted to know why the voice and its compulsion had forced him to leave Frederique and Amandine before seeing them fully settled. It was a question it had never answered. He only had his guesses, and they were wild and fanciful: no matter how he wished the voice was leading him to the woman in his dreams, he knew it could not be so.

      The girl, with her violet eyes, shining black hair and gentle voice, had grown into a woman in his dreams as he’d grown into a man. And while those dreams had become more … sensual in the last six months, completely ousting the nightmares that had most often been his constant companion, they were nothing more than they’d ever been: an escape from the daily toll of a life on the run, the only protector of his younger siblings. A creation of a mind in desperate need of someone to lean on, someone to rely on, someone to keep him strong, even if it was only in his sleep that he could share his burdens on the nights the nightmares didn’t take him over.

      No, the compulsion to travel here was more likely to do with his magic, given the voice resonated with a power he felt in every fibre of his being; a vast power that revived him just enough to keep going when exhaustion overwhelmed him, and punished him whenever he challenged it.

      It had come upon him suddenly—another reason it could not be his dream woman. He’d seen her all his life, whereas the voice had only come upon him just after Frederique and Amandine had been settled with the kind baker and his wife.

      But whether it had something to do with his magic or not, one thing was certain: the closer he got to his unknown destination, the greater the compulsion to get there faster.

      And as that compulsion grew, so had his wolf’s need to be allowed free. Certainly, there were parts of the journey that would have been easier if he could have travelled in wolf form but giving it such freedom could not be allowed.

      For years he’d only released his wolf when necessary, not trusting its violent urges beyond the need to bring down game to feed himself and his siblings or stave off attack by other wild animals; and occasionally roving bands of bandits. Even though the freedom that washed over him every time he let his wolf out was glorious, he couldn’t trust it. He’d seen the damage others of his kind had done in years past—which paled in comparison to what it had done to those humans who had threatened the safety of his brother and sisters. He didn’t want to be responsible for more of that violence and horror than he already had been.

      ‘Laddie, yer eyes.’

      The farmer skittered back in the boat, dropping one of the oars, his horror prickling stabs in Alistair’s heart. Merde—his animal must be showing in his eyes. He was right not to trust his wolf when it had this effect on humans even when it only showed in his eyes. He shoved it down where it belonged, deep inside, then before he could give the farmer more reason to fear him, picked up the oar, handed it to the old man, then pushed the boat back into the loch, his strength sending it and the scared farmer well on their way.

      ‘Merci,’ he called out. The old man didn’t respond, just rowed frantically, putting as much distance between them as possible.

      Sadness washed over him but he didn’t have time to give in to it. A little reminder stab of pain fired through his nerves, forcing him to turn and head ever on.

      He waded out of the water and up the embankment. The shale and stones of the small beach crunched under his feet as he was pulled towards the darkest section of forest that skirted the highest mountain and its craggy peak. He hoped he could find a path over those crags because he didn’t fancy mountain climbing in this weather.

      Sighing, he made his way from the beach to the long grass and into the dark woods.

      Not long after, rain swept down, hard and cold. Despite the fact it was summer, it chilled him to the bone within minutes.

      His wolf growled to be let out—it could handle the wet and cold better than his human side would. But Alistair couldn’t risk it. There was a familiar scent in the air here, one he could smell even through the drowning rain. It made him reluctant to let his wolf out, no matter how much it insisted. Werepeople had been through here at some stage in the last few weeks and he could not chance meeting them in wolf form if they were still around. Meetings with full-bloods never went well.

      He trudged on, through the woods, the thickening canopy overhead slightly lessening the stinging impact of the rain.

      There was no sign of any life in the woods around him; not even the small animals that called this place home were foolish enough to be out in this. His only company was the pounding of the rain and the sloshing thumps of his boots on the leaf-strewn ground. And his wolf. It wasn’t letting up, pushing, pushing.

      ‘No. I cannot let you free,’ he said out loud. ‘It is not safe.’

      The wolf kept trying, claws spiking out of his fingertips, fur scratching under his skin. He stopped, needing to be still to get his wolf under control.

      Agony spiked through his entire body, driving him to his knees. His wolf whimpered and pulled back as Alistair tried to stand, hand against a tree; the rough bark scraped against his skin, cutting his palm.

      But the pain was nothing to the bright torment that started to punish him for stopping. It flared in his mind, blinding him; squeezed his chest, making him gasp for breath.

      Panting as if he’d run for miles, he cried out into the cold darkness around him. ‘Please. Let me rest for a moment. I am losing control over my wolf.’

      ‘Let it be free and you will feel no more pain.’

      ‘No!’ He lurched to his feet, stumbling forward. Freeing his wolf was not the answer to his problems—it would only make things worse.

      Instead, he dug inside his mind, using his power in a way that sickened him. Pulling on threads of magic, he quickly wove an internal shield over and around his wolf before it could know what he was doing; an iridescent cage stronger than the strongest stone or metal. He could not keep it up forever, but it would at least allow him a little breather so he was not fighting his wolf and the voice’s compulsion at the same time. If the violence of the urge was anything to go by, he was close to his destination and should be able to release the cage then. ‘It’s only for a little while,’ he whispered to his wolf.

      Understanding dawned in his wolf and it howled then began to fling itself against the shield; but due to the shield, its distress was a distant thing. Even so, it made his heart ache. If only …

      But no. There was no use wishing for a past that was long gone.

      He stumbled on, shivering with cold as the rain whipped into his face. Thunder rumbled overhead, followed by a bright crack of lightning that zigzagged across the sky.

      Damn. The lightning made it dangerous to be under these trees. He should find shelter, maybe those caves the farmer had spoken of. But the voice, merciless in its wish for him to keep going, wouldn’t let him.

      ‘Why can you not let me rest? Why am I doing this?’ he cried out, his voice almost lost in the noise of the storm.

      ‘You know.’

      ‘You answered me,’ surprise had him blurting out.

      ‘It seemed necessary.’

      ‘But why?’

      ‘Why what?’

      ‘Why now? Why not before?’

      A pause, then, ‘Your destination is your salvation. There you will find the reward you have long sought to relieve all your years of suffering.’

      Not an answer to his question, but it was an answer that forced him on. For the only reward he could think would ever be worth this was to know his siblings were safe, happy and accepted.

      Would he ever know whether all his sacrifice had come to fruition? He could tell by the utter silence in his mind that if he asked, the voice wouldn’t continue to answer.

      Rather than play into its cruel games, he simply trudged on, trying not to think of the words that had brought fragile hope fluttering into his heart.
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      ‘What a sheep’s arse.’

      Morghanna Cantrae stared between her sister, Morrigan, and the Were-male who was now hurrying away from them, tail quite literally between his legs.

      Then she burst into laughter.

      She knew she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help it. Even the expression on Morrigan’s face wasn’t enough to stop her laughter ringing out over the fields and echoing back at her from the well.

      Her sister crossed her arms and glared at her. ‘It is not funny.’

      ‘You are right. Not funny at all,’ Morghanna said lips twitching uncontrollably.

      ‘Stop laughing at me.’

      ‘I am not laughing at you. Just … the look on his face was priceless.’ She schooled her face to seriousness as Morrigan continued to scowl at her. ‘But you are right, I should not have laughed.’

      ‘No. You should not. I am sick of it.’

      ‘I can see that.’

      ‘He told me I was going to lay with him and grabbed my arm. As if it was not my choice what I did with my body and with whom. What was I expected to do?’

      ‘Tell him you did not wish to lay with him.’

      ‘I did tell him. Every time he brought me flowers or tried to strike up his version of conversation. But like most of the fur-balls we now live with, he thought I was playing hard to get. What is it with these Were?’

      ‘They are not used to dealing with humans.’

      ‘We are not humans.’

      ‘You know what I mean,’ Morghanna said softly. ‘They are far more used to dealing with their own kind. And remember, up until the Pact was spelled half a year hence, they were subject to the Darkness and its influence on their wolves. Now they and their wolves are suddenly free. It is only natural that they want to be more at one with their animal side after centuries of practically being at war with it.’

      ‘That is no excuse to act like a pushy bore. They have to learn things are different now.’

      ‘Perhaps so do we.’

      Morrigan shoved her hands on her hips and glared at Morghanna. ‘Are you telling me that I should have allowed that excuse for a male to put his hands on me and do as he wished? Would you allow Lachlan such freedoms?’

      Morghanna shuddered but veered away from thinking about that particular Were and his “attentions”. All humour faded as she said softly, ‘No, I would not.’ Clearing her throat, she spoke more firmly. ‘Nor am I telling you to lay with a male you do not wish to lay with simply to keep the peace. But this is a period of adjustment for us all. We need to be ... gentle with how we go about educating them.’

      The Werepeople were very sensitive to the intimacy of the new bond with their pack’s witches and warlocks, but many of them—the horny young Were-males in particular—were having trouble distinguishing the intimacy of shared power with the intimacy of sexual desire. It was a side-effect of the Pact that she and Bridgette hadn’t considered when coming up with their plan to save both their peoples.

      She really needed to have another talk with the pack’s Alpha, Iain MacCrae, and his second, Dougal, who’d been helping to keep Lachlan busy. This was going beyond her own little annoyance over Lachlan’s proprietorial claim on her.

      Morrigan chewed her lip for a moment before responding to Morghanna’s words in a sullen tone. ‘I was gentle.’

      Morghanna snorted. ‘You told him if he touched you again his balls would shrink to the size of squirrel droppings. He thought you cursed him.’

      Morrigan snorted. ‘He is an idiot if he thought that was a curse.’ Her eyes began to glint as her lips quirked into a mischievous smile. ‘If I had actually cursed him, I would have called on our Goddess, raised my hands like so and said⁠—’

      ‘Morrigan!’ Morghanna shouted as magic gathered and prickled in the air, any last vestige of humour fleeing with her sister’s threat to misuse her astonishing powers.

      Morrigan’s hands dropped to her side, smile turning to a pout. ‘You are no fun.’

      ‘Fun?’ She stared at her sister, anger sparking. After all she’d been through these recent years ... ‘You think this is fun for me? You do know I am going to have to go to our Alpha and smooth things over once again? Is it too much to ask that you not make my life harder?’

      Morrigan’s mouth dropped open, the quick-fire of ire lighting her eyes. ‘Your life? Harder?’ She turned away, kicked at a plant and shouted up at the sky, ‘What about my life?’

      Crows burst from the fields they’d been working, their caws drowning the echo of her shout as they lifted in a fear-driven flurry into the late-summer sky.

      Morrigan swung back around, eyes ablaze with the passion that was an essential part of her nature. ‘I never asked for this, sister,’ she shouted over the noise of the crows.

      She began to pace, magnificent in her anger.

      What Morghanna would give to feel the intensity of emotions her sister did, even if it caused problems much of the time. Just a little taste would be nice—but it wasn’t to be. Her talents with the spirits did not allow for displays of emotion like Morrigan was free to give in to. Nor did her new position as Coven leader of Pack MacCrae. So, instead of firing up to match Morrigan’s anger, she said quietly, ‘I know you did not choose this. You have made your position quite clear.’

      ‘Have I? I don’t think I have if you can think to bring me to task for my behaviour today. You and Bridgette decided for us all. You wanted this. Not me. Do not try to make me feel sorry for the burdens you must carry.’

      ‘I am not trying to make you feel sorry for me.’ She strode to her sister’s side and grasped her hands. ‘But please, Morrigan, understand that I need your help, not your sulks and ire. This position is lonely and difficult and I am not made for it. I have no idea why Bridgette ever thought me capable of leading a pack’s coven. I need you, my sister—your strength, your passion for the wellbeing of our people, your flare with your magics, your support and friendship. Now, more than ever.’

      She had thought her plea would touch her sister’s loving, loyal nature, but instead, Morrigan’s frown lines deepened, anger now more than a spark in her eyes as she pulled her hands from Morghanna’s to gesticulate with.

      ‘What nonsense is this? You are plenty strong enough. Plenty capable. In fact, you’re the most capable witch of my acquaintance. The entire coven has looked to you ever since our parents were killed by their power. We would have fallen if not for you.’

      ‘That was mostly Bridgette’s doing.’

      ‘No, it was not. It was you. Bridgette did nothing except continue to give of her friendship. It was not until after her husband took nearly the entire Council of Elders with him that she decided action must be taken. And even then, she was only able to do what she did because of you. Do not underestimate who you are and what you mean to our people. You are one of the best of our kind.’

      Not a little floored at her sister’s estimation of her talents, Morghanna waved away her compliments. ‘You overestimate me, sister. The uselessness of my powers when it comes to handling this kind of thing would suggest I am lacking.’

      ‘Your power is one of the most important that we have,’ Morrigan said with stunning intensity as she grasped Morghanna’s hands. ‘It keeps us connected to our ancestors, keeps us in contact with the older magics and⁠—’

      ‘Yes, yes,’ Morghanna said, this time being the one to pull her hands from her sister’s. She turned away to look out over the field. ‘My power is fine for talking to the spirits and accomplishing small Healings, maybe even making the Were feel more empathetically inclined to us, but beyond that very minimal offering, I need help. I thought you would back me up.’

      ‘You do not need me to back you up. Or anyone for that matter.’ Morrigan’s face set in lines of fury. ‘Who put this doubt in your head? If it was that blow-hard Alpha you must deal with day in and day out, I will not just threaten, I will curse him and his entire pack for real.’

      ‘Morrigan!’ She spun around, grabbed her sister’s arm. ‘That is the last thing I need.’

      ‘You do not know what you need. Which makes this entire thing even more infuriating. You never questioned the veracity of your powers before this. To see you brought this low ... You know, I just ... I just ...’ She threw her hands up. ‘I am done.’

      Morghanna stilled. ‘What? What do you mean by that?’

      Morrigan breathed hard and fast as she stared at her sister for a long moment before saying, ‘I cannot do this anymore. I cannot watch you drive yourself into the ground worrying about things that are not true. I cannot pretend I am capable of helping you when I believe with every fibre of my being that this is a mistake, that our way of life has been destroyed. I cannot. I will not.’

      ‘Morrigan.’ She tried to grasp her sister’s hands again, but Morrigan flinched away. Worry curdling her stomach, Morghanna rung her hands together as she said, ‘Do not speak so. Please, let us talk about this. I know you are frustrated.’

      Morrigan made a low, growling sound. ‘Frustrated does not come close to what I am.’ With a toss of her head, Morrigan turned and stomped away from the well where they’d been quenching their thirst. They’d been enjoying the warmth of the sun after a day’s harvesting the lavender that was at the heart of Pack MacCrae’s—and now their—future prosperity. They’d been chatting, enjoying a cool drink and the freedom of the outdoors, before one stupid and infuriatingly persistent Were-male came along—one more catalyst to set Morrigan off. Blast and double blast.

      Morghanna took up her skirts and followed her sister through the lavender field. ‘Morrigan, wait.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ They’d had plans to go to the hot springs to bathe after their drink, but Morrigan was headed in the wrong direction.

      ‘Away from here.’

      ‘You are being ridiculous.’ Morrigan had threatened to leave many times. Had stomped off into the forest around MacCrae Packlands countless times in the last six months but had always come back. Because the truth was, they had nowhere else to go. Nowhere safe at least. Not with the Church stirring up more and more fear and the Witch Finders scouring the lands for anyone they could call a witch to put through their trials—trials that meant torture and a horrible painful death. Morrigan wouldn’t willingly put herself through such danger. Not after everything they’d lost. ‘Go. Walk it off in the woods,’ Morghanna said, softly, soothingly. ‘I will wait here until you calm down.’

      ‘Do not bother. I will not return this time.’

      ‘Do not say such a thing when you cannot possibly mean it.’

      ‘Do not tell me what I cannot possibly mean!’ Morrigan said as she swung to face her sister, eyes sparking with an intensity and fervour Morghanna had never seen in her before.

      Fear skated up Morghanna’s spine. Her sister wouldn’t leave her—would she? ‘Please, Morrigan. Do not be like this. You know you cannot leave.’

      ‘I have no choice.’

      ‘Of course you have a choice.’

      Morrigan smiled bitterly. ‘Yes, you are right. I have the choice to stay and bind myself to those animals, as you and Bridgette and all the covens you have talked into your insane plan have done. Or I have the choice to find my own path. I choose the latter.’ So saying, she turned and continued stomping off towards the heather-covered moors that lay beyond the lavender fields.

      Morghanna’s mouth moved over words and arguments as she hurried after Morrigan, but all she finally said was, ‘If you think to go to our old home, you know you cannot do that.’

      Morrigan stopped, turned, grief and pain a bitter flame in her eyes. ‘Of course I know I cannot go there. I am not an idiot.’

      ‘Good.’ At least she knew she couldn’t return to their family estate. It wasn’t only that it was a ruin, destroyed when their grandfather, St John Cantrae, lost control of his power, the resulting fire destroying much of the rest of the village where the coven had lived for centuries. It was the danger that lay in wait for them there.

      The Inquisitor would not forget and would be on the lookout for any Cantrae to show her face. They had only just escaped him and his Witch Finders by mere days when their parents had packed up their grieving people and fled the destruction, heading off into the wilds of the Lake country.

      Their parents had gone the way of their grandfather a few years later. Rather than staying as they felt the build-up of their powers and taking the risk of killing more of their people, they took off one night deep into the Forest of Deane before their powers exploded. Even so, the explosion of their death had been felt by the rest of the coven at the camp miles away.

      For some reason, the rest of the coven had looked to her to lead them. She’d had to put aside her grief—helped a little by her ability to see and talk to her parents when they came to her in spirit-form—and lead her people to safety before the Witch Finders heard-tell of the explosion deep in the heart of the forest and came hunting.

      Her decision to meet up with her friend, Bridgette, and travel with her coven had been the only thing that saved them. Even so, they’d lived a nomadic life for years, never settling, travelling constantly, always looking over their shoulders—much the same as many covens had been forced to do.

      Until the Pact with the Were had once again given them a home. A beautiful home of lakes and mountains and forest and fields. A home that called to her soul.

      She couldn’t understand why Morrigan didn’t feel the same.

      Meeting her sister’s angry and agonised stare, she pressed on in the hopes of making Morrigan see reason. ‘But if not home, where would you go? To another coven?’

      Morrigan snorted. ‘Hardly. Why would I jump from one hell to another?’

      ‘Then where? Will you live alone in the hills? Will you try to hide in a city and hope your power doesn’t give you away? Think Morrigan. Do not make a rash decision that will put you in danger simply because you are angry.’

      ‘I am not. I have felt this way for some time. But I do not expect you to understand.’

      ‘Then help me. Understand.’

      ‘I do not want to be here. I cannot be here. Watching you, watching all of you give away what is yours to these animals and do so happily … it eats away at my soul. I cannot bear it. I cannot.’ Morrigan turned away then, her shoulders hunched tight, skirts twitching angrily as she stomped down the row through the lavender plants. ‘I cannot say for certain exactly where I will go, other than the fact that anywhere, even a place dripping with Witch Finders, is better than here. Anywhere far from these animals and your Pact is better than here.’

      Morghanna halted, her sister’s words and the passion she had said them with hitting her in the chest, momentarily stealing her breath, her words. But desperation to stop her sister from going, from putting herself in danger, had her moving again, rushing to catch up with her Morrigan’s long-legged stride, uncaring that she damaged the plants they’d spent the day nurturing in her rush. ‘There is nothing but the mountains and highlands that way,’ she said, her voice a breathless puff.

      ‘Sounds perfect.’

      ‘Morrigan, stop,’ she shouted, fear overriding the need to be sensible and gently reassuring.

      ‘I will not. I have been stopped for too long. Now it is time I take flight and go.’

      Tears prickled her eyes, she said, ‘Be reasonable. Things will get better. I promise. We just have to give it time.’

      ‘It has been six months since you forced us to come here and bound our coven to this pack!’ Morrigan stopped, pivoted, forcing Morghanna to come to an ungainly halt. ‘I am not being unreasonable. I am finally setting myself free. It’s something you should think of doing. Come with me.’ She held out her hand.

      Morghanna gaped at her. ‘You know … I cannot do that.’

      ‘Why? Why not? There is nothing for us here.’

      ‘There is everything for us here if only we are patient enough to carve it out for ourselves. It is why I need your strength⁠—’

      ‘Agh! No! I cannot hear any more of this. I am leaving.’ She continued to trudge out beyond the field of lavender onto the thistle- and heather-crowded moor, seemingly unaware as her skirts caught on the brush and bramble she crushed under her sturdy boots.

      ‘You will ruin your skirts going that way.’

      Morrigan whipped around once more, brows a thunderstorm on her face. ‘You think I care about ruined skirts? I can fix a tear with my magic. What I cannot fix is this …’ She pointed back to the pack’s village with an angry jab. ‘This doubt, caused by them. It is a constant sore within you, worrying away, making you unable to see things for what they truly are. It is hell, you know that? This “safety” you and Bridgette created for us all is actually hell.’

      ‘It is not hell. It is necessity.’

      ‘You and those animals you have tied yourself to can have your “necessity”. I will have none of it. I will not be pawed and treated like property. I will not share my power with those who are undeserving of its beauty. I will not be stunted when I should be allowed to grow.’

      ‘Nobody is stunting you, Morrigan. When you join the Pact, you will see that your power is still your own. It is just more … manageable. The bond with the pack gives us a freedom we have not had for a very long time.’

      ‘That is a lie. You and the others who have stupidly tied themselves to this Pact of yours have no choice but to give those animals power so they can stay in control. That is not freedom and I will have none of it. My power is my own and no-one else has a right to it.’ She stepped back, chest heaving, nostrils flaring. ‘I am leaving.’

      ‘Morrigan no.’ She tried to grip Morrigan’s hands once more, as if she could keep her there just by holding on, but her sister flung her hands up as if to fend Morghanna off. Hurt a slash in her chest, she took a steadying breath and said, ‘You know you cannot be out there alone. It is not safe for our kind.’

      ‘It is safer out there than it is here at the mercy of those animals. Besides, I will not be alone.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Everyone they knew, every family member, every coven they’d ever met with, were now tied to the packs throughout this country and across Europe to the great icy plains of the land that stretched far north and east of Europe. ‘You have never been anywhere I have not.’

      Something canny crossed Morrigan’s face. ‘I am not a fool. I did not wish to tell you of this, but I also do not wish you to cause you more worry than you already have. I will not be alone because I have been in touch with those you and your precious Bridgette abandoned: those whose magic was not deemed strong enough to tie into the Pact; those who were covenless; the Hedge witches; the Wiccan. All of them left to fend for themselves. Why do we need saving by these animals if the others do not?’

      ‘Morrigan. You know it was not like that. Bridgette only tied the covens to the packs because it is our power that is most unstable, most likely to place us and others in the most danger. She did it to save us, not to reject others with a claim to magical powers. If they wish to join us, they are more than welcome.’

      ‘Bridgette? Save us?’ Morrigan’s face twisted. ‘She did not save us. She made us slaves. And I refuse to be a slave.’ Morrigan swiped her hand down, as if cutting a bond—although, there was no bond to cut. She had not made the blood bond with Pack MacCrae and therefore was not tied into the Pact as yet. Morghanna had hoped she would be able to convince her sister to join them now that things had settled down somewhat, but Morrigan was so stubborn, clinging to the belief that they were giving away something important rather than gaining something essential.

      And Morghanna had nothing but her belief as proof that she was right.

      ‘I am not a slave,’ Morghanna said softly, chin raising. ‘I chose this freely.’

      Morrigan poked the air in front of her. ‘If you had, you would stand your ground with that Alpha and make him rein-in his horny Were. If you had, you would not doubt your ability to hold the peace.’

      Morghanna’s mouth opened and closed as she struggled for words. ‘My doubt has nothing to do with the rightness of the Pact.’

      Morrigan’s face became a sneer. ‘If you truly believe that, then go and be with the creatures you so love. But do not expect me to stay and give up all I am and all I believe. I will not allow myself to be used and abused by anyone ever again.’

      There was so much to say to Morrigan about that, but the stubborn jut of her sister’s chin indicated there was no way to get her to listen. Not now.

      Instead, she asked softly, ‘What do you expect to accomplish with those you say we left behind? What can they give you that we cannot?’

      ‘They will offer me shelter and safety while I do what you and Bridgette could not.’

      ‘And that is?’

      ‘I will find another way to save our kind. We should never have tied ourselves to these beasts. Mark my words, it will bring nothing but grief.’

      ‘You are wrong. We simply need to work things out.’

      ‘Goodbye, sister. Go join your kind and leave me to join mine.’

      Before Morghanna could beseech her further, Morrigan waved her hand, transforming into a raven as black as night, the sheen of blue and green and purple feathers a gleam in the sun as it lifted into the sky and flew away.
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      The sun hung overhead, indicating it was after noon. Hunger gnawed at Alistair’s stomach and his entire body was chilled to the bone even though the rain had ceased just before dawn.

      He wanted to stop, to build a fire—he was a practiced woodsman and would be able to find some dry kindling somewhere—but even the thought of stopping had what felt like shards of lightning spike through his head, making his wolf leap against the shield once more after hours of silence.

      He dug out the last of the food the farmer and his wife had sold to him and ate it as he walked; as he’d done all through the night. The food was barely enough to sustain him; not that the voice cared beyond driving its power through his muscles and bones, giving him what he needed to keep going.

      It had never been this bad before, had always at least let him sleep through some part of each night, allowed him to stop to hunt and eat. ‘Why the urgency?’

      ‘You must get there before it’s too late.’

      He blinked. It had answered him again. ‘What is too late?’

      It simply nudged him forward along the trail. A trail that told him others had travelled this way with reasonable regularity before him. Too narrow and steep for a caravan of goods, it was nevertheless a well-trod route. It gave him hope that he might find some form of civilisation on the other side of the mountain and that it would be the end of his journey. For if it wasn’t, he’d have to find work somewhere to replenish his empty coin pouch.

      He crested through a narrow pass.

      And gasped at the view that lay before him.

      Another loch lay in the valley below, glistening in the sun. A large village nestled near the shores of the loch—the civilisation he’d speculated would be here. Manicured fields of what looked like mostly lavender spread away from the loch on one side of the village towards the moors that lay in the distance. There were other fields, obviously farmed, that probably supplied vegetables for the village, with an orchard between the fields and the gentle forest that skirted the mountain he stood on.

      A perfect idyll.

      Was he headed there?

      ‘Towards the forest.’

      A surge of energy shoved through his body, lengthening his stride, making him hurry towards his objective. It was here. He was certain of it now. But if not the village, then where? How could the forest be his goal?

      Then he felt it; the power of the old place the farmer had mentioned. It was an ache in his bones, setting his teeth on edge. It was a thrum in the air, urging his magic to prickle at his fingertips. He curled his fingers into his palms, dampening the spark threatening to shoot from his hands. He’d never lost control like that.

      The power of this old place was nothing he’d ever felt before. It was not just old; it was ancient.

      His destination? Yes. He was most definitely headed that way.

      So this was about his magic. The flutter of hope he’d tried to ignore, that he was perhaps headed towards his dream woman, stilled. He rubbed his chest at the ache of its loss even though he’d never believed it true. His wolf howled at his sadness but did not try to break free of its cage.

      He sighed his relief. ‘If you behave yourself, I will remove the shield.’

      His wolf whimpered its acquiescence, and as soon as he withdrew the internal shield, it rubbed against his skin, as if to soothe him. He almost stumbled, startled by its unfamiliar gentleness.

      He blinked rapidly and focused on the forest that was his destination.

      It was unlike any forest he’d walked through before. Lighter somehow, as if touched by eternal spring or summer, with trees showing leaves in colours ranging from spring green to autumnal fire of deepest red and vibrant orange. And those leaves, their rustling was almost musical as they swayed in a non-existent breeze.

      Strange.

      But not the only strangeness.

      The scent of wildness he had sensed on the other side of the mountain was stronger here. Much stronger—it seemed to be lifting from the loch-side of the woods and also came from the village. There were Were in that village! It was never something he’d come across before. His mother’s pack had lived in caves, as had the other packs he’d managed to evade over the years. How had these Were come to live in what looked to be a moderate sized and prosperous village?

      Even stranger was the electric tingle of magic all around him. He’d thought its source the old place, but while the power from there still sang through the air, a different kind of magic flowed alongside it; a living, moving flow that he had only sensed when near his father’s people.

      Witches and warlocks lived nearby.

      Mingled along with the Were if he was to trust his senses.

      By the Gods, maybe there was something wrong with him and his senses because this was impossible. Covens and Were didn’t mix. If he knew anything from what he’d gleaned from his parents’ relationship and what had happened to him and his siblings after his parents were murdered, it was that the covens and the Were, while not exactly enemies, certainly did not like or trust each other. It was why he and his brother and sisters had never found a safe place to stay; were never taken in by either their father’s people or their mother’s.

      So how was it that he could sense both here now? Living side-by-side?

      ‘You have so much to learn. But not yet. First you must go to the meeting place.’

      ‘What meeting place?’

      The voice didn’t answer, just pushed him on in a direction that was not down towards the village or across the mountain towards the forest that skirted it where the old place lay.

      For the first time, he was thankful that the urge did not seem to want him to head that way. Whatever was down there to discover, he was certain of one thing: he would never be accepted there.

      He was a one-off. An aberration. An abomination. And after what had happened to dearest Sophie—he swallowed hard at the memory of what his youngest sibling had become, what she’d tried to do to Frederique and Amandine—he couldn’t blame either the Were or the covens for thinking such.

      He lost sight of the village as he walked through a cleft that led him towards the hills at the base of the mountain and the forest that covered them.

      Wherever the urge was leading him, he was close. So close. Energy surged through him and he began to run as he reached the end of the cleft, his boots slipping and sliding on the shale and moss-covered rocks, his wolf-nature the only thing enabling him to keep his balance and not fall.

      The sound of running water tinkled on the air, an inviting song. The urge drew him towards it. A sense of something magical trembled over his skin, making his wolf whimper again inside him. He braced to fight it, but it did nothing more than brush gently against his skin and settle, as if content to wait.

      Wait for what?

      Then he came upon an open space where the source of the running water was made clear.

      Two springs; one set higher, its waters tumbling into the other just below. Hot springs by the feel and scent of them, the minerals in the water lifting heavily all around him, covering his ability to smell much of anything else.

      The compulsion surged, pushing him towards the lower spring. He stopped on the rocks on the near side. His wolf whimpered in his chest.

      It wanted to go for a swim.

      So did he. He was filthy and sweat-covered and his bones still held the chill of walking through the storm yesterday and into the night. And he was so exhausted, the energy shoved into him by the voice gone.

      He drew to a stop, bracing for the pain he knew would come.

      It didn’t.

      Instead, a buzzing under his skin replaced the compulsion to move, the power sinking down, as if anchoring him in this place.

      ‘Here. This is where you need to be. Stay here until …’

      ‘Until what?’

      ‘You will see.’

      He stared around him. This is where the voice had forced him? To hot springs in the middle of the Scottish Highlands? What of the old place? Was he wrong to think this was about his magic?

      His wolf grumbled.

      It was right. Pointless to question why when right now, he had a moment of freedom to do the thing they both needed. Maybe the voice had finally accepted he did actually need to rest and revive; that its boosts of power were not enough.

      He dropped his pack and stripped off his clothes, leaving them in a pile on the stones on the edge of the spring—he would wash them and lay them out on the grass to dry, but first, he wanted to rid himself of the chill of yesterday and wash the dirt of travel from his tired body.

      He took a breath and dove into the spring, glorying in the warmth of the water as it engulfed him.
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      Morghanna tried calling to her sister for the fiftieth time since Morrigan had flown off, but to no avail. She’d never been much good at mind-speech, even with a familial link to help her, so it was doubtful that she could reach her sister over the distance she must have flown by now.

      She clenched her fingers in the rough material of her work apron. What was she going to do? Without the Pact, Morrigan wasn’t safe. A powerful witch with more than the couple of gifts that most of their kind were given by their Goddess—a sign of just how blessed by the Goddess she was—Morrigan had helped so many people with her magic; magic that, if not tied into the packs, might one day explode out of her, not only killing her, but those she was trying to save. Just like St John’s power had destroyed their home, like their parents and their cousins and Morrigan’s childhood friend had been destroyed, each violent explosion of power forcing them to move once again to keep them safe from those who were afraid of them and their magics—so afraid, they burned those they thought witches at the stake whether they were or not.

      She and Morrigan and Bridgette had led the covens to ever-more isolated places even in the midst of their grief, until the catalyst that had been Bridgette’s husband had changed everything.

      He’d taken his life and the lives of every one of their Council of Elders with him when he’d lost control of his magics. But rather than simply being a profound tragedy, it had signalled the end of their acceptance of the hand the Fates had woven for them. It had spurred Bridgette, Morrigan and herself to find a solution, to make sure such senseless loss of life never occurred again.

      How had Morrigan gone from being the greatest advocate of change to this? Maybe if she’d been the one to stumble upon the injured Alpha of Pack McVale as Bridgette had done, then things would be different.

      Morghanna shook her head. No, they wouldn’t. It was a stupid, useless thought. Only Bridgette would have looked at Ioan McVale and seen what must be done. Only Bridgette was strong enough to doggedly keep going despite the many and various difficulties and dangers until it was accomplished.

      Accepting the Pact and what it gave them had not been easy for either side. So much mistrust, so many misunderstandings, had lain between their two peoples. But after years of negotiation and struggle—and the luck of having Ioan McVale’s strength and support behind them—it was done and now the Pact smoothed the way between them; a way to share power and save them both.

      Despite what Morrigan thought, it was good. For both Were and coven. It had created a conduit of understanding and a way to heal the rifts time and misunderstanding had created. Things were by no means perfect, but she and Bridgette and the other leaders of the covens were working with the Alphas and their lieutenants to sort through the issues, to set rules and new laws to be passed down and obeyed by all. Her gifts had been truly helpful in this process at least, allowing her to commune with the spirits, to cross boundaries of language, to discover shared experiences and find ways forward. But there was so much more she needed to do to make sure those new laws would be obeyed.

      She wasn’t sure how she’d become Coven Leader to the second largest pack in Scotland and the British Isles after Pack McVale—but she was and she needed to learn how to cope and do a good job. It did not matter to those who looked to her for leadership and guidance that she had so many doubts; that the job was meant for one who had more than her limited talents.

      She sighed. Morrigan was wrong about her strengths and ability to do this job, but she wasn’t wrong about their struggles. The problem was, she just didn’t know how to fix the issues. They seemed beyond her right now. She needed help.

      Perhaps it was time she spoke to Bridgette about her troubles here. She’d put off bothering her friend with this—Bridgette had enough worry on her shoulders right now, with every coven and pack looking to her for strength, leadership and guidance. But after this blow-up with Morrigan, she really couldn’t put it off any longer.

      Besides, maybe she wasn’t the only Coven Leader coming up against these issues of sexually aggressive young Were. Not to mention the issues of blending multiple covens such as the one she was now leader of. It had proven a task in itself, with so many of their people mistrustful of outsiders and grieving the losses which had decimated their numbers. That on top of dealing with the bonding with the packs had to be giving others trouble as well, surely?

      But then again, she’d hate to find out she was the only one unable to deal with these issues and misunderstandings. She knew for a fact that Bridgette’s relationship with the Alpha of Pack McVale was a much closer one than what she herself shared with Iain MacCrae. Possibly helped by the fact Bridgette had mated with her Malcolm, a Pack McVale Healer. That would certainly go a long way to bridging gaps.

      She sighed deeply. But finding a mate at all wasn’t an avenue open to her. Not with her powers being what they were.

      Also, Iain was a very different Alpha to Ioan McVale. Iain could be strangely reticent and prickly. Understandable given his past. He’d lost all of his family except his son. Even his mate. If Morghanna understood the mating process right, it took an incredible strength to outlive one’s mate. Usually Were did so because others were counting on them. Which meant Iain had to have a deep commitment to his people and their needs.

      Why hadn’t she thought of that before? It gave her something to appeal to, despite his prickliness, to help make matters better. Yes. She wouldn’t bother Bridgette with this yet. First she would work on forming trust with him through their shared need to do best by their people.

      She only hoped he would listen. No. She had to make him listen.

      ‘Morghanna, are you okay?’
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      Morghanna looked up to see Dougal, the Alpha’s second, standing at the edge of the field, a hunting party behind him. They were back already? They were usually gone for at least half a day. How long had she been standing there calling to her sister uselessly?

      Shadows of late afternoon marched across the land so she’d been standing there for at least an hour. Damn.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said, smiling brightly as she walked towards Dougal. ‘I see your hunting went well.’ She nodded at the stag slung over his shoulder and the game the other Were carried.

      He smiled his easy, generous smile, deep dimples creasing his cheeks. ‘It did. We have enough to feed our people for the next week.’

      Our people. The way he said it so easily—it made her smile. Here was at least one other person who didn’t think the Pact a massive mistake.

      If only he were the Alpha and she got to work with him. She had a feeling none of these issues would be happening if he was in charge.

      But no, that wasn’t fair. Iain had his own set of pressures that Dougal did not. Shoving her useless wishes aside, she said, ‘I look forward to eating fresh meat for a few days.’

      ‘As do we all.’ He brushed his slightly too long mop of dark auburn curls back from his high brow with his free hand then gestured at her. ‘You should come out of the sun and have a rest. You look hot and dusty.’

      She glanced down at her torn skirts and lavender- and dust-flecked apron. ‘Actually, I might go up to the springs and bathe.’

      ‘I will tell Iain and the Council.’

      She wanted to tell him not to but saved her breath. The Were were insanely protective of what they thought of as theirs. It was both comforting and incredibly frustrating. Just one more mountain for her to climb with the changes that needed to be made if this was to work for them all.

      Instead of arguing, she simply nodded.

      ‘Enjoy your bathing,’ he said before turning to his men. ‘Time to get this lot to the butcher hut. If we’re to feast tonight, these stags and rabbits will need to be dressed and prepared for roasting.’

      His words made her stomach grumble a little. Perhaps she should go and get something to eat first, and a clean change of clothing?

      But instead of following the males to the village, something compelled her to turn around and head in the opposite direction, back through the field towards the hills where the springs lay.

      She tried not to wince at the damage she and Morrigan had created when they’d raced through the lavender. If she were Annabella, she’d be able to heal the plants as she walked past, but there was no way she could do that with her talents, such as they were. She’d have to get the witch with her plant magic out here to heal the damage. Not a great use of Annabella’s talent, but necessary if she was to stop the farming cohort from popping a vein when they saw it.

      She sighed; the weight of all that her role entailed a heavy stone around her neck. The scents of hay and lavender and heather wafted around her but didn’t calm her as they usually did. She wished Bridgette was back from her travels. Not that she could talk sense into Morrigan—the only person who’d ever talked Morrigan down was Abigail and she was unwell. Morghanna wouldn’t put that pressure on the old witch.

      Thirsty, she stopped at the well—there was no water she could drink at the hot springs. As she pulled on the rope to bring up the bucket, her mind spun over her confrontation with her sister. The real tragedy was that she’d thought Morrigan had started to listen. Then the young pushy male had begun his campaign and hadn’t taken the hint quickly enough.

      ‘Damn the devil and his crows.’ And all too horny and pushy Were-males.

      An image of Lachlan came to the fore.

      She banished the thought of him, but not quickly enough. Her fingers tingled as her anger rose, inciting her power, spirits rustling and moaning around her, eager to help. Her fingers tightened on the rope. She could make them haunt him, to pay him back for his actions.

      But no, she couldn’t do that. Even though this had started with him. If only he’d taken the hint that she wasn’t interested, maybe Morrigan wouldn’t have ended up so tied in knots when any Were so much as looked at them—or any of the coven’s female members.

      An ugly sensation skittered over her skin as she thought of the last time she’d been caught alone with Lachlan. If not for Morrigan coming along when she had, Morghanna hated to think what would have happened next. He’d been so close, staring at her lips, looking for all the world like he might just grab her and kiss her and who knows what else. Morrigan had been furious, but Morghanna refused to let her sister say or do anything about it. It was her problem to deal with.

      Of course, too much else had landed in her lap—an illness that struck the elderly; a fight among the Were and coven members in the farming cohort about whose harvesting processes were best; and multiple meetings with the Council to sort out the new laws to help rule them into the future—and she hadn’t got around to talking to either Dougal or Iain about Lachlan’s behaviour.

      Now Morrigan was gone and it was too late to talk it over with their Alpha. Not that talking with him would change behaviours overnight. Especially given he was part of the problem with his ‘boys will be boys’ attitude.

      Still, she should have done more.

      She would do more.

      But how could she let Morrigan know if her sister didn’t want to be found?

      Purple and orange sparks flickered over her hands, the sharp tingle of them pleasure and pain, making her let go of the rope. The bucket fell, the splash a moment later distant and echoing.

      Not so long ago, a surge of magic like that would have sent her into a fluster, but since the Pact had come into effect, there was no need to panic—although the memory of it pulsed through her veins, making her heart pound a little harder. Taking herself in hand, she took a few deep breaths and sank inside her mind. Even angry with herself and Iain, she would use the bond to channel her power into him, giving them both freedoms long denied.

      The new link, their saviour, glimmered like a pulsing rainbow inside her mind. Pouring the excess power into it, she felt the buzz of thanks that came from the Alpha she was joined with through the Pact, sensing as the power distributed from him to his pack.

      Morrigan might call it a chain, but the bond created by the Pact was freedom. Freedom for the covens and freedom for the Were. Bridgette had been so clever, creating this beautiful symbiosis that allowed excess power to be passed from witches and warlocks to the pack they were
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