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PROLOGUE

Barrett
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I could smell her. My mate.

She was close.

Dragging my body towards the town, a fizzle of magic ran over me as I crossed through a magical barrier. Meant to keep non-magical beings out. Discomfort shuddered through me. Like everything was wrong. It scraped against my skin, over every cut and bite. I let out a howl with the limited strength I had left.

All I knew is I needed to get to her. That she could fix me, somehow. My body was tired, and losing stamina fast. I couldn’t put weight on my back leg. My limbs ached, and my fur was matted in blood. Some of it mine, some of it from the creature that attacked me.

The barriers between our world and others were growing weaker, letting beings in between the cracks. Beings that had no place here among the humans. Not that they knew we were here. We’d ensured that for centuries, thanks to wards enacted to keep evil beings away. My town was shielded, much like this place. If it wasn’t for my job, I wouldn’t even know about them. Wouldn’t know about the creatures I fought to eradicate or the beings I sought to protect.

Every moment, every circumstance, every experience had brought me here. To my mate. Even the thought felt impossible, but I could feel her presence here.

How was this possible? I didn’t understand how my mate was here. A whine slipped free from my throat as I put more weight on my front paws, heading deeper into the town.

Pleasant Grove, the sign read.

I knew she was here—her sweet scent drew me to her. Yet everything around me smelled wrong. Gods, I’d never imagined this. Witches.

For us, mates were sacred. Finding yours, keeping them, that meant something to us. Would she even understand what we were?

I needed to see her. To scent her fully. To know my mate. To hold her in my arms and—what? I was broken. Damaged. In no shape to claim what was mine.

My wolf gave another whimper, knowing we couldn’t have our mate. Not in this state. I wanted to shift back, but he wouldn’t let me. He knew these wounds would be worse for me than him.

Raising my snout, I sniffed at the air, catching the scent of stale coffee and baked goods. But there was that underlying sweet scent, too. Like apples and cinnamon. Closing my eyes, I inhaled.

Yes. Find our mate, my wolf urged. She will help us. Would she? I could only hope.

The trail took me to a back alley, behind the coffee shop. It was stronger here, but there was no one in sight. The sun was disappearing into the sky, and soon it would be dark.

If the creature came after me again, tonight, I wouldn’t survive another attack. I could only hope that the town wards would be enough to keep it out.

I whimpered again, dropping onto my paws and staring towards the door. Where was she?

If this was the end, I just wanted to see her once. My mate —couldn’t she sense me, too? I couldn’t wait to find what color her coat was. To run with her in the forest. To learn why she was here, in this town of strange smells and witches.

Please, I begged, letting out a weak howl. My mate.

That was my last thought as the world faded to black.




CHAPTER ONE

Eryne

[image: ]
A wolf’s howl distracted me from my peaceful contentment of watching as the sun drifted lower in the sky. It painted Pleasant Grove in the most beautiful orange and yellow hues, making it hard to look away. I’d always loved fall here—the nip in the air, the leaves crunching under foot—but our sunsets were something else entirely in New England. It made me wish I could curl up on my porch swing with a blanket and a cup of hot apple cider as I watched the explosion of color in the sky.

Maybe one day. I sighed, turning back to the empty storefront. It was the end of the day at the Witches’ Brew, the coffee shop and bakery I managed. We’d already closed for the night, and there were only a few things I had left to do before I could head home. There was a box of apple turnovers I’d stashed away earlier—they were my favorite—sitting in a box on the counter, waiting to go home with me.

My broom sat in the corner, since I’d already finished sweeping the floor, and the trash was emptied, the large black bag sitting by the door to take outside to the dumpster. Most of the employees didn’t want to close, though I didn’t mind the busy work, since it left me a lot of time alone with my thoughts.

As an only child, I was used to that. I’d grown up having to entertain myself, and I’d never even joined a coven. Despite all the invitations from my best friends, I was happy alone.

At least, that was what I told myself.

Most of the time, it was true.

No matter what Wendy and Rina liked to tell me.

These days, between books and making earrings, I kept busy. My job here paid the bills, and the owners—a pair of sisters, Willow and Luna Clarke—had promoted me to manager last year after they’d both fallen in love, so I couldn’t complain too much. Plus, I had my familiar, my little hedgehog Nutmeg, to keep me company.

My eyes drifted outside the shop, to the main street of Pleasant Grove. Our quaint little town was cozy, already illuminated with lights, preparations for Halloween in full swing. Decorations were going up everywhere, and everywhere I looked, it felt like couples were walking hand in hand.

Sometimes, I felt a pang in my heart when I saw them cozied up next to each other at the annual pumpkin festival. It was hard not to watch them from the windows of the shop. Everyone was just so happy here.

“What’s wrong with you?” I scolded myself, sighing as I finished dusting the outside of the display case. I worried my lower lip in between my teeth, glad no one else was around to listen to me talk to myself.

Maybe I could blame my melancholy on my breakup with my boyfriend last year. Sure, we’d been together since high school, but the relationship had gone stale. Much like the day old pastries that I needed to throw out.

At a certain point, it felt like we were just going through the motions. There was no passion, no fire. No spark. Maybe at one point I loved him—or I thought I did—but he wasn’t my person. My soulmate. Though I knew better than to wish for what I couldn’t have. I was only twenty-five … what was the rush?

“Soulmates aren’t that common,” I tried to remind myself. “Just because Willow and Luna somehow found theirs, doesn’t mean—”

A strange scratching sound distracted me from my train of thought, and I looked up from the counter I was wiping down. I froze. A few seconds later, there it was again. Was someone outside?

Pleasant Grove didn’t have much crime, something I’d always been thankful for. Which meant it was probably some kid playing a harmless prank. I sucked in a breath.

Or maybe it was something.

“It was probably just the wind,” I mumbled to myself.

If I told myself that enough, maybe I’d believe it. I’d never loved being alone at night—probably why my house had a deadbolt and spells cast on it. It was also the reason I refused to watch horror movies. I wasn’t taking any chances.

Not moving from the counter, I strained my ear, listening for it again. When I didn’t hear anything, I figured it must have been my mind playing tricks on me.

“Just have to take the trash out and then I can go home to a hot bath and a book,” I reminded myself, dropping the dirty towel in the basket. Maybe I’d even make a hot cup of cider to relax.

Grabbing the black bag, I slipped out the door, thankful that it wasn’t completely dark outside yet as I trudged over to the dumpster. It was my least favorite task, which was why I always saved it for last, then hurried to lock up and head to my car. Tonight was no different. Only now, I regretted it.

Why hadn’t I done this before the sun started to set? Especially after Luna had been attacked by demons out there last Halloween. I hadn’t even known they were real until the Clarke sisters both fell in love with a pair of demon brothers last year. I’d always thought they were a legend, like werewolves and vampires. Things that our elders spun tales about to scare us into obedience, not because they actually existed in the real world.

Though the ones that attacked Luna hadn’t been like their mates. They were blood-thirsty and dangerous.

What were the chances something like that would happen twice?

It was safe to say, us witches were living in the dark here in Pleasant Grove. Suddenly, that complacency felt terrifying. What was out there that we didn’t know about yet? I didn’t want to find out.

A full body shudder wracked through my body, and I tried to ignore the goosebumps on my arms. “There’s nothing out here,” I said the words out loud, more of a reminder to myself than anything else. Goddess, when had I become such a scaredy cat? I was a witch, and while I might not know powerful offensive magic, I could defend myself. My affinity was healing, and though I could have pursued a different career—like nursing— I hadn’t wanted it to become my entire life. When it had first manifested itself, I’d been slightly disappointing. But overtime, I’d realized how special it was that I could heal with just my touch. That I had this gift of life.

Slamming the lid shut after I dumped the bag in the dumpster, I turned back towards the door. Just a few steps, and then I’d be safe. Maybe I’d call my mom as I walked back to my car. She might laugh at me, but she’d appease me.

Looking up, I found the moon already high in the sky. It was huge, and it felt like an omen. Maybe if Luna was here, I could have gotten her to tell me what it meant. Unfortunately, she was living in the demon realm now.

A whimper distracted me, and chills ran down my back. Because that noise definitely wasn’t human. I frowned, knowing I couldn’t ignore the sounds of distress coming from any living thing. It just wasn’t how I was wired. I’d spent my childhood healing dozens of injured animals—and friends. Broken arms or scabbed knees were just the beginning.

“Hello?” I asked, looking for the source of the noise, poking around the side of the dumpster. “Are you … okay?” I cursed internally, reminding myself that an animal wasn’t going to answer me.

There was a trail of red down the alley, and a pool of blood underneath the furry creature that gave another cry of pain. I blinked as I realized what exactly I was looking at. It was a large red wolf, lying there and whimpering.

“Oh my goddess.” Had it dragged itself from the street? I probably should have been scared, but the unsettling feeling from earlier was completely gone. The beast was in no position to harm me, and I was pretty sure it wouldn’t, even though I couldn’t explain why. “Oh, you poor thing,” I cooed, crouching down to check its wound. “Who did this to you?” He had a large slash in his abdomen, the cut still bleeding, and what looked like sharp teeth marks in his hind legs.

What could have made those bites? I didn’t want to find out.

The wolf turned his head slowly, his eyes meeting mine. They were amber, and I had the faintest sense that I was looking at a pair of human eyes, ones that blinked at me as I ran my hand over the animal’s muzzle. It was a large creature —the biggest wolf I’d ever seen, almost as big as me—so I assumed it was a he. Not that I was going to verify that by poking around down there. I might not have felt uneasy, but that didn’t mean I trusted him not to snap his extremely sharp canine teeth at me.

“Can you walk?” I asked him. A groan was my only response. “Hmm.” I looked around, not finding anything that would help me get him inside, and worried my lip into my mouth. “Wait here.”

The wolf gave a little snort, like he was rolling his eyes.

“Sorry,” I offered. “I guess it’s not like you can go anywhere else.” The wolf’s paws twitched as I did one more glance over before standing up. I couldn’t explain why I had this feeling that he understood me.

Goddess, I was losing my mind, sitting here and talking to a wolf.

I hurried back into the bakery, grabbing my phone and a handful of clean raggedy towels we used for spills. They weren’t much, but maybe I could stop the bleeding, and fasten some sort of sling that would help me get him inside to help him. Though I hadn’t really figured out what I was going to do after that.

Only that I needed to help this poor creature that was in pain.

I’d always loved animals, and though I couldn’t talk to them—not directly—I felt a deep connection to their feelings and needs. Sometimes, I liked to think they understood me, too. Growing up, everyone had thought I would end up working at the animal shelter, or becoming a vet—especially with my healing abilities—but I’d never had any interest in the field. I was too tenderhearted to lose patients or perform surgery.

Managing the coffee shop suited me just fine.

Rushing back out with the towels—and a large tablecloth I found in one of the cabinets—I crouched back in front of the wolf. Pressing one against the biggest gash on his side, I kept applying pressure. I needed to heal him—the blood was already matting to his russet fur, turning it a deep, angry red. He was still bleeding, and I knew I needed to act fast. Trying to do it outside in this grimy, dirty alley seemed like a way to get it infected. Plus, what if whatever did this to him was still lingering around?

I struggled to move him onto the tablecloth, wiping the sweat from my forehead off on my arm once I had finally completed the task.

“I’m sorry,” I said, hearing the creature cry out as I started to tug him into the coffee shop. “I’m not exactly the strongest. You probably could have found a better alley. Like, maybe behind the hardware store.” Lou, the man who ran the place, was older, but he could still lift things I couldn’t even fathom. Being blessed with superhuman strength would have come in handy right now.

Finally, after a lot of huffing, I succeeded in dragging him into the back of the shop.

“You’re really big, you know,” I said to the wolf, who hadn’t moved from his spot. He lifted his head, stared into my eyes, and then dropped it again. “I think you might need stitches after I clean you up. And I might need to pack the wound with some gauze. I think we have a first aid kit somewhere around here …” I bit my lip, running over to the spot where we kept it. There were bandages and ointment—burns and cuts were common in a bakery and coffee shop if you weren’t careful— but I didn’t know if it was enough to help.

I grabbed all of the supplies I thought I needed—plus a basin of water, and sat down in front of the beast.

“This might hurt. I’m sorry.” Talking to him like he was a person was helping distract me from the severity—and insanity—of the situation.

Grabbing more clean towels, I worked to clean his wounds, trying to infuse my magic in the hopes that it would speed up the healing process.

The wolf let out a howl, and I winced. “Hey, it’s going to be okay,” I told him, worried he’d bite me if he got too agitated. “Please, try to stay calm.” Though, that was more for me than it was for him. “If anyone hears and finds you, I have no idea how I’m going to explain this.”

I was fully aware that I was talking to myself, that this babbling nonsense wasn’t something you’d normally say to an animal, but I was out of my depth here. I’d never helped an animal this big before. Certainly not one with teeth that could rip out my throat if he desired it.

Surprisingly, he settled down, only letting out a few whimpers here and there as I worked across his body, paying attention to each spot where he’d been attacked, cleaning and healing as I went. When I pulled the towel away, the bleeding had slowed significantly, though I couldn’t see just how deep the cuts were.

“What could even do this to a wolf of your size?” I wondered out loud as I took another clean cloth, dipping it in the water before wiping the wound. I repeated the process until they looked clean.

“Do you think an antibiotic ointment would help?” I asked the wolf. “Probably not. I don’t know why I’m still talking to you.” Probably because my hands were shaking, and I was trying to ignore the fact that I’d let a wild animal into the back of Willow and Luna’s shop. “I think I’m just nervous.” Taking a deep breath, I covered the wounds with gauze. He didn’t seem to be able to move much, so I didn’t have to worry about how I was going to wrap them. “I’ve never healed anything of your size before. Mostly just some small birds and cats.” And the occasional rabbit.

Standing up, I took the bowl of bloody water to the basin and washed my hands.

“We’ll probably need to change those again in a few hours,” I muttered, propping my hands on my hips as I looked at the wolf. “Otherwise, it might get infected.” That was my biggest fear at this point. Though, what was I going to do with him? I couldn’t exactly leave him here, and there was no way I was going to be able to drag him up the stairs to Luna’s apartment. It was hard enough just to get him inside.

“I’m just going to have to get help,” I said, more to myself than the wolf. He needed to be somewhere where I could check on him—without worrying about anyone else finding him or what a potentially wild animal might do as he healed.

Biting my lip, I pulled out my phone, desperately texting two of my friends. Maybe it was a little crazy, but what was I supposed to do?

ERYNE


SOS. I need help.


RINA


Where are you? I can head over in 5.


ERYNE


Still at the Witches’ Brew. Something happened.


WENDY


I’m on my way! Hang tight, E.


RINA


Copy that. Grabbing my broom.


I snorted at the mental image. Most witches didn’t use brooms to get around anymore, but even I had to admit that it was quite a handy mode of transportation.

Unless, of course, you had a wolf to take home with you. Luckily, my car was parked on the street outside.

I busied myself doing some organization and prep work for tomorrow, making notes of what I needed to order next time I did inventory. Though we’d hired a new baker, Luna still loved to pop in occasionally and make a random batch of something, and I liked to make sure the bakery was always well stocked just for her.

Staying busy was the only way to keep my mind off what I was going to do with the wolf in the kitchen.
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LESS THAN TEN MINUTES LATER, my friends walked in. They couldn’t have looked more different if they tried—Rina was a brunette with longer hair, a tan complexion and hazel eyes, while Wendy had shoulder-length blonde hair and bright blue eyes.

Witch magic manifested differently in all of us, giving almost every witch a different ability and affinities. While I knew Wendy was clairvoyant, I also knew she resented her powers. The ability to see, and speak to, spirits couldn’t have been easy. She was also incredibly perceptive, a skill I definitely needed now. Rina, on the other hand, had been extremely secretive of hers. Almost every witch in their coven—thirteen total—possessed a different ability.

I gave them both a guilty smile as they stood in front of me.

“Alright, we’re here. What’s up?” Wendy asked, smoothing her hands down her red velvet overall dress. She had a white long-sleeved t-shirt on under it as well as star patterned tights and a pair of short black booties.

Meanwhile, Rina was wearing a pair of black ripped jeans and a deep purple flannel shirt over a black corset top. She’d probably come from the Enchanted Cauldron, if I had to guess.

“It’s probably better if I just show you.”

I led them back into the kitchen where I’d left the beast. Thankfully, he hadn’t moved.

“Eryne.” Rina propped her hand on her hip as stared between me, Wendy, and the wolf currently on the floor. “What did you do?” The wolf responded with a rumble in his chest, like he was clearly not happy I had brought others around. “You brought a wolf in the bakery?”

“He was hurt!”

Wendy just blinked. “And we were your first call, because?”

I scrunched up my nose. “Because I trust you both. And I’m a little terrified of Olive.” She was in the coven too, but we weren’t close. Olive ran the vet clinic in town, made easier by her affinity with animals. I couldn’t explain why, but I didn’t want to lose my furry patient. “So … yeah. He’s heavy. Probably close to two hundred pounds. He was in the alley and I couldn’t just leave him there. Something attacked him, and I just—”

Wendy shook her head. “You and your bleeding heart. How’d you even get him inside?” She looked out the back door, her skin looking even paler than usual.

“It wasn’t easy.”

“Those look like teeth marks,” Rina said, unfazed, crouching down and inspecting his wounds.

“You think something bit him?” Wendy asked, incredulous.

“It looked that way to me, too. I have no idea what could cause this sort of damage, though. It seems like it just … tore through the skin. Maybe a bear?”

“That would have been one hell of a fight. What wolf would go after a bear?”

I shrugged. These were all questions I didn’t have answers to, since, unfortunately, wolves couldn’t talk. “So what attacked him? I’m open to theories.”

“Or maybe the better question is … who?” Rina asked.

“Sabrina.” Wendy shot her a look. Rina hated her given name, saying it didn’t fit her.

Our brunette friend shrugged. “What? It’s plausible. Demons exist, after all. Who knows what else is out there that the elders never told us about?” She picked at her black manicure.

“I was just thinking the same earlier,” I said. “There’s no way they didn’t know, right? If it wasn’t for Willow and Damien—”

“We’d never know,” Rina finished my statement. “I know. That’s what has me so uneasy. If they’ve known all this time, why did they choose to keep it from us? We have no idea what’s out there. Our whole lives, we were taught Pleasant Grove was safeguarded, warded, to keep humans out. To keep us safe. But maybe there’s more to it than that?”

Wendy was ghostly white now, all blood having drained from her face. “Like what?”

“You’re the one who sees ghosts, babe. I feel like you should be the expert.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Enough, you two. We can ponder this later. I need to get him home.”

They both blinked. “You’re taking a wild animal to your house?”

“What else am I going to do with him?” I looked at the wolf. Goddess, I could only imagine how beautiful he was running through the woods. “I can’t leave him here. He needs to heal, and I can help him.”

Rina bit her thumbnail. “True. Okay, well, I guess we’re doing this.” She approached the wolf, who let out a low growl. “Um, Eryne?” Her head turned back to look at me. “Are you sure he’s not going to bite us?”

I frowned, stepping up close to him. “That’s weird. He was fine earlier.” I reached out, stroking my hand down his muzzle. The rumble in his chest immediately stopped.

Rina tried to touch him again, and he bared his teeth. But whenever I did …

Somehow, with my hand on his head, petting between his ears, he stayed calm enough to let the girls approach him.

“This is freaky.” She looked between the wolf and I, shaking her head. “Alright. You stay there in his line of sight. Wendy and I will lift from back here.”

I nodded, and we each grabbed different corners of the blanket, heaving him up before heading out to the parking lot, where my small car waited. It was much easier with three of us, but he was still heavy. Opening the back, I was suddenly grateful my seats were still down after transporting decorations to the Witches’ Brew earlier this week.

“Thank you both,” I said, looking at my friends. “I seriously owe you one.” He took up most of the back of my car, but luckily, we got him in. Which meant now, I just needed to get him home.

“I’m happy to take payment in pastries,” Rina said, grinning as she tucked her hands into the pockets of her jeans.

They were always happy to be fed.

Wendy rolled her eyes. “We’re always happy to help, girl. Don’t listen to her.” She straightened her red dress. “But I would happily take some cinnamon twists if you have any left over.”

I laughed. “It’s on me next time. Promise.”

Waiving goodbye as they both set off, I got in the front seat of my car, turning over my shoulder to look at the wolf. He raised his head, blinked at me, and then laid it back down. I let out a breath. “Well, you’re not out of the woods yet, but hopefully the hardest part is over.”

I had to hope. Because I really didn’t know what to do if he took a turn for the worst and those wounds got infected?

All I could do was pray to the goddesses that my healing magic would be enough.




CHAPTER TWO

Barrett
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My mate’s hand was pressed against my face, and I was keenly aware that nothing had ever felt as right as her touch. How was that possible? I’d always heard of what it felt like, but never imagined …

Pain radiated through me as I tried to move, despite every fiber of my being telling me not to. Everything was agony.

But I wanted to see my mate. My body was on fire, a relentless wave of torture that crashed over me again and again.

It was hard to focus as she fretted over me, dressing my wounds, pressing poultices to my body and brushing my fur.

The witch was healing me, mending each broken bone and gash slowly.

And she was a witch. However that was possible, I didn’t understand. Wolves always mated wolves. But I could see the gold, faint thread between us, could feel her at the other end of the bond. And she smelled like … she smelled like mine.

I wanted to tell her, but I couldn’t shift.

Everything hurt. Everything except for where she was touching my coat. She was so careful. From the moment she’d found me, her voice had soothed me. Calmed me.

The beast was letting her do it all willingly, because she was our mate.

How was this possible?

Maybe I was just delirious. Maybe none of this was real, and I was still lying in that dirty alleyway. The fates couldn’t have been so kind to me as to let me see my mate before I died, could they?

That was probably what it was. I was in the afterlife, and this was my penance, and my torture. Getting to see my mate but never touch her, speak to her. To never really know her.

This didn’t make any sense. Neither had the attack. I hadn’t seen it coming, and the pain made it too hard to think about it too clearly. I’d been looking for something, but what?

My head ached, my wounds throbbing as she ran her hands over my body.

I closed my eyes, everything fading back to black as sleep took me under once again.
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THE NEXT THING I remembered was her sweet voice murmuring to herself as she checked my bandages, warmth radiating over my skin. But not the same burning pain as before. This was a soothing warmth. Like lying in the sun or cuddling under a blanket. A comforting warmth. I let it ripple through my body, easing aches as it went.

I didn’t know how much time had passed—I was in and out of consciousness—but she was always there. Stroking my muzzle, taking care of me. Checking on me, all while she babbled away. It amused me that she was constantly talking to herself. Cute, even.

She might have been a witch, but she was nothing like I’d imagined.

“Are you feeling better?” Her voice was soft as she ran her fingers up my muzzle. “Does it still hurt?”

I lifted my head—surprised that the pain had ebbed—and took her in.

She was pretty, my mate. Her hair was red, cut into a short bob with bangs, and she was wearing a cozy sweater and leggings. I was laying in the middle of a plush bed, the remnants of her healing scattered around the bedside table.

I still wasn’t sure how she’d gotten me into her house by herself, considering my weight. Alpha wolf shifters tended to be larger than even the biggest of regular wolves—part of why I was so good at my job. At least, normally. Unfortunately, every once in awhile, something got the better of me. Though not normally like that.

The attack … I winced. The wounds would have been fatal on a human. I was lucky.

Even luckier, considering it had somehow brought me to my mate. I couldn’t figure out how my wolf had known to find her, but I was glad he had. I wished I could speak to her, but it was clear I was not going to get my body back. So as much as I wanted to talk to her, for her to know my name, I was stuck like this for now.

“You’ve been a little touch and go,” she said as I turned my head back to look at my fur. It had been shaved in spots, though I was sure it looked better than it had before she found me. “You were so hot, and shaking. I was worried an infection was going to take root.” She let out a breath. “I had to go into town, and thankfully Sophie’s shop was open, but I felt horrible leaving you.” Listening to her sweet voice was a welcome distraction from the discomfort that still itched at my skin.

I sniffed at it, wondering what she had applied. “It’s a combination of healing herbs I got from one of the other witches.” She seemed to realize my uncertainty, and rubbed between my ears, like I was some sort of house pet. “Sophie’s a friend,” she clarified, still petting me. “She had some poultices and salves made from the best ingredients. I’m a healer, but I’m not an herbalist. Willow would have been a good option too, but she’s not making potions right now. Still, it had been two days, and I was worried—”

Two days? I had been out two whole days? I tried to sit up, but the movement pulled a cry from my wolf. Fuck.

She winced. “Don’t move. You’re still not fully healed yet.”

I shut my eyes. Clearly. This was fucking awful. I let out a puff of air through my nose.

It had never taken me this long to heal before. Wolf shifters had accelerated healing, and I should have been right as rain within twenty-four hours. Whatever had attacked me was clearly not a monster I’d ever dealt with before. But for the life of me, I couldn’t remember any of it.

Like it had stolen my magic, my memories.

Once I was better, I would have to call Ezra and warn him. Maybe he’d been right, that I shouldn’t have gone out on this job alone. But what was the alternative? Putting others into danger?

I was a lone, alpha wolf. I didn’t have anyone depending on me—no mate or wife at home, no pups to care for. My family and friends didn’t even know about my job, or the risks I took on a daily basis. It was the only way I could leave them without having them worry about me all of the time.

But I did have a mate now. The room smelled like her. Like apples with a hint of cinnamon and something sweet. My wolf decided it was his new favorite scent, and I knew if he was feeling better, he would be trying to get it directly from the source.

I winced as I shifted, trying to roll onto my stomach so I could lay my head on my paws and continue to stare at her.

“Oh—” my mate said, sounding surprised. “Hi.” She gave me a small smile, and then shook her head. “I cannot believe I’m actually talking to a wolf. But … You can understand me, can’t you?”

My eyes met hers, and I nodded my head. Her eyes widened as she scratched at my ears. “I thought so. You’re a very smart wolf.”

If only she knew that I wasn’t just a wolf at all.




CHAPTER THREE

Eryne
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The first few days of having the wolf in my house had felt … precarious. Like at any moment, I might lose him, succumbing to his wounds. I couldn’t explain why I cared so much that he survived. Only that he was connected to me in a way I didn’t understand. How he seemed to understand me, and those strange eyes that almost felt like I was looking back at a person, and not a wolf.

As much as I would have liked to stay home all day, fretting over my newfound animal companion, I had to work. Unfortunately, I couldn’t stay away from the bakery for more than a day or two. Luckily, the wolf seemed to sleep most of the time anyway, so I let him be.

Not even a perfectly cooked apple pastry could distract me right now.

Well, maybe. It was worth a shot, wasn’t it?

It was getting harder and harder to only refer to him as the wolf in my mind, but naming him felt … strange. He wasn’t my pet. And maybe he could understand me, but I knew he was a wild thing.

Once he was healed, he would be gone.

The bell chimed as the door opened, and I looked up, surprised to find Willow Clarke slipping inside, wearing a pumpkin orange sweater dress and a black hat. It looked cozy, and adorably complimented her pregnant belly.

I couldn’t help but grin. “Willow!”

“Hi, Eryne.” She gave me a small smile as she padded towards the counter to meet me.

“What’s up? Is everything okay with the shop?” I asked her.

She was a few years older than me—I was a year younger than her sister, Luna—and had always been nice to me growing up. Working under her had been a dream. Now, I had the most hands-off bosses I could have asked for. They practically let me run the shop however I wanted, only popping in to check on the books and how things were going every so often.

Willow laughed. “I should be asking you that. You’ve taken over so many of our responsibilities.”

“I don’t mind,” I said. The shop had never been Willow’s passion, though she’d helped her sister open it, but I loved working here. “Besides, you’ve got more important things going on.” She was due in December, so she still had a few months to go.

She snorted, rubbing her belly. “Yes, and one very overprotective mate. He’s hardly let me out of his sight ever since we found out I was pregnant.” It sounded sweet to me, though from what I knew about Damien, it probably drove Willow absolutely crazy. Still, it was obvious they were deeply in love with each other.

“How’d you get him to let you come here?” I asked, leaning against the counter as she flitted about, using the coffee maker to brew something that smelled heavenly.

She winked, a mischievous smile curling on her lips as she handed me a cup, and then took a sip of her own. “It’s decaf,” she said, with a shrug. “And … I didn’t. Thought I’d sneak out while he thought I was napping. I’ve been craving a pumpkin chocolate chip scone so badly.”

Luna used to make them all the time, though she’d just given birth to twins last month. Her and her husband hadn’t made it back to Pleasant Grove yet, and I wasn’t expecting her anytime soon. Luckily, we had a stack of her recipe cards, and our new baker had been experimenting with some twists of her own.

“Those always sell out so fast, but I stashed a few in the back.” I’d had a feeling we might need them. Good to know my witchy intuition was still correct. “Come on.”

I waved to the witch running the counter, letting her know we were going into the back.

“Gladly.” She followed me into the kitchen, taking a deep inhale. It always smelled delicious back here—even when nothing was in the oven—like baked goods and sweet sugar. Sometimes I wondered if we had the scent pumped in, it smelled that good. “This baby is always wanting sweets. It drives Damien mad. You know I had to force him to try candy corn last year? I’m pretty sure he only puts up with my obsession because he knows it makes me happy.” Willow smiled, like she was thinking about the demon she now called her own. “And it makes the baby kick.” She grabbed a scone from the box, plopping it in her mouth and letting out a moan as she chewed the first bite. “So good. I swear, I could eat these all day.”

I took another sip of the coffee she had made me. While I wasn’t a bad barista in any sense of the word, nothing compared to Willow’s coffee. Mostly because of her affinity with making potions, and what was a cup of coffee but a brew of caffeine? They were like magic, pepping you right up.

“I don’t know how you and Luna do it all, honestly,” I admitted.

“Pregnancy?” She asked, raising an eyebrow.

I shrugged. “Everything. Mates and relationships and …” I waved my hand.

Somehow, even though it wasn’t an answer, Willow seemed to know exactly what I meant. “It’s easier when you have someone you love. I mean, we weren’t exactly expecting to get pregnant this soon. Damien and I have only been together a year now, after all. But I’m almost thirty, and I’m looking forward to meeting our little one and starting our family. It feels like the rest of our lives are just beginning, you know?”

Did I know? Not really. I’d never experienced that for myself. My life felt a little stagnant. I gave her a hesitant smile. “I guess I’ve just never met the right person.”

“You will,” she promised. “They’re going to come into the coffee shop and sweep you off your feet, and you won’t even know what hit you.”

I finished the cup of coffee as she scarfed down another scone. “Maybe.”

“Just look at me. I never thought the love of my life was going to be my cat. Sure, it was a little non-conventional, but …” She snorted. “I wouldn’t trade it for the world.” Willow gave me a once over. “Maybe we should call the coven together have a little manifesting circle.”

I rolled my eyes. “We don’t need to try to manifest a love interest into reality. I’ll be just fine. Besides, I have Nutmeg.” And a wolf in my house, who was surprisingly great at keeping my mind off any lack of potential suitors.

“Well, you know the coven invitation is always open. Especially now that Luna is with Zain, we’re down one.”

Thirteen was a lucky number for witches. It was one we associated with powerful energies, which made it the ideal number of members in a coven.

I fidgeted with the ring on my right hand. “I don’t know.” I’d always been a bit of a loner. Being part of a group sounded …

Actually, it sounded pretty great. But I was just scared that I wouldn’t fit in. That something would happen and I’d find
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