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“Shit,” Malone said, jogging on the spot. “What am I doing?”  

He paced his workshop, huffing as the wolves gathered in the living area below us. It was the first time he’d allowed me into the place where he carved beautiful furniture with his bare hands. Okay, maybe not bare hands, a chisel or something. Hopefully he didn’t expect me to know how carpentry actually worked. I would totally embarrass myself. 

“You’re doing the right thing.”

His nerves sunk into my skin, putting me on edge. Malone was about to make a confession to the pack, and although it wasn’t about me this time, I was there with him and for him. And I could feel every single one of his fraught emotions as they battled within his chest. 

The bond was a strange phenomenon that bound two people intrinsically together without them even knowing one another. In a way, it was romantic and sexy. In another, it was fucking hard work.

“You’re right.” Shaking his head, he paced towards me. “I need to show them who I am so they can trust me.”

His black leather boots brushed against my pumps as he stopped, his arms coming around my waist. I wound my hands behind his neck and licked my lips as I looked into his brown and amber eyes. His pupils dilated as he bent his head and kissed me, burying his hand into my hair and holding tightly.

Desire pulsed over my body, warming me from the inside. It felt like it had been days since we’d breathed and got lost in one another. I needed the comfort of his reassurance, it soothed my soul.

Ertha’s death had upset me more than I cared to admit. Yes, she’d been a threat to my brother, and although a week had gone by, I still couldn’t get her slack face out of my mind. 

I had never killed anyone before, it wasn’t something I wanted to do regularly. Malone, on the other hand, had praised my courage, telling me that wolves were more accustomed to fighting, and killing, so I’d get used to it. I wasn’t so sure I would.

Pulling away, my alpha stroked my cheek. “Let’s do this.”

Smiling, I blinked slowly before stepping out of his embrace. His deep breath was followed by action, his feet taking him across the room and down the stairs. I followed behind him, glancing back at the workspace he called his sanctuary. 

There were several large wooden tables covered in different tools and instruments. A fierce looking table saw was dusty, the fine wood fragments littered all around it. A half cut piece of timber lay on the floor nearby, the top of it roughly hollowed out. Malone had obviously started something but not had time to finish. How long did it take him to make a table? And how the hell did he get it out of his top floor workshop?

“Della!” he hissed from the bottom of the steps.

Shaking myself of my random musings, I joined him, giving his solid arm a squeeze in encouragement. The voices of the pack filtered through to us, some laughing and joking, others serious and sullen. 

When we’d announced the news that Ertha was dead, the pack had been half jubilant, half wary. Once again, I would attract the wrath of the Brighton Coven. I had been on edge, waiting for an attack, but nothing had been forthcoming. Yet.

I’d used as much magic as possible to hide the camp from the outside world. So far, it had held up, not allowing so much as a human to come too near. I had to do more, though, I couldn’t live in a state of fear, waiting for an attack from both the witches and Kieran.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Malone’s jaw was clenched as he peered down the corridor and into the living area. His thick shoulders were hunched, and his eyes creased at the sides, pulling tight with worry. 

“Yes, this has to be done. Now.”

Glancing at me, he fought a smile as he straightened his shoulders and lifted his head high. “You’re right, my alpha queen.”

A giggle burst from me, echoing away from us. The others fell quiet, and I clamped a hand over my mouth. Okay, so now they knew we were hiding in the shadows. It was time.

Malone tapped my nose and pecked me on the cheek before striding on, his hand reaching back for mine. I skipped to keep up with him, lacing my fingers through his as we passed the bedroom doors and emerged into the living area.

“Oh, yeah,” Manual piped up straight away. “Busy upstairs, were you?”

Clenching my teeth as several of the pack chuckled, I glared at Manual. Talk about embarrassing us in front of the whole pack.

“Nah, I didn’t have time. As if I could do it in a few min...” Malone trailed off, his raised eyebrows quickly dropping when a few of the older members stared disapprovingly. 

His cheeks turned a slight shade of pink as he lowered himself onto the only available space on one of the sofas. So he should feel sheepish. It served him right for playing up to the immature males in the pack. 

The wolves were sat around on all available surfaces, including the floor. They either looked bored, perplexed or intrigued. It wasn’t every day they’d been invited to the alpha’s private apartment for a meeting. In fact, according to Malone, it had never happened before. 

“As you all know,” he started, indicating that I should squeeze in between him and Emiliah, who smiled and patted the sofa. 

I did as I was told, almost losing air from my lungs in the squash between the pair. Lionel was sat on the other side of his mate, watching us closely. Ever since I had taken Ertha down, he’d been... nicer than before. 

A scent reached me just as Malone was about to open his mouth. Drake. He was in one of the bedrooms, not able to attend the pack meeting. My chest squeezed, a pang making me inhale sharply. It felt wrong to be sitting among those who were technically my new family without him there. 

Panic started to grip me, my skin heating and sweat breaking out on my forehead. How could I sit here while my brother sat alone? We had never been apart, never gone with other people enough to leave one another behind.

Malone’s hand found my knee, clenching gently to remind me that I was there for him. My torn emotions raged within me, bubbling up in my chest and making it hard for me to breathe or listen as the alpha spoke. 

“... Ertha was stopped in her plan to turn the Crawley Pack into her familiars. Kieran has taken control of the pack and isn’t giving the wolves a choice. We don’t know what their next move is or whether the witches are still working with them. I just know that we’re under a great threat and we need to be united.”

The wolves watched us, barely looking away from their alpha. They were used to being in the firing line. Tom, Malone’s father, had pissed off enough wolves to last a lifetime. And yet, here we were, once again, the focus of another pack’s anger. This time, it was on us.

Clearing his throat, Malone dropped his gaze to the grey fluffy rug and licked his lips. The others were silent, waiting for him to continue. A person could fart and it would be heard, that’s how quiet and intense everyone was. 

After the brief pause, Malone lifted his head and looked at Joe, who raised his eyebrows. He had been Tom’s best friend and second in command. He’d held a grudge ever since Malone had turned me, even been the ring leader inciting the pack to kill me. And now, he waited patiently to see what Malone had to say.

“Frizz was dying of cancer.”

The collective gasp ran around the room, the height of it rising and ebbing. Malone clenched his hands into fists, gripping my knee on reflex. My heart bled for him as the others stared, their frowns etching lines into their foreheads.

“Why didn’t she say anything?” Emiliah muttered, wiping a tear from her eye. “I thought she was high from doing drugs with Kieran.”

Malone’s gulp was audible as they waited for an explanation. “She hid it from all of us for a long time. She was desperate to get away from Kieran and...” His throat closed, strangling his words. “She came up with the plan for me to help her end it. I... I wish I’d never done it, but...”

“You had to do it,” Joe said, his gravelly voice cracking. “In order to keep her honour.”

The alpha’s chin wobbled as a film of water covered his eyes. I held his hand tightly, my own woes forgotten as the pack grieved all over again, in truth this time.

“She always was a bad arse,” Lionel said flatly, “she would’ve hated cancer to take her. I suppose, we’re the only type of creature able to euthanize one another without the powers that be questioning it.”

I snuck a glance at the hard man who hated me. His tone might have been flat, but a tear escaped from his eye before he quickly swiped it away. Wolves could heal when injured, yes, but normal illness obviously took them the same way as the rest of us – except vampires, they’d obviously died already.

“I refused, numerous times, but when I...” His throat closed again. “...found her passed out, I finally agreed. She concocted the plan, ordering me to tell you that she was dying after she was gone. I... I was too ashamed of my actions, unable to face you all.”

“Why would you be ashamed?” Henry asked, rubbing his eyes.

Frizz was obviously a loved member of the pack. I hadn’t seen any pictures of her or heard anyone else speak of what she was like. Clearly her death had created a rift and Malone hadn’t realised that honesty would’ve healed it.

Lifting his head higher, Malone looked at his friend, his eyes still red from his grief. “Because I killed my sister, regardless of the reason why. I was able to...” He dropped his head as a sob wrenched from his throat.

I rubbed his back as I bit my lip, allowing my own tears to drop from my eyes. I could feel his angst and agony as it whirled inside him. He hadn’t allowed himself to face what he’d done. Admittedly, I’d been shocked to learn that he’d been capable of killing his sister, and even now, I wasn’t sure if I could do it to Drake, regardless of what he asked me. However, I admired Malone for helping Frizz when she was in so much pain.

Manual stood and walked behind the couch, putting his hand on Malone’s shoulder. Emiliah reached across me, clasping his knee with her fingers. Joe came forward and knelt on the floor in front of Malone.

Every one of them were crying, their grief shared in a way I had never experienced. No wonder the wolves were so loyal, they loved and supported each other fiercely.

“What happened is done,” Joe started, nodding his head and flicking his grey ponytail over his shoulder. “It is time to move on. I expect you to be the alpha your sister would’ve been proud of. If you put your pack first, with your... mate... beside you, you’ll lead us forward well.”

My eyes narrowed on the elder, although I couldn’t be too pissed about his pause when mentioning me. He had basically accepted me into the pack with his words. So, it was a case of swallowing down the sting and getting on with it.

Wiping his eyes, Malone lifted his head and looked the elder in the eye. His cheeks were red and the vulnerability sent my heart racing. If we’d been alone, I would’ve wiped his tears with my tongue before soothing his soul with my body.

“Thank you,” Malone said, his voice strong.

“I pledge my allegiance to you and your way of doing things.” Joe raised his hand.

Malone stretched out his clenched fist, clearing his throat when Joe lowered his forehead and touched his knuckles.

Other wolves got up from their resting place and came over to do the same thing. Malone’s shoulders lifted, his head coming up also. His pride was being restored by his pack. And it was about time, too.

Once everyone, including Lionel, had touched their heads to Malone’s knuckles, he rose to his feet, a humble smile coming to his face. “Right,” he said, huffing out a breath. “It’s time to grow our pack and take down those who are determined to get to us first.”
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“I’ve just got an email from a witch named Heather,” I announced to Drake and Malone, who sat at the kitchen island, eating Chinese. “Wanting us to meet the Brighton Coven elders at the standing stones.”

The pack had left an hour before, heading back to the camp. We’d promised to follow, but it looked like our plans were about to change.

“It’s not safe.” Malone chomped on a battered chicken ball before throwing one at me.

Catching it, I rolled my eyes and dipped it into the sweet and sour sauce, savouring the flavour as I placed it in my mouth.

Drake shook his head, his concern etched in the creases around his eyes. “I agree with Malone.”

So when had it become okay for them to gang up on me? They’d only known each other for five minutes, surely it was against the rules.

“They’re vulnerable right now,” I countered. “It could be our only opportunity to persuade them to unlink Drake from the stones.”

“Whatever happened to our quiet life?” Drake muttered, his light eyes twinkling for the first time in a while.

“You really want me to answer that?” I shot back, working hard to hold back the bite of resentment in my voice.

I didn’t hate my brother for taking the painting commission or for accidently attacking a wolf. However, I was a tad sad that he hadn’t felt that he could tell me what Ertha was asking of him. We had told each other everything before now. 

Tapping a reply to the email, I got up from my stool. “Fine, I’ll go alone.”

They both surged to their feet, blocking my way out. I put my hands on my hips and regarded them. “Are you going to force me to stay? You know I’ll win in a fight.”

Snorts echoed from both of them, their arrogance almost matching. The hard truth was the elephant in the room, despite their good humour. My magic was more powerful than both of them. Not that I wanted to use it. Unless I had to, of course.

Drake and Malone looked at one another, clearly having a private bromance discussion with their eyes. Ugh. Maybe they should’ve been fated mates instead.

“We’ll come,” Malone said.

Throwing my hands in the air, I spun and went to the bedroom to retrieve my bag. My heart fluttered as I pictured the coven and their stern faces. I understood why the others were concerned, but my gut instinct told me that they wouldn’t try anything stupid in their vulnerable position.

“Thank you.” Malone’s deep gruff voice travelled under my skin.

Turning, I licked my lips, my chest pounding even more as I studied him. He leant against the wall on one shoulder, his arms crossed. The bulges of his muscles almost bursting from the tight Tee sleeves. 

Tilting my head to the side, I smiled. “For what?”

He pushed away from the wall, his slow footsteps bringing him closer. My head fell back as I strained to look up at him.

The memory of his vulnerability, and the scent of pine, made me shudder. How could one man affect every nerve in my body, setting it alight?

“For being by my side when I faced the pack. It went better than I expected.”

Stroking my hands up his arms, I rested them on his shoulders. “I knew it would. See, all it took was honesty. Sometimes, you just need a little nudge from a little witch.”

His dark eyes sparked, the wicked grin that spread over his lips giving them a glint. I had no idea what innuendo he’d taken from my words, but it wasn’t the time for him to be looking at me as if he wanted to devour me like a cake. Ugh, even the thought made me shiver for him.

“As much as I want my legs wrapped around your waist,” I said, dragging my nail across his collar bone, “we need to go and see these witches.”

Lowering his head, he captured my bottom lip in his teeth and nipped gently. A sharp shot of pleasurable pain slipped through me. I grasped his head, flicking my tongue into his mouth before tracing his lips slowly. 

“Let’s get this done quickly,” he murmured gruffly.

Stepping back, I spread my arms wide. “My point exactly.”

Making our way out to the front room, we linked our fingers together and approached Drake, who waited patiently by the door.

“There’s no need for all that walking,” I said, waving my hands to our feet. “We’ll teleport so we can scope the place out first.”

Drake frowned, his hesitation obvious in the worry that crossed his eyes. Was he afraid of my magic?

“I promise it’ll be quick.” Waving my fingers, I smiled when he grasped them.

Picturing the woods near the standing stones, I shuddered when we materialised under the canopy. Drake gasped and shook his head, his eyes widening when he focused on the greenery around us. Malone moved to the edge of the woods and peered down into the valley. I followed after squeezing Drake’s arm in reassurance.

“Are they there?” I whispered.

The scent of them wafted up my nose before Malone replied. They were most certainly there. I recognised the smell of every single witch who stood beside the stones, talking casually. There were five of them, the rest of the elders left in the coven. 

They wouldn’t have expected us to arrive so quickly, and yet, they were waiting patiently.

“No one else is here,” Malone said, sniffing the air.

I did the same, just to practice my heightened wolf skills. 

Drake raised his eyebrows at me, a small smile coming to his face. “I always knew you were destined for more than the spells shop, although this is... beyond comprehension.” 

A pang squeezed my chest. Oh, how I missed the simplicity of being in my shop, hiding from the world. Now that Ertha was gone, maybe I could visit it again. My customers must have been wondering where the hell I’d got to.

“Yeah,” I muttered to Drake, “this certainly isn’t the future I saw for myself.”

Malone’s dark eyes narrowed on me, searching for the intention behind my words. I shrugged, smiling. What? Surely he couldn’t blame me for being a little thrown off by recent events.

Running my hand down his arm, I tickled his palm. “Don’t worry,” I breathed, “I’m sorta glad I met you.”

“Sorta? Charming.” His deadpan expression remained as he nodded towards the stones. “Let’s go see these witches.”

I followed the men out as they led the way, their steps quiet and their words non-existent. It was a good thing that they didn’t talk, we had to be on alert. The witches may have been on their own, but that didn’t mean they were keen to be kind to us. If an attack was imminent, we’d be able to sense it better in the silence.

My footsteps were strong as I slipped between the pair, taking my place in the centre. The witches spotted us, moving together to step just outside the stones. They were still protective over the ancient magical landmark, even though it wasn’t on their land. Malone would be growling inside.

“Della,” Heather, the second highest ranking elder greeted as we drew nearer. “Drake.”

Her smile was forced, her lips stretching but not quite reaching her eyes. I returned the gesture, flicking my hair over my shoulder as we came to a stop. 

“Hello, Heather.” Looking at the others, I nodded a greeting.

Their energy was tired, their eyes pinched and red from crying. They’d been grieving their leader, despite her illegal, and quite frankly, dangerous actions.

The five of them where at least twenty years older than me, and yet, they didn’t frown or sneer at me the way that Ertha had. Were they going to do things differently?

“We’ve asked you all here to talk about a treaty,” Heather started. “We were never quite on board with Ertha’s way of doing things.”

“You mean turning werewolves into familiars? Thank fuck for that.” A snort burst from me as they glanced at one another, their sheepish expressions a good indicator that they were telling the truth.

The energy of the stones was undeniable, pulsing through us. I clenched my hands into fists to keep myself grounded. It was no wonder Ertha wanted to use Drake for a conduit for the magic, it even vibrated under my feet.

“Drake is still linked to the stones,” one of the male witches said, looking at my brother.

I glanced at him, wanting to reach out and link my arm in his. Resisting the urge, I studied his floppy mousey brown hair, which was almost in his eyes, and his kind eyes. He had been taken advantage of and it wasn’t fair. 

“We want to unlink you,” the witch went on, speaking directly to Drake, “and apologise for not standing up to Ertha.”

“Why didn’t you?” Drake’s question made them all cringe in unison. 

He’d clearly hit a sore point among the Brighton Coven. 

“She was our leader, a persuasive one at that,” Heather said, tucking her thick blonde hair behind her ear. “And we’re learning to rebuild the coven instead of coming after you for killing her.” Her gaze shifted to me, her eyes blinking slowly. “We didn’t agree with her vendetta against you, although we can’t help but worry about you and your situation.”

“That’s no one else’s business.” Malone’s bark was harsh. 

Inclining her head, Heather narrowed her gaze on the alpha. “Is that what you told your pack? They were okay with that, were they?”

“My pack didn’t treat me with distain. And no, I didn’t tell my people that, but I did tell them that Della was now a part of me, so a part of the pack by default. I say the same to you, too. There’s nothing anyone can do to tear us apart, so you better just leave us alone.”

Another male witch snarled. “That’s what we’re trying to do here, you fool.”

Malone’s hackles rose, although there was no fur on his neck. His teeth bared and his eyes flashed with instinct. My own neck tingled where I wanted to lunge at the man for being so rude to my mate. And yet, Malone could handle himself like a big dog, especially when it came to the witches.

“We have several witnesses here to swear our pledge to unlink Drake from the standing stones and never return here again.” Heather waved a hand. “We’re ready to move on from Ertha’s vendetta against you. We pleaded with her to stop punishing the son for his father’s sins.”

She glanced at Malone then, raising her eyebrows when he growled low in his throat.

“Fat lot of good that did,” I muttered. “And Drake? Why did she use him to channel the stones? What did she have against us?”

The last female witch shook her head violently. “As hard as it is to believe, she wrestled with her conscience but somehow persuaded herself that what she was doing was justified. Even told us that she was commissioning a normal painting from Drake. We only knew about the connection on the night of the full moon when the wolves turned up. She wouldn’t have been able to handle all that power on her own. She must have seen Drake as disposable. We don’t agree, at all.”

Drake shuffled on his feet, his eyes watching the witches closely. He had a distrust of them and it was well deserved. 

“Come on, then,” he blurted, “unlink me now.”

The witches glanced at one another before moving into a circle in the centre of the stones. They watched Drake, one of them nodding at him. I trusted my brother’s judgement, but I was tempted to pull him back and keep him away from the people who were supposed to protect us.

“If you do anything,” I warned, “I’ll kill you all right where you stand, sacred land or not.”

They didn’t even acknowledge my threat as Drake strode between them, his gait slightly hesitant. I moved to stand just outside the circle, ready to invoke my magic if it was needed. Malone was beside me, his presence soothing as my nerves wound tight.

“Once this is done,” Drake said, looking at each witch, “I never want to see a member of the Brighton Coven again. You should be ashamed of yourselves.”

They dropped their heads in unison, their embarrassment a heavy weight on their shoulders. Drake was right, they were to blame for everything that had happened just as much as Ertha. My insides were twisting painfully as rage surged up from my feet. 

I had to accept that the coven we were supposed to have belonged to, had changed. Okay, so we’d never really fitted in, but at least they’d never been corrupt before. As much as it hurt, I’d found my new home, and hopefully Drake would find his also. Alongside me, somehow. Or whatever he wanted. I wasn’t allowed to be his keeper, I had to remember that.

“Let’s start,” Heather announced, pointing at the stones. 

The witches did the same, starting a chant as they called the ancient ancestors. The words were unfamiliar, and yet, I felt their power as a light wind whipped my hair around my head. Malone watched closely, his gaze darting around to check for outside threats. 

Drake’s jaw clenched as he straightened his spine. His floppy brown hair lifted with the wind, revealing his light eyes. They were clearer than they’d been in a while, which meant he was in a good place mentally. I just prayed to the goddess that he could handle what was happening now. 

As the chants grew louder, Drake cringed and clenched his hands into fists. The magic would be filtering away from him, almost ripping from his skin. I should’ve gone in with him, just to hold him if he struggled. However, with my newfound wolf spirit and her magic, I had no idea what could happen if the magic attached to me instead. I still didn’t completely trust that the witches wouldn’t do that on purpose, to use me as a weapon.

Licking my lips, I held back my protest as Drake dropped to his knees. The energy in the circle had reached its peak, the wind swirling around us violently until it suddenly dropped, along with my brother
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