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“Hey, Dad. It’s me.” Nyah Morgan stood at the edge of her father’s grave, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched, and eyes watering against a boisterous wind. Crisp winter laced its edges, glee whipping strands of her hair into a frenzied dance to momentarily shroud her view of wilting wreaths. 

“Jackson did a great job with the headstone,” she stamped against the chill creeping through the soles of her boots. “I hope you like it.” 

Hearing herself, she cringed against the stupidity of talking to someone who couldn’t hear, or reply. “What are you doing, Morgan?” When she rolled her eyes to where pale sky stretched far above the naked tree tips, tears blurred the colourless afternoon. “This is so hard, Dad. I hate it. I hate that you’re gone.”

Determined to behave braver than she felt, Nyah wiped her cheeks dry. She forced the tears to retreat with a loud sniff, and firming her stance on the icy ground, exhaled an ‘okay’. “So, here’s what he carved. ‘Harper Morgan’,“ she read aloud, wanting the epitaph broadcast so the surrounding earth would understand the importance of the man now resting in its depths, “‘fearless leader, beloved husband and devoted father. May he rest in peace’.” 

A small carving graced the black granite. In the upper right corner, a lone wolf stood on the highest of three peaks, its neck chiselled into an eternal arch as it howled under a swollen moon. To the human eye, not that many ever wandered this deep into their territory, the carving appeared to be nothing more than a motif. To her, and all fellow werewolves, it represented how her deceased father had served as alpha. 

Nyah traced the etching with numb fingers. “I miss you, Dad.” With her throat swelling again, she gave her head a shake. “Enough.”

The scent of Alan, the werewolf set to succeed her father, carried on the unruly breeze. Nyah tried to fix a neutral expression in place, preferring to keep moments of weakness to herself. Tears were best reserved for behind closed doors, or huddled under the duvet at night, as was her preference.

“What do you think?” Alan strode through the wrought iron gates surrounding the simple cemetery. He came to stand beside her before stretching out to give the regrettable addition an affectionate pat. “Jackson did us proud, didn’t he?”

“He did. It’s perfect.” Knowing Alan hadn’t come to the cemetery to share his thoughts on her father’s headstone, Nyah made a point of checking her watch, aware she still had half an hour before two o’clock arrived. “I’m not late for the meeting, am I?” 

“No. I wanted to talk to you about something beforehand.”

“What’s up?”

Alan nodded towards the open gate, inviting her to walk with him, as if what needed to be said would disrespect the memory of his deceased alpha. “Simon Northfell’s attending the meeting.” 

Nyah groaned. Alan shared her less than pleasant opinion of Simon Northfell—in fact, the entire pack held little tolerance for the man.

“I told him no,” Alan followed her through the gate, “but as he constantly likes to remind me; I don’t officially have the right to deny his attendance.”

“He’s such a pain in the ass.” Nyah ensured the rusting gate latch had caught properly before they walked on. “I wish he’d crawl back to whatever rock he hid under for the last ten years.”

“I doubt the rock wants him either.”

“Next Thursday can’t come quick enough,” she grumbled as they strolled towards the trees arching over the forest track. Bare limbs clacked overhead, the sound too close to rattling bones for Nyah’s comfort. “It’s a pity we can’t find a way to make you alpha sooner.”

“I don’t think me being in charge will change anything. Northfell wants a place on the council and he’ll fight tooth and nail to get it.”

“I’d love to know in what reality he thinks he’s entitled to it. He left for a whole decade. Who in their right mind believes they have any sway on any lycan council after abandoning their pack for ten years?”

“Simon Northfell, apparently.”

Nyah kicked a fallen pine cone into the shadowy depths to her right. It rolled down the dip, quickly disappearing. “Along with his ancient alpha descendants, if we’re to believe his bullshit.”

Alan scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah.”

Nyah ignored the fidgeting as her rant gained momentum. “I bet if every wolf looked into his or her ancestry they’d find some tissue-thin connection to an alpha. He’s got some neck thinking his entitles him to a seat on the council. Or to re-join the pack for that matter.” 

An exhale of remorse trailed from Alan. “Nyah.”

His tone slowed her irritated stride. “What.” 

“Unfortunately, his connection is a little more substantial than tissue paper.” 

She came to an abrupt stop. Above, swaying limbs clapped in disapproval. “No—that can’t . . . are you sure?”

“Yes.” Alan dragged a hand through his wavy dark-blonde hair, a familiar sign of frustration. “I traced his bloodline. Twice. And I checked the statutes. He does have the right.”

“That’s not good.” Nyah hugged herself, unsure if it was against the nipping breeze or the cold truth. 

“It’s not.”

“What can we do?”

“Nothing.” Resignation dipped his shoulders. 

“Nothing at all?”

“We’re bound by Lycan Law.”

Silence hitched a ride for the final stretch of narrow path. It was only when the first of the houses skirting their modest settlement were visible before Alan spoke again. 

“Nyah.” Taking her arm, he urged her to a halt once more. “I’ve a bad feeling about all of this. Simon has an obnoxious plan formulating, and whatever it is, I think he’ll announce it at the meeting.”

Concern stripped softness from his tawny eyes. Nyah smiled up at him, hoping it would chase the darkness away. “And you’ll be ready and able for it.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about.”

“So it’s me?” she tried to laugh. 

“I don’t want him upsetting you.”

“He won’t.”

“Ignore whatever he says, okay?” 

“Just like you do?” she teased, tugging his sleeve as he wrestled with his hair.

His hand dropped. A smile appeared, but didn’t make it past his lips. As he tipped his chin at a call from the direction of the pack house, unease lingered, continuing to dim his expression. “I’m watching out for you is all. Old habits die hard, you know. And anyway, you’ve been through enough without that idiot upsetting you.”

“I’ll be fine, don’t worry,” she promised as they left the rustling tree tunnel behind. She was used to Alan’s protective ways. His concern for her had gone into overdrive since her father had passed, and by her reckoning, Alan had another few weeks of big brother duty before he’d ease up. 

On her seventh birthday, Alan had declared himself as her older brother. The week before, they’d been making family trees in school. Upon seeing Nyah’s tree empty of siblings when his had five leaves occupied, Alan had stared at her with horrified despair. In response, he’d stolen her sheet off the classroom wall and added his name to the leaf above hers. 

When the folded page fell out of his birthday card to her, his solemn promise to always watch out for his little sister came half-choked under emotion. He’d never once faltered since.

He gave her a final careful glance before reluctantly backing away. “See you in a few. And remember what I said, okay?”

“I will.” Nyah watched as he jogged towards her father’s house. Pack members were already gathering on the lawn outside, and she threw across a quick wave before turning into the pathway of her new home.

Despite her promise to Alan, the last thing she needed was a meeting waylaid by Simon Northfell. Yesterday’s crazed idea of believing she might be stable enough to start packing away her father’s belongings had left her emotionally drained, emptying the reserves a spat with Mr Obnoxious would require. Wincing at the memory of how her tears had turned the entire packing operation into one big blurred, sobbing mess, Nyah shut her front door and hurried upstairs. She called out to Karen, but with no reply, guessed her to be already at the pack house. 

The bathroom mirror highlighted the shadows under her eyes as Nyah brushed her hair. After dragging herself home the previous night, she’d fallen straight onto the bed in a state beyond exhaustion. When she’d woken that morning, tangled in her clothes, sleep hadn’t worked an ounce of magic. “You’re a mess, Morgan,” she warned her pasty reflection.

Downstairs, she grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl on the dining table, glancing out the window to the opposite side of the street where her father’s house sat. The sight stung afresh. 

For twenty-two years she had lived in that beautiful house, and everything about it she now desperately missed. Some days she feared the hurt for her loss would never ease. How she longed for the comfort of her home’s familiarity and the security her father’s presence had brought. Even the layered scents belonging solely to the old building continued to haunt her dreams. But most of all, profound bereavement came from the knowledge she was now alone. Nyah couldn’t recall a single occasion of ever being the only person inside the four walls of the pack house; it was what she had loved most about being the alpha’s daughter. Her friends used to think she was crazy, wondering how she didn’t go out of her mind with pack members traipsing in and out of her house every day. They had never understood how the comings and goings made her feel as if she had dozens of brothers and sisters, when in reality, it was only her and her father. 

With Harper Morgan now gone, she was truly alone. Her mother had faded into nothing more than a cloudy memory of a smiling woman in a lemon-coloured dress her father had once said was his favourite.

“Give the self-pity a rest,” she threw the banana back to the apples and plums. She wasn’t really alone. Her new house was beautiful, and would soon contain its own unique scents. She and Karen had slipped with ease into sharing, and truth be told, Nyah couldn’t have wished for a better housemate—even though they’d sworn as young girls and BFFs that this was exactly what they’d do—along with never marrying or having children. Boys and babies were stupid and annoying, their wise seven year-old selves had declared. In their house they’d have neither, but they would have six puppies, cake for breakfast, pink wallpaper, and music blaring as loud as they wanted. Grown up Karen and Nyah hadn’t yet secured six puppies, but they did sometimes have cake for breakfast, and Karen regularly blasted music at top volume. Thankfully, they changed their minds about the pink wallpaper. 

Funnily enough, they changed their minds about boys, too, especially when Karen met Peter. Nyah had watched as her best friend fell madly in love, and with the No Boys rule officially ditched, the happy couple eventually married two weeks after Karen’s twenty-first birthday. Fourteen short months later, a car accident tore Peter out of Karen’s life. 

Sisters in grief, on one of Nyah’s many sleepless, tear-filled nights, Karen had told her that her time with Peter had been the best of her life. ‘And nothing could ever take that away, just like nothing can take your memories from you,’ she had consoled, ‘so take your time grieving your father, but remember; everything that’s up here—,’ at which point she had tapped the side of Nyah’s head, ‘is yours to keep forever.’

It was advice Nyah would have to keep in mind when Alan and his family moved in to her old home next week. Five generations of Morgan Alphas and their families had lived under that roof. Now it was time for the Stensons to reign. ‘The wheel must turn’ her father used to stay. ‘Nothing can ever stay the same’.

Contemplating her father’s sage words, Nyah left the house. She tensed halfway across the street when Simon Northfell’s grey-streaked hair marked his movements amongst the gathering pack members. Although the stiff shoulders and curt nods of those he addressed were subtle, the sense of her pack mates’ resentment blared. “Incoming storm,” she murmured, and ducking her head, slipped inside to find Alan. 
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The room reserved for pack meetings sat at the front of the house. Flooded with a sudden appearance of afternoon sunshine, Nyah crossed to where the antique mahogany table made by her great-grandfather waited. Pack members ambled in with her, chatting in small groups. 

The wall to her rear held a row of portraits displaying former alphas of the Blackwater Ridge pack. Her father’s portrait had been hung on the same day his headstone had been erected; exactly twenty-one days after his death, and as with the headstone, she didn’t want to dawdle on the image of her father. It was hard enough to see traces of him every time she glimpsed her own olive skin, warm brown eyes and black hair in a mirror. The pungent aroma of oil paint lingered and she wondered if his spirit hovered, too. She could almost picture him drifting above her, arms folded while one finger tapped on his upper lip; his pontificating pose, as she had liked to tease.

Alan’s arrival broke through her musings. He pulled out the chair beside her, casting a dark look in Simon’s direction when he strolled into the room. “I meant what I said about you remaining on the council once I’m alpha. You know we all want you to stay, despite what tradition dictates.”

“I think for now it’s best I step away.” 

“There’ll always be a place for you here, don’t ever forget.” 

“I won’t, thanks.” 

“Are you still planning on taking the college course?”

At the mention of the only subject which had the ability to lift her spirits, a smile broke free. “Yes, definitely. Registration takes place at the end of next month. I hope I’ll qualify for a place.”

“Sure you will, and before we know it you’ll be a wealthy business tycoon,” he grinned.

“I want to open a single bookshop,” she reminded him, “not a nationwide chain.”

“Ah, you claim that now, but when money starts rolling in, you’ll be talking about expansion and profits and market-share.”

“What’s this about market-share?” Michael, Alan’s soon-to-be beta, dropped into the chair beside Alan. “Who’s expanding what?” 

“Nyah’s college course starts next month.”

A rare smile creased the corners of Michael’s blue eyes. “Ah, yes, the college course. You’ve been talking about it for long enough. It’s about time you took the leap.”

“I’ve been too busy minding you boys,” she teased. “If you could stay out of trouble for more than five minutes, Michael Vincent, I’d have been a shop owner long ago.”

Michael feigned insult before sudden worry returned his more familiar sombre expression. “Does that mean you’re not staying on the council?”

When she nodded in reply he looked to Alan for an explanation.

“Nyah’s stepping down,” Alan told him. “I’ve told her she’s more than welcome to stay, but I think she’s just had enough of us.”

“That’s not true,” she hurried to correct, knowing that although Alan joked, she’d hate for anyone to ever think such a thing. “I enjoyed being on the council, and I will miss it, but it’s time for a change—for me and you.”

“But you’re the last—you’re a Morgan,” he argued, catching himself just a fraction too late. “There’s been a Morgan on the council since—.”

“Now it’s time for the Stensons,” she cut in gently. “You know what Dad always said about the wheel turning.”

Michael didn’t look convinced. He folded his thick arms on the table and leaned towards her. A sharp jerk of head indicated the figure hovering at the back of the room. “Did that asshole say something to you?”

Fixing a tight smile, Nyah didn’t dare shift her attention to where Simon might catch her eye. “Come on,” she fought to sound nonchalant, “you know I won’t be able to stop sticking my nose in; once an alpha’s daughter, always an alpha’s daughter.”

Despite how authoritatively she stated her position, being an alpha’s daughter carried little weight. It was her father who had drawn her onto the council once he’d accepted his end neared, and had stated in his Bidding Documents, the lycan equivalent of a will, that upon his passing, Nyah should remain on the council and continue to be treated with the respect his position had afforded her. 

Alan hadn’t needed an official document to honour Harper Morgan’s wishes. Seamlessly picking up where her father had left off, he continued to include Nyah in all pack business. But despite Alan’s request for her to remain, she knew it wasn’t truly acceptable. The only females who held any kind of authority were alphas’ wives. Daughters, although respected, were regarded more as window dressing within a council. If she did keep her place, she knew as the memories of her father faded for the pack, so would her influence.

Michael flung another glare at Simon as Alan called the meeting into order. The agenda was brief; patrol assignments, an update on the buddy system for the young pack members due their first change, and a final run-through of Alan’s inauguration ceremony due to take place the following Thursday evening. 

Simon waited until then to raise his hand. 

“Simon,” Alan invited him to speak, impatience bubbling in the sigh only those close enough could hear. 

With smugness stretching his thin lips, Simon drew himself upright. “I understand the deadline for alpha nominations is midnight tonight?”

“That is correct.”

“And any lycan with an alpha bloodline is entitled to put himself forward?”

Growls immediately rumbled.

“Also correct.”

Simon cast a sneering grin at the heads swivelling in his direction. “In that case, I would like to formally announce my submission for the position of Pack Alpha.”

Nyah’s heart staggered to a near stop. Snarls exploded, the detonation scattering chairs as the room erupted. In rigid, incredulous shock, she stared as wild gesticulating began, the accompanying shouts barely breaching the sudden pounding in her ears. 

Simon simply watched in response, a schooled expression of innocence barely masking his gratification. 

Alan had known. He had suspected Simon’s intentions since his return after her father’s death, but couldn’t find the courage to tell her. How could he? Who could ever utter the words aloud? Her hands had already curled into fists. Nails bit into her palms. She wanted to phase, launch herself at Simon and rip his throat out. ‘You want to be alpha?’ rage screamed internally, ‘you think you deserve to become alpha of this pack? You want to take the legacy my father and his ancestors built so you can piss all over it? You’re not good enough! You will never be good enough!’

Already standing, Alan gripped her shoulder, aware her wolf trembled for release. He barked a sharp order for silence. “Simon has every right to put himself forward for Pack Alpha. The Show of Hands will take place on Monday night as arranged. The only amendment is you now have two candidates from which to choose. This meeting is adjourned.”

Nyah slid into the darkness behind her eyes. Snarls and shouts continued to swamp the room, goading her wolf further. Alan’s perceptive grasp remained. She held still in obedience, clenching her knees until hush settled. It was only then when she opened her eyes. With the exception of Alan, the entire room had emptied.

“Nyah, I’m so sorry.” Alan deflated into his chair, dragging his hands down his face. “I wanted to tell you earlier, I really did, but I just couldn’t find the words—and honestly, a very small and stupid part of me hoped the idiot wouldn’t actually put himself forward.”

When she swallowed, bitterness coated her tongue. “It’s so, it’s just so. . .” 

“Disrespectful,” he finished, but not as meekly as her choked mumble. “To return here after such a long absence and think he can take over as alpha is nothing but pure contempt towards every member of this pack.”

“Why would he do this? He doesn’t care for a single one of us.”

“I don’t know what the fool is thinking. It’s not like he’s going to be voted in. Hell, if he gets one vote beyond his own I’ll be shocked. And a week from now, when I’m alpha, he’ll be a laughing stock.”

“And hopefully leave Blackwater Ridge again.”

“I hope so. There’s already way too much animosity towards him, and after what he’s just done, it’s only going to get worse.”

If Alan didn’t stop wrenching his hair, he’d be bald before the night was out. Nyah drew his arm down. “What can we do?”

“Hey,” he delivered a comforting smile as he stood, coaxing her to her feet with him, “I’ve got this. All you need to do is go home.” 

‘But I am home,’ she almost said, ‘and I want to stay.’

She changed her mind as soon as she followed Alan out into the hallway. Pack members had already formed a cluster. Tension soured the air, and without her father’s ability to sweeten their moods, it could linger indefinitely. She knew from experience the men would not leave here tonight; they would talk until the small hours, rage rising throughout the house, the walls not thick enough to mute their fighting words. Suddenly, she wanted nothing more than to be hidden inside her new home, away from the upset, and close to her best friend. 

“Stay indoors for the next few days,” Alan followed her out to the porch. “I’ll ask everyone to do the same. Until the Show of Hands on Monday evening, I think it would be best if we all kept our distance from Simon.”

“Don’t worry; I don’t want to be anywhere near him,” she muttered, attention flicking to where enraged howling echoed from the depths of the forest. The sun had scuttled into hiding once more, returning greyness to the afternoon. Michael appeared at the edge of the trees, looming out of the shadows to catch Alan’s attention. When he met her gaze, she could feel the fury vibrating from his being. 

“I’m sorry, Nyah.” 

Anger muted his voice, and although his empathy tangled with a growl, her own wolf keened in response. “It’s okay.” 

“No, it’s not. He’s a disrespectful son of a bitch. I swear, I’ll make him wish he never came back here.”

Alan forcefully turned her away. “Go home, get some sleep. Everything will be fine.”

A stolen glance before she reached her door revealed Alan and Michael shedding their clothes. She paused to watch, a flash of skin and fur blurring amongst the trees as they phased. Michael’s intimidating grey wolf shook out his coat before a warning snarl ripped free. 

Nyah wrenched open her door, hurried inside and locked it tight. “Everything will be fine,” she told herself. But just like Alan’s, her promise held no conviction.
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“Have you seen how quiet it is out there this morning?” Karen slid into her chair opposite Nyah at the breakfast table. “There’s not a soul in sight. It seems everyone’s happy to follow Alan’s request to lie low.” 

“Until tomorrow night.” Nyah filled Karen’s mug with steaming coffee; the second pot she’d brewed that morning. After a sleepless night, she’d need to mainline caffeine for the day if she wanted to function. “What’s going to happen when everyone gathers to vote?”

Karen tied her hair into a glossy, auburn pony-tail. “Let’s just hope Alan’s demands for peace are kept, otherwise it’ll be a free for all.”

“There’ll be mayhem.”

“And then some,” Karen stole a half slice of buttered toast from Nyah’s plate. “And we’ve six long nights ahead of us yet.”

Despite Alan’s call for calm, vengeful wolves had a free pass for retaliation. Until sworn in as alpha, no demand or request had to be obeyed, and with the pack currently observing The Lamentation Phase, an ancient and rarely observed tradition her father had requested, another six nights remained before the ceremony. Once every wolf howled its dedication, the mind link connecting the alpha to his pack would be established. Only then would alpha authority rein and allow life to return to normal again.

[image: image-placeholder]
Saturday and Sunday dragged by without incident. Nyah went no further than the opposite side of the street where she packed away more boxes to finally clear the house for Alan and his family. Karen had insisted on helping, and she’d been glad of the company. With the tense silence hovering in the deserted streets, Nyah didn’t want to be alone in the house she had only ever known as her bustling haven. 

During a final sweep of the house, Karen found a tattered shoe box stuffed into a cobwebbed corner of the attic. Nyah had grimaced at the grimy box, suggesting they just throw it out, but Karen insisted they look inside first. 

It held a collection of old photos. The majority had crumbled under age and previous water damage, but a few in the middle of the bunch had survived, including one of Nyah as a baby. 

Cradled in her mother’s arms, baby Nyah was oblivious to the camera as she stared at the woman smiling down. Nyah realised that for one brief period of her life, her mother had been her entire universe. Her tiny baby brain must have known it too; a miniature hand encircled her mother’s index finger as if desperate to hang on. 

Nyah felt nothing as she stared at her mother’s content expression. Less than forty-eight hours ago, the photo would have turned her half inside out with grief, but crouched under the attic eaves, she felt nothing. ‘I’ve gone numb,’ she had answered, when Karen asked if she was okay.
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When Nyah woke to pale, golden light on Monday morning, a tangible sense of relief spread with the sun’s rays. Only hours needed to tick before by the Show of Hands, and once Alan officially became alpha, she hoped Simon would scuttle back to whatever dank hole he’d crawled out of. Energised with optimism, she had half the contents of the fridge spread across the breakfast counter when Karen returned to the house with a carton of fresh milk.

“What’s all this?”

“I’m making brunch. It’s my way of saying thanks for your help yesterday and a way of using up a few hours before the Show of Hands.”

“I like your plan, girl.” Karen perched on one of the stools at the counter. “Good thing I got us some milk.”

“Is there anyone out there?” Nyah took the carton and slotted it into the fridge door.

“Not a sinner, except for Michael on patrol. And guess what? Apparently, Simon left on Friday night and only came back this morning.”

“Where did he go?”

“Michael said he didn’t know, or care, only that he wished he hadn’t bothered coming back at all. He also said he’s never been so disgusted in his life. He said Simon putting himself forward is a complete insult to the memory of your father.”

Nyah replied with a snort. “I think that was Simon’s intention.”

“And Michael also said that your self-control on Friday was to be commended.”

“Believe me; I was barely keeping my wolf from taking over.”

“Well, everyone is on your side,” Karen grabbed the cookbook Nyah had spread open on the counter, “so if you do happen to flip later this evening, I don’t think anyone will be rushing to stop you from mauling Simon—me included. Now,” she grinned, tapping the open page, “speaking of flipping, would it be rude for me to request cinnamon pancakes?”

“Not at all. They’ll go perfectly with the waffles, scrambled eggs, bacon, muffins, and fruit salad. We’re going to consume our weight in food today.”

Karen groaned and looked down at her midriff. “Goodbye, flat stomach, it was nice knowing you.”

Nyah took back the cookbook and waved her away. “It’ll be a while before the banquet is ready, and as it’s for you, I’m not accepting your help, so scoot.”

“I have a better idea,” Karen hopped off the stool. “I’ll go for a run. Then I can enjoy our feast, guilt-free.”

“Do a lap for me!” Nyah called after her. 
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“Wow, something smells good!” Alan inhaled with deep appreciation when Nyah answered the door to him. Halfway through cooking maple-cured bacon, the scent had her own mouth watering. “Please invite me to stay for whatever it is you’re cooking.” 

“It’s brunch, and you, Tanya, and little Jack are more than welcome. I think I may have gone overboard with the baking, so the more the merrier,” she told him as he followed her into the kitchen. 

“Thanks, but as much as I’d love to, I can’t. There’s a lot I need to get done today—whoa—did you say brunch or bake sale?” he laughed, seeing the laden table. Muffins, scones, flapjacks, and breads spilled off plates, while the stove balanced pans with eggs, bacon, and pancakes. 

“It’s a thank-you for Karen,” Nyah explained, wrapping warm muffins in a napkin and handing them over. “She helped me to pack the last of the boxes yesterday and I wouldn’t have managed without her.”

“That’s one of the reasons I came over. Tanya and I both want to say thank-you, but we also want to say there was no rush with clearing out Alpha Morgan’s belongings. Really, we were both happy for you to take as long as you wanted with packing everything away.”

“I know.” Nyah rounded the counter to check on the bacon. “It had to be done, though, and putting it off was doing no-one any favours. Anyway, you need all the bedrooms free before Jack’s little brother or sister arrives.”

“Well, thanks again. I know it wasn’t easy for you.”

No, it hadn’t been easy, but she felt better now the dreaded task lay behind her. “So, what else did you want to talk to me about?” she flipped over crisping bacon. 

“Tonight.” Alan began a tell-tale fiddle. “I think it would be best if you left it until the last minute to arrive for the Show of Hands. There’s way too much tension rumbling. I’m afraid if Simon so much as looks at you, there’ll be trouble.”

“I was thinking the same,” she turned her back to the sizzling pan. “I just want to arrive, vote, and leave. I can’t even bear to be in the same room as him.”

“Leave it until after eight, then, and if it’s okay with you, I’d like Michael to bring you over and back.”

“Absolutely.” Michael was as wide as he was tall. With any luck she could hide behind his massive form and avoid Simon Northfell altogether.

Alan held up the parcelled muffins and winked. “Thanks, I’ll catch you later.”

The front door slammed with Karen’s return.

“You’re just in time,” Nyah called out, listening as Karen kicked off her runners. “I hope you’re hungry.”

Karen appeared in the kitchen. 

“Hey, Karen,” Alan greeted. “Good run?”

Without replying, she brushed straight by him and headed for the stairs.

“Maybe not,” Alan grimaced. “Don’t worry; I’ll eat the leftovers.”
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Nyah let ten minutes pass before calling up to Karen, thinking it odd she’d disappeared for so long. “Karen? Everything’s ready here, if you are.” 

A long pause ticked by before a response. “Coming.”

Nyah took her seat at the table, waiting as Karen took her time to come down, her tread uncharacteristically heavy. Without a word, she sat opposite Nyah, her face expressionless. 

“Hungry?” Nyah nudged dishes in her direction, but the unsettling muteness held as Karen speared a single pancake and slapped it onto her plate. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

After another prickly ten minutes later, Nyah decided Karen was anything but okay. Picking half-heartedly at whatever Nyah offered, every attempt at conversation was blanked. Nyah couldn’t take the strangeness any longer. “Karen, you’re not yourself. What’s up?”

“I’m fine.”

“You seem a bit . . . quiet.”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you worried about tonight?”

“I suppose I am.” A welcome flash of emotion lit her eyes.

Nyah reached over to give her arm a squeeze of solidarity. “Alan has it under control. It’ll be okay.”

“Only if he wins.”

“Of course he’ll win. Everyone wants Alan as alpha.”

“It’s not Alan I’m talking about.”

For a second, Nyah thought Karen was serious; the tight set of mouth and piercing glare flung across the table certainly gave that impression. “Yikes,” she laughed. “You had me going there.” But when Karen’s hard expression didn’t melt into a smile, Nyah’s smile slackened. “Karen?”

“Why shouldn’t Simon be alpha?” 

“What?”

“He has a strong bloodline and wants to dedicate himself to this pack. He should be given the opportunity to prove himself.”

“What?” Nyah repeated, unable to form a more elaborate reply. 

“And he has plans that could see us growing to be the largest and most powerful pack this continent has ever known. Our potential is incredible.”

“Your words are incredible. Can you hear yourself right now? Do you actually hear what you’re saying?”

Karen replied with a slow blink.

“You support Simon?” Nyah leaned towards her. “You want that deserter leading our pack?”

“Simon has plans that could see us growing to be the largest and most powerful pack this continent has ever known. Our potential is incredible.” 

“You said that already.” Pushing away her plate, Nyah shoved back her chair and stood, suddenly regretting the few mouthfuls she’d eaten. “What has gotten into you?”

Karen lifted vacant eyes. 

“Why are you saying this? Simon serves no-one but himself, if he becomes alpha—.”

“When he becomes alpha. Simon has a strong bloodline. He wants to dedicate himself to this pack, and should be given the opportunity to prove he can. We want him to guide us. We believe in him.”

“Who’s we?”

“We who believe in him.”

“What in the hell is wrong with you?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

“You’re not!” Nyah backed away. “You’re far from fine. Why else would you be saying all this stuff about Simon? He’s not good enough to be alpha; he could never be good enough, he’s—.”

“Simon has plans that could see us growing to be the largest and most powerful pack this continent has ever known. Our potential is incredible.”

Nyah clamped her mouth shut. Karen’s face appeared lifeless, her eyes vacuous. She’d morphed into a shop mannequin, but one who spouted horror. 

“Simon has a strong bloodline,” she began again. “He wants to dedicate himself. We believe . . .”

Nyah didn’t want to hear the rest of the sentence, once was enough, but even as she hurried up the stairs to her room, Karen continued to declare the manifesto. 

She slammed her bedroom door and threw herself onto her bed. Had she been sharing her home with a woman who actually wanted that heinous man leading their pack? Had she felt this way when her father was alpha? And what about their conversation yesterday? 

‘Simon would never have dared to return while Alpha Morgan was still alive; he’s such a coward. I hope Alan’s first act as alpha is to kick him out of the pack.’ 

How could her best friend have declared that yesterday, but announce devotion to Simon today? Nyah grabbed her pillow and jammed it over her face. What Karen had said, what she claimed to believe, it made her stomach roll.

A muffled thud announced Karen had shut her own bedroom door. Nyah rolled over to face away from their adjoining wall. 

Never before had anyone defended Simon Northfell, even when she’d been a child and he’d left the pack, she could remember the talk drifting around her home. Everyone was glad he’d gone. Comments such as ‘good riddance’ and ‘let’s hope he stays away’ echoed for days after his sudden departure, and years later, whenever his name came up in conversation, the reaction would always be the same; hatred, distrust, and a hope he would never return.

Karen had proclaimed ‘we’ believe in him, but who amongst the pack made up that plural? And did they number enough to secure a win for Simon? 
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When the drifting odour of the abandoned brunch grew too strong to ignore, Nyah trudged downstairs. “What a waste,” she muttered, grabbing plates off the table. They landed with a clatter on the granite worktop, the force sending muffins tumbling loose. Anger burned as she scraped the cold bacon straight into the trash. A mountain of congealed scrambled egg followed. Nyah slammed the empty dish down, scowling at the building pile of wasted food. 

When Karen’s feet thudded on the bedroom floor above, she gritted her teeth. How could she ever look her former best friend in the eye again?

“Nyah, I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you wake me?” Karen’s apology came hoarse with grogginess as she padded into the kitchen. 

Nyah remained silent as she dumped a pot into the sink, reminding herself that everyone was entitled to their own opinions—even if they were ludicrous.

“You should have woken me. Why didn’t you?”

“I don’t need your help. I can clean up by myself.”

“I don’t mean cleaning up. I mean why didn’t you wake me for brunch? I’m so sorry, Nyah. And especially after all the trouble you went to.” 

“It’s fine,” she snapped, jerking away as Karen reached out to take her arm. 

“It’s not fine, you’re angry with me. I didn’t mean to—will you stop!” Karen lunged for the plate of cookies about to be tipped into the mess of wasted
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