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FOREWORD


Thank you for picking up this book. This is a paranormal romance between a wolf shifter and a werewolf, and can absolutely be read as a standalone, however…

This novel expands further on the Unravelling Monsters Universe that I initially introduced in A Wolf in the Garden.

I have made this book Book 2 in the Lost Moon series as it reads well this way, but as it is technically the prequel to A Wolf in the Garden, you can choose which order to read my books in.

It can be read as a standalone with a HEA if you’re happy to stop there at the end of this book. However, it’s technically a HFN (Happy for Now), and connected with the wider story arc that forms the Lost Moon series.

New Zealand English

This book is set primarily in the USA and the First Realm. However, because the vast majority of books in the Lost Moon series will be set in New Zealand, I have opted to continue writing all the books (including this one) in New Zealand English for the sake of consistency across the series.

New Zealand English uses s instead of z, double ll’s, lots of u’s, and has some interesting word variations such and practise for the verb related to the noun, practice.

This book has been proofread in multiple stages (alpha readers, beta readers) and professionally edited. If you believe you have spotted a spelling error that is not just the New Zealand English variation, you are welcome to email me at author.allegra.hall@gmail.com so that I can correct it.

NOTES ON CONTENT

The MMC in this book is morally grey and has done some morally grey things before. Expect to see explicit violence, language, and sex in this book.

Speciesism is a source of tension and conflict between werewolves and wolf shifters in this novel. Please be aware that there are instances where we see this on page.

Also expect to see trying to conceive (and characters having fun with this) and pregnancy within this book. Motherhood (and to a degree, fatherhood) is a core theme.

Difficult family or mentor relationships are another theme.

There are scenes in this book where the FMC is surprised by sexual acts but she is always consenting to them and a happy participant or witness to them.

The full list of content information can be found on my carrd: https://allegrahall.carrd.co/

I have put the spoiler content information at the bottom of the list.

Please take care of yourself.

Additional information:

Werewolf and wolf shifter biology if different to human biology. Due to the nature of sex for these species, it is my belief that these species have evolved biological protections in place to prevent UTIs, so you can ease your concerns over the health of the FMC in this book when she is repeatedly knotted.

This is a paranormal romance set within a monster romance universe. There is no monster sex in this book, but the MMC has a knot and there is knotting during the sex scenes.

There are conflicts in this book between werewolves and wolf shifters. These are not based on any specific historical or current conflicts. It just made sense to me that there would be tensions in this situation.
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Lykia Island, Maheras Territory, The First Realm

Change is coming.

The feeling hits me out of nowhere. It’s a lurch in the gut and a spike of awareness that runs up my spine and takes root at the back of my brain. I freeze, momentarily overwhelmed, and it’s only my mother’s strong grip on my elbow that keeps me from causing more than a second-long delay in the procession as we all file into the Great Hall in pairs. She doesn’t say anything, but I can tell from the look in her gold eyes that she is concerned, so I flash her a tight smile and hope she won’t remember to ask me anything about it after the ceremony.

The trouble with having the gift of divination is that it is never a consistent thing. Perhaps it would be if I practised it more, but I don’t particularly like being able to see into the future. I can go years without seeing anything, and then be struck with a wave of visions, but even then they will be nothing more than a jumbled mess of pointless scenes. There’s no guidance to be found in watching strangers go about their lives in thirty-second glimpses, or in finding myself suddenly transported into my own future, bundling herbs for a spell, swimming in the ocean, or preparing for a full moon. I’ve never seen anything of significance before.

This feeling is different. 

I take my place between my grandmother — the High Witch — and my mother. Dressed in our ceremonial robes, we face the gathered crowd of werewolves, and as the formalities begin we all sing to the moon goddess, drums echoing off the walls and the vaulted ceiling that stretches stories above us. The music clears my head, and the collective magic focusses my attention on the present. The full moon is still a week away, but we sense her approach in our bones, our wolves howling within us, ready to be set free. Tonight we all dance in the dark in our regular bodies, but in a week we will be beasts, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

When the ceremony is over, I manage to slip away without my mother or grandmother tracking me down, and for that I’m thankful. The castle we call home is full of hidden passageways and quiet spaces, and I make my way to one of my favourite courtyards. It’s nothing but a small square of brick pavers and raised garden beds, but it’s always peaceful, and no-one ever bothers me here.

I feel it happening as I step into the moonlight, the sudden sensation of falling that I get every time I see the future letting me know that I am definitely not here anymore. 

The Second Realm. I can tell I am in that other world immediately from the style of furniture in the room and the sound of human vehicles outside, but it’s none of those details that capture my attention. It’s the man in the room that I focus on, and everything else pales to him. He stands naked, back turned, tall with broad shoulders and dark hair, and all the muscle of a wolf in his prime. It’s his scent that shocks me the most; it floods my mind as it fills my nose, leaving me stunned because nothing has ever smelled so good. He is a stranger, and yet I know him.

“Bronte,” he says, turning towards me, gold eyes catching the morning light. His voice is deep, a rich rumble, and his face is beautiful. He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, and my heart feels as if it will burst. My eyes rake over his body, desire curling in my core.

Mate, my wolf says.

I gasp, stumbling, hand pressing to the cool brick wall beside me, my heart racing in my chest as I suck in deep lungfuls of air. 

What in the name of the Goddess did she mean by ‘mate’? 

My eyes dart around the courtyard, and I slump to the ground. I focus on the castle that stands around me as I attempt to orient myself once more. There are the banners flying from the tallest turrets, snapping in the breeze, carrying the sigil of House Maheras, a werewolf head under the full moon. My family, my coven. I am still here. I am here, in the First Realm, at Maheras Castle. I am home. 

When he looked at me in that vision I felt at home there too, and I’m afraid of what that means.
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Gathering herbs under the midday sun isn’t what I’d intended to do when I planned my day this morning, but when my great aunt asks me to assist her, I can’t say no. She is one of the eldest members of the coven, and in the past year it has become more and more apparent that she is nearing the end of her life. Given that she is one hundred and fifteen, it’s to be expected, but even so I find myself mourning her coming departure despite the fact that she’s still with us. 

“Bethyl, let me help you with that,” I say sternly, catching her bending to pick up a fallen twig of thyme, her basket hanging from one arm and her walking stick discarded on the ground.

“No, I’ve got it. I’m fine, I’m fine,” she grumbles, a growl in her voice, but I ignore her, taking her basket. I empty the contents into mine and leave it on the cobblestone path that winds its way between garden beds. 

“We’ll collect it on our way back, Aunty. You need to be using your cane more, not just dragging it behind you.”

“You need to be minding your own business,” she mutters under her breath knowing full-well that I’ll hear it, and I laugh, shaking my head.

We walk side by side through our coven’s garden that sits within the outer walls of the castle, my steps small to keep pace with her slow gait. Though we can’t see it from our position, I can hear the crash of the ocean beyond the walls, and the smell of saltwater fills the air, the wind today rustling the olive trees above our heads. 

I’ve always felt safe here. Safe, and trapped; the towering walls and the sheer drop on three sides into the sea below forever reminding me that I am not free to go as I please, not in the way most others are. When you are the chosen heir to the Maheras line — the future leader of both the House and coven — there is no leaving Maheras territory, even if you are capable of opening portals to Second Realm. I have my path laid out for me, and it’s been that way since I was ten, when my grandmother decided I was the one with enough promise to succeed her when the time comes. There are still decades to go before that happens — I hope — but I still feel the weight of that future pressing on me often, as if something heavy is physically sitting on my chest, and I envy the possibilities my siblings and cousins all have.

We stop at the next garden bed and I pull a carrot from the ground, absentmindedly brushing it against my jeans to dislodge most of the soil. I’m wearing human-style clothing as I do most days, because it’s one of the small rebellions I can get away with, though my grandmother always gives me the stink-eye whenever I do in front of her.

“Here,” Bethyl says quietly, waving her hand, a gold glow enveloping the carrot momentarily, the remaining specks of dirt floating away in a cloud of dust.

“Thank you,” I murmur before taking a bite. “Would you like one?” I offer.

“No, I’m fine.”

“Why ask me for help today when you won’t let me do a single thing for you?” I ask teasingly. 

“Because that’s not why I wanted you here.” Her yellow stare is just as direct as ever. “How are you, my darling?”

With her worsening health, it’s sometimes easy to forget that she is still one of the best witches in our coven, and one of the sharpest minds I’ve ever known. “I’m fine,” I say, doing my best to keep my voice light despite the fact that I suddenly feel as if she has me trapped under a magnifying glass.

“Mmmhmm.”

“Here’s the fenugreek you were after,” I say, changing the subject. She doesn’t say anything further, and we get to work, rifling through the plants, finding all the dried seed pods. I watch Bethyl out of the corner of my eye as we work, noting how she seems even more frail than she did just a few months ago. 

A decade ago she stood as tall as me. Now she hunches, her body shrunken, her once-black hair turned steel grey. It’s always this way with wolves; the final decade is a fast decline. Sometimes I think about those trapped in the Second Realm, living under the permanent glamour, their bodies essentially human. How they age at such a different rate, how their lifespans are cut short by decades. I understand that for most, they have no choice in their location. They live and die under glamour, and that goes for all species — orcs, gargoyles, wolf shifters — not just werewolves. 

He was not in glamour in my vision. His eyes were as gold as mine.

I’ve spent far too long thinking about the Second Realm this past week. More specifically, I’ve spent too long thinking about him; about how he made me feel in that brief vision, with that rich, deep voice of his and gorgeous eyes full of desire… about every inch of his body — and goddess, were there inches upon inches.

He was so big and —

“I think you are away with the fae,” Bethyl says, startling me as she taps my hand with her cane.

“No.”

“Yes, and you have been for almost a week. What have you seen? Don’t think I didn’t notice the way you were at the last ceremony. Your mother was worried, I could tell.”

I shake my head, rolling my eyes with a nervous laugh. “I should have known I was walking into a trap this morning when you invited me along, you old crone.”

She gives me a smile, showing off her false teeth. “I’m taking that as a compliment. It takes one to know one, Bronte, and I know when a seer has seen things, because I am one myself. So I’m going to ask you again, my dear, what have you seen?”

I have seen a man. A werewolf, and I think he is my mate.

“I have had a sense of caution lately,”  I say instead. “And of change.” I don’t mention the Second Realm.

She nods. “Change is coming. I’ve sensed that too. I don’t think you should fear it, Bronte. You are so very gifted. You have everything you need inside of you.”

“What kind of change?”

She ignores my question for the moment, turning her head at the sound of heavy wingbeats in the distance. I follow the direction of her gaze, unsurprised to see one of the huge dragon shifters flying over the wall, travelling in from across the ocean. They come and go daily, bringing goods and messages and people, but I never tire of seeing them cut through the sky. 

“Change is change,” Bethyl declares, her eyes still on the dragon as he lands in the distance. 

“Well that’s a very helpful explanation.”

Her laugh makes me smile. “What I mean, Bronte, is that for many life changing events, there are elements of joy and elements of mourning. Now that isn’t always the case — the death of a loved one, for example, brings little joy — but for many changes, you can rejoice at all the new and exciting things while still grieving what once was. That’s why you shouldn’t fear it. What I would fear is if you were to just remain stagnant on this island, never changing, never growing, caught in the claws of a wolf who seeks to mould you in her likeness.”

“I have no intention of ever being like her,” I say quietly.

“I know. Which is why, when the opportunity for change presents itself, my advice would be to lean into it. You are young, but you are strong and resourceful, and you have a good head on your shoulders. Trust your instincts and they will guide you well.”

That is all well and good, but… “The future isn’t set in stone, right?” I ask. I don’t want Bethyl to ask more questions, but I also need the reassurance from her. “What we see…”

She shakes her head. “You have to live believing that you have full choice and control over your decisions. And you do. You make the choices that lead you to your future, not the other way around. You are the decisive element here. So no, none of the future is set in stone. Like everyone else in the universe, you will be presented with choices all your life. The only difference is that with the sight, you have a clearer idea of where those choices may lead.”

Lean into it. I think she knows more than she’s letting on, but in fairness I have not been forthcoming about all I’ve seen either. 
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I slide into bed, sighing as I stretch out. As wonderful as it is to transform under the full moon and run and howl and hunt, it is exhausting, leaving my bones feeling heavy as the sun rises on a new day, the moon goddess departing for another month. 

My eyes are drifting shut when I feel the telltale prick of magic, a sense of falling, and then —

“Bronte.”

There’s a small corner of my mind that is aware of what this really is: another vision. The rest of me is wholly occupied in living in the moment as his lips press to my neck, making me shiver in the best way possible. 

I still don’t know his name but I recognise his voice and his scent. I trust him, feel safe with him, and am utterly turned on by him.

His big arms curl around me as I feel the press of his erection, hard and hot against my lower back. It’s not even a surprise that I am as naked as he is, and I lean back against him, lifting my arm, burying my hand in his hair as his teeth graze my skin. 

Mate, my wolf chants. Mate, mate, mate.

His fingers dance over my nipple while his other hand maps a path down my stomach, setting me aflame, and I open my legs wider, exhaling as he finds my clit. He circles it slowly, teasingly, bringing me close to an orgasm and then backing me away again, chuckling darkly in my ear when I whine.

“Soon,” he says, his fingers sliding lower still. I am wet, dripping for him, and when he curls his thick fingers into me I moan loudly, bucking into his hand. This is my mate, and I want my body to swallow him whole. I want everything from him.

“Yes,” he growls, a low rumble in my ear. “Let me hear you. You’re perfect, and I’m going to make you scream.” 

I buck harder. “More,” I demand. “I need more. Give me your knot. Please. Please. Give it all to me.”

He doesn’t give me a thing, the vision ending just as abruptly as it began. I whimper at the loss of him, the heat of his body just a phantom memory. He’s not here. 

He’s not real, not yet, at least. The room is dim and my bed is empty, my beating heart and heavy breathing the only sound here in my chambers. I throw the sheets back, frustrated and horny and covered in sweat.

I should be more disturbed by the fact that I am slipping into erotic visions, experiencing something so intimate through the eyes of my future self, my thoughts and feelings almost entirely tainted by hers. It should bother me that I was so desperate for him to knot me in that moment, when I still am no closer to knowing who he is. Instead I find my clit with my own hand, finishing what he started, coming with a small cry, my heart and cunt both aching for a stranger I’ve never even met.
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It’s hard to sit still when my grandmother, Lenora Maheras, drones on about the fae issue and the need for heightened awareness within our realm. It’s a speech we’ve all heard before, and I catch my mother’s gaze from across the circle of bodies gathered for today’s coven meeting. She rolls her amber eyes, and I don’t need magic to know what she’s thinking. “I’m over it too, darling,” she’d be saying if we were permitted to speak, but no one ever dares to interrupt the High Witch when she is monologuing.

As the sky grows darker and the enchanted lamps that line the castle walls light up, the meeting turns to even more boring matters: roles and responsibilities for the upcoming quarter. Try as I might, I can’t stop my mind from wandering to thoughts of my mystery man, the man I’m almost certain is my future mate. The man who finger fucked me in a vision while I begged for his knot. I am no virgin, but that was the most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced. 

“Bronte! Pay attention, child!” my grandmother’s sharp voice snaps, the use of my name cutting through the haze of my thoughts. Thirty-plus pairs of eyes turn towards me, pupils wide in the dark, and my cheeks flush as a number of my cousins snicker under their breaths. 

“Yes?” I reply, sitting a little straighter than before under her scrutiny. She gives me a disappointed look, but I refuse to look away, our eyes locked, even as the silence drags on. I’ve learned over the years not to show any sign of weakness, because she will prey on that. She is a bitch, and has been this way all my life. I suppose it’s served her well; she rules everything with an iron fist, and no one has ever challenged her in the last four decades since she became both the High Witch and leader of our House.

They’d be a fool to try. Her abilities in magic are unrivalled. 

I wonder if she has seen anything about the future. As far as I know, she doesn’t have that ability, but it wouldn’t be the first secret she’s kept. With her desire for me to succeed her, I’ve been privy to some of them. The coven would be terrified if they knew what she’s truly capable of.

“Bronte, I’m assigning you a new role, effective immediately. Pup training. Of the newly transformed variety. Happy birthday, my grandchild. I have twenty-five students for you; one for each of your years.”

It was my birthday last month, but this seems like a really shitty present. I don’t even attempt to hide my distaste. “Pup training? In magic?” 

“In what else would it be?” she snaps back. “Yes, in magic. I have twenty-five thirteen year olds — all from Southend — that have been through their first moon in their transformed state and according to those on duty, it was a fucking mess. When I heard the number I thought it was clearly a divine sign from the goddess herself. It will be a good training exercise for your future role.”

No thank you. I open my mouth to say there’s still plenty of years before we need to even think about that when a cold chill streaks up my spine, settling at the back of my brain, icy and unwelcome. I’m not the only one that feels it; a collective shiver runs through the coven, and more than one wolf snarls in warning. 

Pixie magic. 

While pixies are not anywhere near as dangerous as fae, the fact that they are here within the castle casting spells that are strong enough for us to sense is alarming. I look up and for a breath everything is silent, every witch and wizard gathered here frozen in shock, matching pairs of gold eyes all wide in the dim light. Across the room my mother’s mouth parts as if to speak —

"Don’t just stand there! Move!”

My grandmother’s booming voice echoes on the ancient stone walls, shattering the silence, and we all spring into action. I’m closest to the door and sprint through it first, ignoring the growls and snarls from the other members of the coven who all get caught in the traffic jam of bodies behind me. I’m already tearing down the hall, leather boots pounding against the worn carpet, my heavy ceremonial outer robe threatening to slip from my shoulders as I sprint towards the source of that magic. It was in the Great Hall, I’m sure of it.

I can hear some of the others catching up to me but I don’t look back as I descend a spiralling staircase, the scale of the magic being used almost overwhelming.

This would be so much easier for a wolf shifter. I know some werewolves sneer at our wolf cousins and their inability to talk in their shifted forms, but I envy their abilities to transform at will. What I wouldn’t give to be able to call upon my wolf in an instant, to control her, to have her body and run on four legs, eating up the distance between myself and the troublemakers. 

Instead it takes me far too long to reach the ground floor. I immediately catch the sickly-sweet scent of pixies in the air. It grows stronger as I reach the Great Hall, entering through the huge marble arch into the cavern-like structure.

The guards are unconscious but alive. I hesitate, torn between helping them and focusing on the source of the magic — the glowing blue portal spinning in the centre of the space, and the three sets of pixie wings disappearing into it. I know where they’re going; this kind of portal only leads to the Second Realm, the human world. 

“Like everyone else in the universe, you will be presented with choices all your life. The only difference is that with the sight, you have a clearer idea of where those choices may lead.”

The Second Realm is where he is. I feel the truth of it in my bones. My future is through that portal. Still, what if…

“They took the Maheras Stone!” someone cries from the upper gallery, cementing my decision. That item is far too significant for it to fall into the wrong hands, and with the portal closing, I sprint forward. There’s no time for hesitation now.

Change is coming.

“Bronte!” my mother calls, but I can’t look back, my body already flying through the air as I take one great leap into the portal…

… and into the Second Realm.
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New York City, The Second Realm/Earth, 1991

The hotel staff here know me well enough to leave the newspaper on the coffee table each day. I pick it up, flicking through until I find my name on the fifth page.

New Multi-Millionaire on the Block. Weston Livingston has been spotted in New York City following the listing of his Silicon Valley-based telecommunications company LycanTech on the New York Stock exchange three weeks ago, which increased his personal fortune by over a hundred million overnight.

I skim the rest of the article. It’s filled with nothing but vague guesses about what I’m here for — none of them true in the slightest, because humans know nothing about the existence of the rest of us, know nothing about the other realm that controls so much of what goes on here, and therefore they have no clue that for the majority of this trip I’m here on shifter business. A familiar hollow feeling sits in my stomach, one that I thought would disappear once I became the pack’s alpha. It didn’t.

After that I thought that when the company listed, that when I found this level of success, that I’d feel more complete within myself.

I don’t.

I exist. I exist, I work, and I protect and provide for my pack. All the while I feel that emptiness like a ghost haunting me, whispering at the back of my mind that nothing will ever feel right.

Perhaps they are ghosts. I’m responsible for the existence of a few of them; enemies, people that threatened the pack, people that hurt my people. I’ve always been stronger than other shifters — we alphas are from the day we’re born — and it was only natural to fall into an enforcer role as soon as I had my first shift at thirteen. There haven’t been that many opportunities over the years to be in my true body, to let my wolf out, but on the rare occasions that a witch has removed our glamour I have shifted to take an enemy down, and I’m just as good at using my teeth as I am at using my fists.

It’s a far cry from the businessman persona that humans see, but living two lives is just a part of life when you’re a shifter in this realm. There are so many species that exist here, all disguised as humans, pretending day in and day out. If I could choose, we’d live openly, but it’s those in power in the First Realm that control the magic that hides us all in glamour, and all of us here have to live with it.

I set the newspaper back down and stare out the window, removing my suit jacket and leaving it hung over the back of a chair. My tie is next to go, and I feel a hell of a lot less constricted once I’ve loosened the first few buttons on my shirt.

I still need to make a few phone calls tonight; one to Sam, the pack’s beta, who I’ve left in charge in my absence, and one to my assistant. There’s still company shit to deal with even when I’m technically on a break and on the other side of the country, and it’s not even a surprise that in the first two days I’ve been here, three separate emergencies have been faxed through to the hotel for me to deal with.

The sky outside is growing dark, and the New York skyline is already glowing, Central Park a dark mass in the centre of it all. I’ve been coming here for years, to this same hotel, the same suite, twenty-two floors high at the Ritz.

I’m turning away from the window when a flash of blue light catches my eye, my mouth dropping open as I spot the spinning blue portal suddenly present in the park, the unmistakable feel of raw magic making the hair on my arms stand on end. “Fuck.” Who the fuck is foolish enough to open such a thing in the middle of New York? I press my head to the glass, straining in the dying light to see if any humans on the street have noticed the blue glow hidden among the trees. It’s moments like these where I long for my night vision, for my true eyes and my true body, and it adds to the temptation to hire a witch in a permanent position, someone who can remove the glamour in an instant.

None of the humans have noticed a thing. There must be a spell in place, to hide it from them.

Well I’m noticing. Three figures sprint through the portal, one carrying an object that glows gold. I don’t know what they are, they look human, as we all do when we enter this realm. They disappear from sight beneath the canopy of trees just as I spot a fourth figure leaping out of the portal, barely making it before it collapses behind her.

Her.

I only get the briefest glimpse, the quickest impression of her, but something in my chest twists at the sight, instinct telling me that she’s a wolf. The sudden urge I have to help this complete stranger is foreign to me; in general, I make it a rule not to get involved in business that doesn’t affect my pack. I shouldn’t care.

My wolf tells me I should. Go.

“Oh fuck it,” I growl, snatching my room key from the coffee table and heading for the door. I might be too late, but if I don’t go down there and find out what the fuck is going on, it’s going to gnaw at me for the rest of this trip. I don’t like shit going on in my territory. This isn’t my territory, but I come here often enough that this little space within Manhattan has begun to feel like it.

It’s the time of night where everyone is heading out to dinner, and the elevator down is painfully slow, stopping at multiple floors, the entire car filling with human bodies, the stench of perfume and cologne overwhelming. Not every sense has been taken from me by the universal glamour, and I can still smell almost as well as I can in my true body.

“Sorry,” a small woman whispers as her handbag catches my elbow, and I hold my breath for the final few floors, jaw clenched as I stare at the mirror glass that lines the walls. Even when masquerading as a human I often tower over the rest of them as I do here, and I catch the odd person glancing at me nervously. Humans are often so full of fear.

I don’t have time to waste, and I don’t give a shit what it looks like. As soon as the doors open I push past the crowd, ignoring the humans’ complaints, and head for the exit.

By the time I step out of the doors I can see the first three figures sprinting further down the street, illuminated by the lights of street lamps and cars. Pixies. I can tell by the clothing they wear, all bright colours and ridiculously ornate, with large holes in the fabric on their backs where wings should be, their outfits now pulled tight around their larger human bodies. The first one flags a taxi, and all three clamber in, just as the woman chasing them sprints out of the park. “No!” she yells, and I can see by the way her face contorts that she’d be snarling, were she in her true form.

When she runs into the middle of the street in busy traffic, I feel compelled to step in. She’s not thinking, too busy trying to chase a car that she’ll never catch, and I dodge the oncoming vehicles to get to her. I don’t know why I do it, only that my wolf knows it’s the right choice, and that intuition has never let me down.

“Hey, hey!” I yell, grabbing her by the shoulders and pulling her back out of the path of another cab. She looks up at me, green eyes wide with shock, her nostrils flaring, and that’s when her scent hits me. Every other thought deserts my mind as I breathe in her, and it’s so fucking mind-blowing that all I can do is stand there, staring wordlessly as everything in my life suddenly alters.

Mate, mate, mate, mate, mate.

My wolf chants the single word over and over in time with my racing heart. The logical part of my brain registers that she’s a werewolf, not a shifter, but in this moment I don’t give a shit. She smells like heaven. She smells divine. She is a goddess among mere mortals. She is mine.

Her pretty face holds the same level of utter astonishment that I feel, and while my grip is still tight on her shoulders, hers is on my arms, her nails digging into my biceps as if she’s holding on for dear life. Her mouth hangs open in a perfect ‘o’, eyes raking over my face as she sucks in a breath, nostrils flaring, and I know she’s scenting me. Does her wolf say the same thing? Is she speaking to her now, filling her head with thoughts of fucking and mating and claiming? Of the idea that this person here is the one, a fated mate, and that you’ll never want another person for the rest of your life because no one else will ever come close?

The blast of a horn makes us both jump. We’re still standing in the middle of fucking New York traffic, cars lining up behind us, the lane brought to a complete standstill. “Get outta the way, ya fuckin’ idiots!” someone yells, and I tighten my grip on her.

“Come on,” I growl, unintentionally using my alpha bark. Her lips pull back in a sneer. That was the wrong fucking move on my part, and it’s not like it’s going to work on a werewolf, anyway, though she clearly felt the magic from it. Still, she allows me to drag her back to the sidewalk, although she’s constantly looking over her shoulder in the direction of the taxi that got away.

“They’re gone,” I tell her.

“I can’t —”

“They’re gone. There are ways to find them, but running around New York in those clothes is not the right method. You’ve already attracted a lot of attention,” I add, nodding my head in the direction of a group of onlookers.

The crease between her dark brows is deep as she looks around. “I have to catch them,” she says quietly. “They’ve stolen something, and the implications…” She pulls herself out of my grasp. “I should go.” When she glances back up at me I find myself momentarily lost for words. None of this makes sense, and I’m not some hero, but suddenly I want to be one for her.

“Let me help you,” I say with more gentleness than I usually ever use. “It’s dark, and they’re going to be impossible to track tonight. I’m staying in this hotel here. Come. Let me get you a drink and we can sit and talk. You can tell me what the hell is going on with those pixies. Then we can figure out the next steps.”

Her chin tilts upwards, and there’s a directness in her gaze that speaks of quiet strength. She’s no pushover, I can tell, and it’s not a surprise when she opens her mouth and asks, “Are you always this bossy?”

“Yes,” I answer truthfully. “I’m an alpha. My pack has over a hundred members. I run a large company. Making decisions is my job. I do it every second of every day.”

Her full lips purse for a moment. “Well I can make decisions for myself,” she asserts.

Sweetheart, you’re not in Kansas anymore. It’s with effort that I bite my tongue. Now that I’ve had more than a moment to process what’s in front of me, I’m hit with the seriousness of our situation. Shifters and weres don’t mix. Yes, we’re both wolves, but that’s where the similarities end, in my opinion. Werewolves don’t even have packs. They don’t form bonds with their brethren the way we do. They can’t transform at will. Their wolves are trapped behind the full moon. The elves call them the cursed ones.

I didn’t miss the way her jaw clenched at the words alpha and pack.

The phenomenon of fated mates is common enough to be accepted as a part of life for many species, but it’s still the exception rather than the norm. I’ve only known a dozen couples who are bound by fate, and all of them are shifters. I’ve never heard of a wolf shifter and a werewolf being fated mates, but if I’m to believe my wolf and his incessant chanting, that is apparently what we are. Plus, I can’t deny the way my body has reacted to her. Her scent is addictive. I want to taste her, my cock already growing hard at the thought of having her. I can smell the effect I’m having on her too, and if I was at all worried that this was one-sided, the scent of her arousal puts an end to those doubts.

It’s with effort that I force myself to focus on the conversation. “You can,” I reply to her, “and I’d love it if you would decide to come with me, indoors, and out of the eyes of everyone that’s still watching us as if we’re some sort of freak show. We’re humans in this realm, remember, and we need to act like it.” I eye her outfit one more time; the outer robe, leggings, and laced leather boots she wears all belong in the Middle Ages. It may be First Realm fashionable, but here it makes her look as if she’s stepped out of a renaissance fair.

She practically has.

I’m half-expecting her to put up a fight about it, but she nods, the frown never leaving her face as her green eyes dart around, taking in the bustling city. “Alright. Lead the way.”

I gesture in the direction of the doors and she steps into line beside me. As we enter the bellman gives us a strange look, and my hand automatically lands on the small of her back, my wolf snarling she’s mine before I can even process what I’m doing. The scent of her is even stronger now that we’re indoors, flooding my mind and making it near-impossible to focus on anything but her.

“There’s a bar here, though at this time of night it will be busy. They’ll make room for us.”

She screws her nose up, glancing down at her clothes, then across to a couple crossing the wide foyer, both dressed appropriately for a dinner at the Ritz. “I’m not unaware that I stand out like this,” she says quietly, plucking at her robe. It’s too big on her, and makes me wonder how tall she is in her true form. “I didn’t plan to come through. I would have dressed in human clothing if I did.”

“I figured as much.”

She stands straighter, pushing her shoulders back, and there’s a certain strength in her eyes when she looks directly at me once more. She acts like an alpha. It’s a reminder of what she is, and what she isn’t. She’s not a shifter. She’ll never sense the bonds that exist within a pack. My alpha bark won’t ever work on her, and my magic — the magic that all shifters have that binds us as a whole — is something she cannot access.

“You said you were staying here?” she asks.

“I have a suite upstairs.”

I hear the click of her throat as she swallows heavily, her heart rate picking up again. If I had human hearing, I doubt I would recognise her nervousness, not with the air of self-assuredness that she exudes. She’s beautiful, and for someone who clearly didn’t intend to be here, she’s taking it all in her stride.

“I think…” she begins, brushing wide ringlets of her dark hair off her shoulder, “I think I would rather go somewhere private. To talk. I don’t like the idea of anyone else listening in.”

“My room, then?”

At her nod, I press the button for the elevator. It arrives full, and we stand back as another group of humans file out. I watch her scrunch up her nose at the lingering smells inside, but the ride to the twenty-second floor is a smooth one. She stares straight ahead, and I take the time to observe her more closely; her dark, curling hair, her delicate nose and full lips, her tanned skin and green eyes. I try to imagine what she must look like without the glamour — she has to be about five foot eight here, but I imagine she’d be much taller in her true form, and not quite so delicate. Every wolf is built the same; we’re built for strength, and she’ll be no different.

I resist the urge to touch her again, instead nodding when the doors open. “Ladies first.” Her smile is strained, and there’s a tension between us that’s uncomfortable as she follows me to the door of my suite. Well of course it is, she’s a fucking stranger that your body is going nuts for; you’re walking around with a hard-on for her and she knows it, you can smell her cunt from here and how it’s already dripping for you, your wolf is ready to claim her forever and yet you don’t even know her name.

“Oh!” she says as we step inside. The lights are off, and as the door closes behind us we’re plunged into relative darkness, the lights from the city outside only enough to see the general shape of the furniture in the room. With the universal glamour in place, we don’t have our night vision.

“Is this your first time experiencing the dark this way?”

“Yes.” There’s a tremble in her voice that wasn’t there last time she spoke. “I didn’t realise it would be like this. I thought… I know people say we’re blind in the dark in this realm, but the scents only seem a little dampened, so I thought this would be the same.”

“No, it’s different.” I take two steps over to the wall where the light switch is, and she screws her eyes shut as she adjusts to the sudden brightness. “The rule is always the same across species; if it’s a noticeable physical difference from humans, the glamour changes it. If you can’t see the difference, the glamour usually doesn’t touch it, or dampens it at most.”

“I find it hard to believe our ancestors decided that this was the best way forward with humans; hiding in plain sight, stripping everyone on this side of their features, of what makes them… them.”

“This is your first trip to this realm,” I comment, and she shoots me a sheepish look.

“I guess I’m being really obvious, aren’t I? Clearly I knew all these changes happen immediately with the glamour, but it’s one thing to know it on paper and another to experience it. I don’t…” she trails off, looking down at her own body. “I don’t quite feel like me. I do, and I don’t.”

“It’s an adjustment,” I say. “When your body physically changes in an instant, of course it’s going to throw you off.”

“Yeah, well, we all know what that’s like, right? First change at thirteen?” She grins, eyes searching my face. “I didn’t know what to do with myself, having my wolf on the outside for once.”

“First shift, yeah. It was disconcerting for sure.” That is an understatement; being an alpha, the first shift changed everything for me, and not necessarily for the better.

“Of course. You’re a shifter,” she says quietly, the differences between us suddenly sitting heavy in the room. Her eyes travel up and down my figure, and I wonder what she sees when she looks at me like that. After all, the glamour is in place, and with it I’m not one of the golden-eyed wolves she’ll be used to seeing. Like she said, I’m not quite me, but I’ve lived in this realm my whole life, and the vast majority of that time has been while occupying this version of my body.

She steps further into the room, where chairs and couches sit around the coffee table. Her green eyes glance everywhere as she turns slowly, taking it all in. Eventually, she faces me again, her chest expanding with a deep breath. “I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Weston. Weston Livingston.”

“Weston Livingston,” she parrots back, enunciating each syllable slowly. “I’m Bronte.”

Bronte. It suits her. Strong and feminine all at once. Now that I’ve had more than a moment to process the situation I’m struck by how young she looks; if I were to take a guess, she’s at least a decade younger than me. “How old are you, Bronte?”

Her full lips curl in a wry smile. “Do you ever switch it off?”

“Excuse me?”

“The alpha. The boss man. Do you ever switch it off, or is this how you always are? I feel like I’m being interviewed for a job.” She’s grinning now, and I realise she’s teasing.

I consider my reply. I know she’s joking, but… “If you think I can switch off being an alpha, you’re going to find yourself sorely mistaken. It doesn’t work like that. I was born an alpha.”

“I know.” Her playfulness is gone in an instant, replaced by a far more serious tone. “I know. I’m not ignorant of what shifter wolves do. I’ve studied pack structures.”

I can’t hide the surprise in my voice. “You’ve studied pack structure? Why? Why learn about shifters at all?” In my experience, werewolves have always looked down on us. I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve heard the term lesser wolf when outside of shifter territories within the First Realm. It’s a pervasive and toxic idea, spread by werewolves to help maintain the imbalance of power within the First. The Maheras family are the ones to blame for it; after the War of Wolves five hundred years ago, they took much of the old shifter territories for themselves, bolstering their empire, and it’s the reason packs like mine have lived here in this realm for so long. It got to a point where there was nowhere else to go but into hiding in this world dominated by humans.

“We’re all wolves,” Bronte says quietly, her brows furrowed. “I know we’re different but… there’s many similarities between us too, Weston.”

Mate, my wolf says once more, a whine in his voice, we need her.

I know, I tell him, as if it’s the simplest thing in the world.
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It’s him, I think for what feels like the hundredth time as I remain frozen, caught in his penetrating gaze. Like me, he’s under the universal glamour that exists in this realm, and his brown eyes and blunt teeth disguise him as a human. Even so, I would know him anywhere. Seeing him in person is so surreal; here is the man who has occupied my thoughts for the past two weeks, and I feel torn in a thousand different directions about it. He’s a shifter — not the werewolf I’d mistaken him to be — and yet my wolf keeps telling me he is our mate, her chants repeating like a beating drum that I feel on a soul-deep level. I should be focusing on the Maheras Stone and those pixies that stole it, and yet here I am, standing here staring at this incredibly attractive man, barely resisting the urge to cross the room and walk into his arms. I want him to hold me. I want him to touch me. I want his knot, and we both know it. I’m ninety-nine-point-nine percent certain he wants to give it to me, too.

I’m like a bitch in heat.

That’s not something that happens to our kind, but I’m beginning to realise that this fated mates phenomenon must come close to it. I’d thought the deep baritone of his voice and his rich scent were potent in my visions but they were nothing compared to the experience of meeting my mate in the flesh, his mere presence sending me into a lust-filled haze. My pussy aches, my nipples are hard beneath my shirt, and I have never been more aware of my clit than I am now.

I am a moth to his flame, a planet to his sun. This must be how the moon goddess feels as she orbits around her lover. I want to bask in the heat of him. I want his scent all over me, I need him to —

My eyes dart down to the obvious bulge at the front of his pants. He’s just as desperate as I am. I take a deep breath, my eyes wide and cheeks growing hot as I meet his serious gaze once more, remembering how his body had looked in the soft morning light when he’d turned to face me. His erection had been thick and long, jutting upwards, the swollen knot at the base of his shaft begging to be touched.

“Are you alright, Bronte?”

I nod once and turn away from him quickly. It’s embarrassing how overwhelming this lust is, how wet my pussy is, how all I want to do is fuck when one of the most powerful items in the First Realm has been taken. I should be trying to track it down, not fantasising and wondering — and hoping — that he feels the same way.

I cross the room to the nearest window, staring out at the lights of the city and the huge park directly below. Much of it is dark, the pathways within the park illuminated like veins across a body. “This is New York, right?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder, looking for some easy conversation to break the silence. “I recognise it from some human movies I’ve watched.”

“This is New York,” he confirms. “That’s Central Park. How did you not know where you were heading?”

I guess he isn’t interested in safe conversations. I shouldn’t be surprised; he’s more direct, bossier, more commanding than I imagined him to be, but I still feel just as safe with him as I did when I glimpsed into the future.

“The pixies opened the portal. I simply chased them through. It was a split decision.”

“A reckless one.”

“Why is it reckless?”

His brows draw down in a frown as he closes the distance between us, until he’s standing by my side. He smells so good. Instinct screams for me to take that final step towards him, to press myself against his strong body, my nose to his throat, to feel the warmth of him against me and to taste his skin. Light brown eyes search my face, and I have the sudden urge to perform a counterspell right now, to remove the glamour so that we are both in our true forms. I think I’d lose what’s left of my rational thought if I did that.

“Because now you’re trapped here,” he says quietly, drawing my attention back to the conversation at hand.

I shake my head. “I’m not trapped. I can open a portal right now, if I want to. I could be back home in an instant.”

In the quiet I can hear just how rapidly his heart is beating, and I wonder if his wolf is just as upset as mine at the prospect of us being apart. She’s crying at the thought, her claws daggers that tear though my heart. She is me — the rawest and most vulnerable pieces of my soul — and that’s what I mean when I told him we are similar; shifter or were, we all have our wolves, and they are our guides, our instincts, the core of who we are.

“You’re a witch,” he states, and I nod in reply. I can see the wheels turning in his mind, his eyes searching my face. “You’re a Maheras, aren’t you?” he asks, the measured pace of his words, spoken in that deep voice, at odds with his hammering pulse. I nod again, and his jaw clenches. “Of course you are. Are you in the core coven?”

“Yes,” I answer before I can stop myself.

“Bronte Maheras, that’s your full name, isn’t it? Where do you sit within the family? How close are you to the High Witch?”

“So many questions!” I fire back defensively, his obvious understanding of werewolf politics catching me off guard. This man is no fool; every action of his seems calculated. Still, I’m not about to let him boss me around. “You’re really continuing on with this whole job interview thing, aren’t you?”

“Hmmm,” he grumbles, and I know that if he were in his true form that would be a proper growl. As it is, I still shudder in response, need coiling tighter in my core. Mate, my wolf whispers as softly as she can, and I close my eyes, dizzy from the magic that weaves around us, tendrils of fate clinging to us both. I wonder if he can sense it too. I can tell that he doesn’t practise the craft, but he does have magic, the alpha bark he used on me potent and grating.

“Bronte,” he says, the edge still present in his voice. “I am trying to gather all the information here.” His frown softens slightly as I look up at him. “I assume your family will come for you.”

“They won’t know how to find me,” I tell him. “A portal isn’t traceable, I know that for certain. They’ll come through to this realm, I am sure, but it’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack for them. I could be anywhere on this planet.”

“You said you could go back.”

“Do you want me to go?” The question is out before I can stop it, my tone just as sharp as his, my stomach churning at the thought that he might not want me the way I want him.

“No.”

His response is quick and desperate, his hand gripping my elbow as if to hold me here in this realm, and I breathe a sigh of relief. He doesn’t want me to leave. I stare up at him, the tension between us thick in the air, and when his eyes drop to my lips I am certain that he is about to kiss me.

“I promised you a drink,” he says instead, swallowing heavily and releasing my arm. His broad chest heaves with an exaggerated breath as he turns away. “There’s a small bar here in the dining room. Come. I’ll order us room service.”

[image: ]


Weston glances at me over the rim of his glass of whiskey, trapping me in his gaze once more, and I resist the urge to drum my fingers against the table-top. There’s something about him that exudes power — but of course there is. He is an alpha, as he reminded me earlier. He was born to lead in a way that does not exist for werewolves. I’ve felt it too. When he used his alpha bark his magic had scraped up my spine, never finding an opening to infiltrate my thoughts because it can’t, and my hackles had risen automatically, the one time I have felt something other than lust toward him all evening. Shifter barks don’t mesh well with werewolves.

When he looks at me like this, though, his desire obvious even as I can see him considering what to say next, it’s easy to forgive him. I am the sole focus of his attention, and there’s something so very private about it that makes the breath catch in my lungs and my heart beat faster.

“Are you going to tell me how old you are, or do I need to start guessing?” he asks quietly.

I take a sip of my wine, a fruity white that’s the perfect blend of sweetness and tang. “I’m twenty-five,” I reply, feeling my cheeks heat. I know he’s a little older, but between the visions and the glamour it’s hard to guess the exact number — in the First Realm we spend decades upon decades looking almost exactly the same. “What about you?”

“I’m thirty-three.”

“That’s not a big gap at all between wolves,” I comment, pulling my gaze away and staring at my glass. It’s the first time either of us have referenced anything to do with us as mates, and even with some warning on my end, it still feels like a very strange turn of events. I would have never predicted that he was a shifter; fated mates across our kinds is unheard of, and it makes me nervous every time I think about the reality of our situation. He is from this world. His pack, I presume, is in this world. I’d been caught up in the fairytale in my head of a werewolf mate who would come with me back to Lykia and move into my chambers in Maheras Castle — because that is what any werewolf man would do — but Weston… he’s different.

He’s everything.

“You’re taking this remarkably well,” he says, gesturing between us. His voice is deep and rich, and I could listen to it all day. Let me close my eyes and have him read me a good book, and I would be a happy woman indeed.

I should tell him about the visions. “I think it’s the nature of it,” I say instead, my eyes searching his face, looking for further confirmation from him. “It wouldn’t make sense for us to be uncomfortable within this… setting,” I add, trying to figure out how best to piece together my thoughts and frame it in a way that isn’t entirely lewd. ‘My pussy has been wet for you from the moment I scented you, and all I can think about is your dick,’ is the truth, but I can’t quite bring myself to voice that out loud. Weston may be my mate, but he is still very much a stranger.

My attempt at being vague is in vain. “And by setting you mean…?” he asks with a cocked brow.

“What do you think I mean?”

“I don’t like to play games, Bronte.”

“Neither do I!” I laugh humourlessly, because this is ridiculous. “What do you want me to say? You have a nose, after all. I assume it works. I assume you wolf is… saying things.”

“Such as?”

“You tell me, Weston,” I demand. “What is your wolf telling you?”

“I’m trying to be a gentleman.” His lips twitch, and there’s a gleam in his eye that wasn’t there a moment ago. He finds this funny.

“I am a lady.”

“I thought you werewolves were supposed to be progressive. Matriarchal. Focused on feminine pleasure and not afraid to speak your mind.”

I scoff. “I am not afraid, I promise you that. You have no idea what I am capable of. Yes, we are matriarchal, which is why I am sitting here wondering why this man won’t tell me what his fucking wolf is telling him when I have asked him a direct question.”

Weston’s laugh may be the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard. It transforms his face, making him seem so much more boyish, and I can’t help but grin along with him as he leans back in his chair, his eyes dancing over my form. “I like seeing you all fired up,” he says, a smile still lingering on his lips. “You’re very beautiful, and I like that flush on your cheeks.”

I don’t know what to say to that, but I don’t have to worry, because he continues after a moment. “You want to know what I’m thinking? What my wolf is telling me about you?” I nod, and he drains the rest of his glass, setting it down on the table with a thunk.

“I’ve caught you looking at my crotch,” he says with the same direct tone I imagine he would use in a board meeting. “You know my cock has been hard for you since the moment I found you. And yes, I have a nose, and I can smell exactly how dripping wet your cunt is for me. You want to know what my wolf is saying? That you are my mate. I want to fuck you. Repeatedly. You’re not a virgin, are you? Because if you are, I’m going to have to exercise a hell of a lot more control than I want to, when the time comes.”

I close my mouth, which fell open at some point between the words dripping wet and fuck, and shake my head wordlessly.

“Good. Do you like sex?”

“Is the sky blue?” I ask back. “Yes, I like sex.”

He nods, eyes intense, holding my gaze in a way that makes me feel lightheaded. I want to press my thighs together and squirm in my seat, but I force myself to stay still.

“I want to knot you,” he says, and I close my eyes because fuck, I feel so turned on and so empty right now, and all I want is his thick knot filling me. This is backwards and fucked up and yet it feels entirely natural and completely right, my logical brain quickly losing the battle to my basest desires.

“I want that too,” I whisper, eyes still closed. I take a deep breath, sighing it out with a shudder, willing myself to be a little more level-headed. When I open my eyes I square my shoulders, meeting his gaze. “But not tonight. I… I would tell you I don’t want anything tonight, but that would be a blatant lie. I want it all, but I don’t think we should.”

Who the hell discusses sex like this? Us, I suppose. I have no idea how we’re meant to navigate this situation. With other partners it’s always just been a natural progression from a look to a kiss to a bed. One night stands have been it, my future position leaving me unwilling to commit to any semblance of a partnership. Now fate and magic and my own wolf are stacked against me, urging me to spread my legs and welcome this man home. Forever.

When Weston nods my shoulders sag with relief, even as my wolf whines. We sit in silence, staring at each other, until sounds from the hall — footsteps and squeaky wheels — have both our heads turning at the same time.

“It’s humans with the food,” Weston says quietly, rising from his seat. I do squirm as he adjusts the hard bar of his cock so that it’s less obvious in his pants, and the smirk he gives me tells me he knows exactly what I’m doing as I search for even an ounce of friction on my clit. “I agree about holding off tonight,” he says just as there’s a loud knock on the door. “As painful as that may be, I think we need to be level-headed about this.”

“There’s a lot to discuss.”

“There is,” he says, heading for the door.

Two humans wheel in carts filled with tray after tray of cooked meats and vegetables, salads, cheeses, and desserts. It’s an excessive amount, but I’m beginning to understand that Weston’s lifestyle is one of excess. This suite is not considered normal lodgings for humans — I know that from the human TV shows and movies I have consumed over the years, my hidden collection of VHS cassettes having long been a source of entertainment.

This place is too opulent, too large, the decor speaking of wealth compared to the regular dwellings and hotels depicted. The wealth reminds me of my own home, and I know tipping is the custom here, but I’m pretty sure the wad of bills that Weston hands the human staff is larger than necessary. “Mr Livingston. Ma’am.” They both nod, dismissing themselves now that the plates are laid out between us.

“I know what this reminds me of,” I say as the front door clicks shut, leaving us alone again. “The wealth. This hotel, this.” I gesture around us. “Pretty Woman. I watched it last year, as soon as I could get my hands on it.”

“Are you the prostitute, then?”

I toss the first thing I can find at his head, which happens to be a bread roll. He laughs, catching it easily, tearing it open and buttering it as I speak. “Sex work is the world’s oldest profession, and that is on both sides of the divide. There’s nothing wrong with it, but no, I’m not. I think there was a very clear imbalance of power in that movie. She had no wealth or power of her own. She was entirely dependent on him. She had her own principles and I appreciated that — when she left him after he continued to treat her like a commodity I thought good job, but then she took him back! I enjoyed the romance of it, but I didn’t like the implication that she had to be saved by a man.”

He nods. “Humans tend to be very binary in their thinking. And sexist. I’m here in New York because I have an event to attend — it’s going to be a mixture of humans and shifters. The humans are in the dark, obviously, but it is being hosted by the alpha of the New York superpack. She is one of the most powerful alphas, and wealthiest, in this realm.”

“And the humans have no idea.”

“The humans think her mate — sorry, her husband — is the reason for all the money they have accumulated, but the businesses he ‘runs’ are only so successful because of all the pack members embedded at each level of each organisation, all listening to her. She’s a very smart woman, but she has very little patience for human bullshit, and she was realistic enough to know that putting him in place as her puppet back in the fifties was the only course of action.”

“That’s infuriating.” I choose a plate of steak, cutting into it as I consider what to tell Weston now. I suppose there’s not really any sense in hiding anything from him. “You asked where I sit within my family,” I start, popping a bite of meat in my mouth. It’s beautiful and tender and exactly what I’ve been craving. I hadn’t realised how starving I was.

“I already know,” he replies as I chew, wearing his usual frown as he cuts into his own meal. “You’re the granddaughter, aren’t you? The heiress?”

I wonder what gave it away. “The heir, yes.”

“The next High Witch? The next head of House Maheras?”

“How do you know so much about my family?”

He gives me an unimpressed look. “It’s not hard to. House Maheras is one of the most powerful houses in the First Realm. They are up there with the dragons in terms of current political power. Your grandmother’s abilities are well known.”

“Her abilities or her personality?”

He snorts. “I’ve heard she’s a bitch.”

I should feel guilty talking about her this way. I should feel bad for this level of disloyalty. “Talking to a shifter,” she would hiss if she could see this moment right now.

“She is a bitch,” I admit, unable to hide the smile on my lips as I take another sip of wine. “So, now you know. I have my own wealth and power.” That statement is a bit of a lie; my grandmother still holds all the power, and I don’t necessarily want any of it anyway. The wealth is not my own, but held collectively.

Still, I’m not some damsel in distress, and I need Weston to know that. He may be an alpha, but I am a witch.

“I don’t know how we’re going to make this work,” he says, his eyes still focused on his food, and my stomach twists in nervous anticipation of his next words. They’re just as bad as I expect them to be.

“I will not give up my pack, which means you’re going to have to give up the claim to yours.”
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Iwake suddenly, heart rate spiking at the unexplained noise until I sit up and register what’s going on in the dark: I’m on the couch and there is my mate across the room, her silhouette outlined by the soft glow of the bar fridge, a bottle of water in her hand and my business shirt skimming the tops of her bare thighs. She turns her head towards me, her mouth falling open, pupils large and shining in the dark.

Wait —

“Come here,” I say, my voice still thick with sleep as Bronte closes the refrigerator door, plunging the room into darkness once more.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. I was thirsty. I’ll go.”

“No. Come here,” I say again, desperate to see her up close. Her eyes were… she was taller…

Not in glamour.

“Don’t bark at me,” she says sharply, and I close my eyes, recalling too late that this mate of mine is unhappy with me. I admire her stubbornness but that does not change what I am, and I am an alpha to a pack back in Silicon Valley. I am duty-bound to them and I cannot and will not abandon those wolves — my wolves — so here I am, sleeping on the couch because this is what we decided on after we were done snarling and sulking our way through the tense conversation at dinner. Yes, we are in a hotel and I could have taken one of a hundred other rooms, but my wolf had fought hard against that fact, and Bronte had been equally as disturbed at the suggestion that I stay elsewhere. Even in the height of our frustration with each other, neither of us could deny that we are fated mates and that proximity to each other will always be painfully important.

She is upset with me for telling her the truth, and yet, there is a magical item out there that she is after, that has been stolen from her people, that is dangerous — her words — and she is withholding information from me. She knows that I know this, and yet all she was willing to say is that it has cultural significance and emits magic.

“Every being has some magic, even humans. They have the tiniest spark. Some items out there also have magic embedded in them,” she’d said with a vague gesture of her hand, “and if you have the ability, you can harness it. This stone is such an item. It can aid someone in their use of powerful spells, that’s all.”

I’d asked her outright if that really was all, and I didn’t miss the words she’d used in her reply: “That’s all the explanation I have for you.”

For me. Her mate.

Her mate.

“It wasn’t a bark,” I say now. “You’d know it if I barked at you.”

“There was a hint of it. I am a witch, Weston; I can sense it. It doesn’t align with my magic and I don’t enjoy the feeling of it.”

I can only vaguely see the outline of her now, a darker shape against a dark background. “You can see me, can’t you? You’ve used a counterspell to remove the glamour. I saw your eyes in the light.”

I count the seconds of silence, listening to the sound of her heartbeat. This is by far the strangest experience I’ve ever had in my life; to be by myself, going about my own business, and suddenly have her drop in quite literally from another world and turn everything upside down. Now all I want is her body beside me and around me, all I want to hear is the sound of her voice and the thrum of her pulse, I only want her scent — and the scent of me on her — in my nose.

“Yes, I took off the glamour,” she speaks, her voice small and forlorn. I wonder what she’s thinking, whether she dislikes me, whether she regrets stepping through that portal. I’ve never shied away from conflict, but this is one conflict I would gladly avoid if I could. Mate, my wolf whines, as if he’d gladly give up being alpha for her. He wouldn’t, and that’s the issue. We can’t.

“Would you come here, my mate?” I ask this time, doing my best to sound gentle. “I’d approach you but my eyes are still human in this scenario, and I’d probably stub my toe.”

She makes a small, unimpressed hum. “Somehow I doubt that,” she says quietly, but the shape of her moves closer, her footsteps soft on the carpet and barely audible at all. She is graceful, beautiful; I don’t need to see her to know this is the truth.

She stops at the end of the couch. I can’t see her face but I can sense her hesitation, and whatever residual frustration I held against her withers and dies. There’s an ache in my chest and my wolf whines along with it. Our mate is sad, and it’s my fault. I lift my hand, willing her to step forward and take it, holding my breath and waiting.

She does, and I exhale in relief at her touch, her skin so much warmer than my own. This is new to me. I’m not used to caring about what others think of me and my actions. I take my roles seriously and I do whatever needs to be done in any given situation, but there’s more to it with Bronte. While my focus has always been on my pack being safe and thriving, I want her to be happy.

She steps closer, and I swivel in my seat so that she can stand between my legs, the warmth radiating off her. There’s nothing under the shirt of mine that she’s wearing — I know this because I’m the one that had her clothing sent down to the laundry while she showered — and it’s so tempting to touch her. She smells good enough to eat, and the fact that she’s wearing my clothing — and my scent along with it — is short circuiting my brain. I want to taste her cunt and then pull her onto my lap and have her ride my cock, but I’m behaving right now and leaving my dick exactly where it is: painfully trapped inside my underwear.

“Did you sleep?” I ask, opting for a neutral topic.

“Not really. Like I said, I’m sorry that I woke you, I was trying to be quiet.”

“It’s fine.” I run my thumb over the back of her hand and listen to her shuddery exhale in response. “You should rest. Tomorrow will be busy.”

Her throat clicks as she swallows. I’m hyper-aware of every sound she makes, of her racing heart and the scent of her arousal, and yet I know how torn she must be. This is not a normal situation for either of us.

She speaks, but I don’t understand the words that flow melodically off her tongue, and it takes me a moment to process what is happening as a golden glow envelops me. In the soft light of her magic I see Bronte in her true form for the first time. She is magnificent; a goddess with all the power of the universe at her fingertips. She touches my face, full lips stretching into a shy smile, showing off her sharp canines. “I’m still annoyed at you, but I’m not going to deny you this,” she says, before switching languages once more. Her voice is hypnotising, and a moment later I feel the changes within me that come with a counterspell against the universal glamour — the sudden increase in muscle mass, in height, in strength, the ability to see, to bite, and to shift.

Within me my wolf pushes at my skin, desperate to get out. He knows he’s closer to freedom than he has been in months. Wait, I tell him, staring up at Bronte.

Everything is as it should be when the magic subsides. The colours of the world around me are muted as they always are in the night, and yet they feel as vibrant as if I were standing under the sun at noon.

It’s because of her. “Thank you,” I say, my voice barely even a whisper, the strange feeling in my chest constricting my lungs and making it hard to breathe. She shakes her head, her eyes welling with tears that she blinks back as she brushes my cheek, her thumb rasping against the stubble that is now longer than it was mere moments ago.

“Always.”

I close my eyes as she traces my brows, my nose, my lips, mapping my face with her fingertips. It feels so natural to turn my head and press a kiss to her palm, breathing her in. I don’t know what we are going to do with our lives, but what I do know is that I need her. I could try fighting it, but this is just as much a part of being a wolf as shifting or howling at the moon. Some people meet their mates this way, and there is no point fighting destiny.

Why would I ever want to? She is everything.

“I saw you,” she whispers. The smell of salt is in the air, and when I open my eyes I’m unsurprised to see tears tracking down her cheeks. “I see visions sometimes, of moments yet to pass. I saw you here, in the bedroom just there, in this hotel, and I knew immediately that you were my mate.” She makes a small, frustrated noise. “I assumed at the time that you were a werewolf, because what else would you be? Tall, handsome, with those beautiful eyes of yours. You said my name, and I was half in love with you already. I’ve thought about you for weeks.”

There are few times in my life where I have been lost for words, but this is one of them. The idea that she can see the future sends an icy chill down my spine. I’ve met enough witches to know that’s not a standard skill.

“It just makes things more complicated,” she continues. “I have been lying in that damn bed, unable to sleep, staring at the spot where you stood, thinking about what I saw and wondering how the hell we go from this to that in the two days you’re here in New York. Damned if I know, and all the while my wolf and I… we…”

I rise to my feet, stepping into her personal space. On instinct I place my hands on her waist, and she closes her eyes, shaking her head with a sigh. There’s no more tears, but that doesn’t mean much when she’s so obviously unhappy.

She thought I was a werewolf. She thought she was getting a man that would forever defer to her, given her position.

“We could go around in circles for days, arguing about the future and how things will play out. Though perhaps you already know? Have you looked? Do you dislike what you’ve seen?”

“It doesn’t work that way,” she says quietly. “I’ve only seen the two of us together twice. I don’t control when the visions come, they just appear. And no, I don’t dislike what I saw. I saw you, as you are now.” Her eyes dance over my face before lingering on my lips.

Standing this close to her was a mistake. A mere inch separates our bodies, and all I want to do is close that gap. My dick is rock hard, my knot — fuck — my knot is aching to be squeezed. I want to spread her wide and fuck her hard and come in her and never leave her body ever again. Endless sex with my mate, that’s all I want.

“You have to show me where I was in your vision,” I say instead, grasping at the first distraction I can think of. “I’m curious now.” I step back from her, holding her hand, willing her to follow. “Come on. Come show me.”

She shakes her head in disbelief, but takes the bait. “You’re ridiculous.”

I get described a lot of things, but never that. I’ve never been the class clown, never been the funny guy, but I want to see her smile. “Tell me exactly where,” I say as we approach the bed. “Where was I? What was I doing? You direct me.”

“What?” She lets out a nervous laugh.

“It’s not fair, Bronte, that you’ve experienced something I haven’t. I want a reenactment. Tell me where to stand. You did say I was standing, right?”

“Yes, but it was the morning. There was daylight.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

She shakes her head again, pointing to a spot on the floor.

“Here?” At her nod, I step into place. “What was I doing?”

There’s a flush on her cheeks and a smile in her eyes that wasn’t there before. “You were facing the window, and then you turned around and looked at me.”

“And said your name.”

“Yes.”

I turn so my back is to her. “So how do you experience these visions? You said you’re in them… do you see yourself?”

“No. If I’m in them, I see them through my eyes. I experience them as if it is me, and I feel both my emotions, and the emotions of my future self, simultaneously.”

“That must feel pretty strange.”

“It really does feel odd.”

I nod, turning slowly to face her. “Bronte,” I say, earning me a small smile. “That wasn’t accurate enough, was it?” I ask. “You said it was daylight — was I wearing a suit?”

She shakes her head.

“My tux?” The gala hosted by the alpha of New York’s superpack is tomorrow night. It’s fortuitous timing, because if anyone on the East Coast can help us with Bronte’s missing stone, it’s Anita. I may not believe my mate is telling the full story, but I do believe her when she says it’s dangerous, particularly if it falls into the wrong hands.

“No, you weren’t in a tux.”

“A t-shirt?”

She shakes her head.

“Underwear like this, then.”

The shake of her head is more pronounced this time, her lips twitching with amusement.

“You’re kidding me. I was naked?”

She tilts her head to the side, grinning as she stares directly at my cock, the outline of my erection obvious through my white underpants. “Don’t act so shocked. You’ve been parading around with that since you woke up,” she points.

“I can’t help it. This is what you do to me.” I grab it through the fabric, giving it a quick squeeze, grunting as my fingers graze my sensitive knot. She bites her lower lip, and I mirror her. I want to bite that lip of hers myself. Reluctantly, I turn away from her again. Facing the window, I push my underwear down my legs, kicking it to the side.

“What are you doing?!”

“Striving for historical accuracy. I’m guessing I was erect, if I was in the room with you.” I keep my back turned to her. “Let me know if I wasn’t… if that’s the case, we’re going to have a problem here.”

“I thought you didn’t care about accuracy, since it’s 2AM right now and I said it had been daylight. And how is it historical, when it’s in the future for you?”

“I care about this. It’s your history,” I add, “even if it’s my future. Quite frankly, I’m offended that I’ve missed out on this before.”

She’s silent behind me. I wait, thinking about the fact that she said I’d been on her mind for weeks, and now I know that it was this that she’s been thinking of: me, naked, with a rock hard dick.

“West,” she says softly. No one calls me that, but it sounds right coming from her lips. It’s who I am for her. I turn slowly, in awe of her and of this moment. She is so beautiful that it steals the breath from my lungs.

“Bronte.”

Her eyes are full of unshed tears once more, but this time I know she’s not unhappy, she’s just… emotional. The same way that this is getting to me.

I approach her, and she steps into my open arms like she belongs there, like I am her safe haven. Her breath feathers over my neck a moment before her lips press to my throat, her whole body sighing into me. Wrapping my arms around her is the most natural thing, and I have never felt so at peace as I do now. How could anyone deny that this is meant to be, when it’s like this?

I lose track of time, holding her, rubbing her back, loving the way she buries her face in the crook of my neck. When I feel her growing heavier I pick her up like a bride — my bride — laying her on the bed and sliding us both under the covers. She presses her body against mine, my arm around her, her head on my shoulder and one leg slung over my hip, relaxing against me as if we’ve known each other for years and not mere hours.

I wait until I hear her breath even out. In slumber, her body is limp against mine. She’s completely trusting, and I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve this gift of a woman. She is too good for me.

I press my lips to my mate’s head, and sleep.
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It’s dawn when the body lying underneath me moves, and I hum in question, not yet awake enough to think beyond the words mate and warmth and come back. Weston slides out of bed while I blink sleepily at him. He stands with his back to me, muscles rippling under tanned skin.

He was naked and I had my arms and legs wrapped around him.

Goddess, he has a perfect ass.

“West?”

“I can’t hold him in any longer.”

I have no idea what he means until he shudders suddenly, a tremble that overtakes him, and there is the briefest flash of magic as he crouches, changing, morphing, shifting.

Oh. Of course.

West’s wolf is larger than I expected, dominating the space, his coat a glossy black, and when he turns towards me his eyes are luminous in the light that peeks through a gap in the curtains. He’s beautiful in a deadly, predatory way. I have no doubt that he is dangerous. But not to me. That thought pops into my head unbidden, but I somehow know it to be true. This wolf would lay his life on the line for me if he had to.

“Hi,” I say quietly. West stares at me, unblinking, and I’m pretty sure he’s testing me. That theory is confirmed a moment later when his lips stretch in a canine smile, all his sharp teeth on display.

“Come here,” I tell him, echoing his bossiness from earlier in the night. He steps forward, tail wagging until his muzzle nudges my hand. I reach further, running my hand over his forehead and behind one ear, scratching at the fur there. He closes his eyes, tail wagging faster, and I smile.

“Can you fit on here, do you think?” I ask, patting the mattress. West makes a noise I interpret to mean maybe, and I shuffle backwards beneath the blankets, making room for the giant wolf that leaps onto the bed a moment later. He settles beside me, his huge head lowering between massive paws, the weight of him causing such a dip in the mattress that my body rolls towards his.

“This reminds me of my childhood,” I say after a moment. I reach out, tentatively placing a hand on his side, my fingers threading through thick fur. “I always felt so small when all the adults changed under the full moon. I feel tiny next to you now.”

He makes a huffing sound that I interpret as amused agreement.

“I’m glad you could let your wolf out,” I whisper, continuing this strange, one-sided conversation. “I can’t imagine going so long without turning. Though I suppose one day that might happen.”

That piques his interest, his ears perking up.

I’m not used to being around shifters, who maintain all the consciousness of their usual unshifted selves, but without the ability to fully explain their thoughts. From appearances only, they seem to be giant versions of the wolves found in the wild — animals — and so different from my kind. His gold eyes, however, are so full of intelligence no one could ever doubt what he really is.

“Pregnant werewolves can turn. The moon still has the same impact on our bodies, and the pup inside isn’t affected. But after the birth… it varies, but it can take up to a year before you can turn again.”

There’s no mistaking what his choked bark means, widened eyes making me laugh. I’m surprised he didn’t already know that fact, but then again, it’s not necessarily something that we weres like to advertise widely.

“Who is going to take care of a tiny newborn, if everyone is changed under the full moon? We think that’s why we evolved that way. It’s too dangerous, too cold, too many threats for the littlest pups. Think about it; do all of your pack shift at once and leave the children unattended?”

He shakes his huge head.

“Will you protect me when the time comes, and I can’t do it myself? When my wolf won’t come forward, even for the moon?” Will you protect me when I have your pups?

His eyes dart immediately to the door, his lips pulling back in a vicious snarl, and the deepest, darkest growl I’ve ever heard rumbles in his chest.

It’s a warning for the universe, and a promise to me.
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“I just don’t understand,” West begins, interrupting himself to take another huge bite of his hotdog. We’re both sitting on the grass in Central Park, trying to get to know each other, I guess.

It is the oddest thing to be so comfortable with someone who is still, essentially, a complete stranger. I don’t know Weston Livingston, and yet I simultaneously feel like I do — West Livingston is my mate, and my wolf is very insistent about that fact.

I watch the humans passing by as I wait for him to speak. It’s a sunny day, and it seems the late-spring weather has drawn everyone here, the park filled with the noise of hundreds of chattering conversations. West insisted on coming here to see the spot where the portal opened, despite me telling him multiple times that he wouldn’t find anything. “I’ll find their scent,” he’d growled, and I suppose in that regard he was right. The scent trail was faint, but it was still there, and easy enough to follow all the way to the gate, even with us both in glamour once more.

He finishes his mouthful now and starts again. “I don’t understand why you jumped through a portal with no real plan of what you were going to do next. Do you not have any sense of self-preservation?”

I frown at him, chewing on my own hotdog. I can’t quite decide if this is the best or worst thing I’ve ever eaten. “You are so offensive,” I say when I can speak again.

“Explain it to me in a way that makes sense.”

A dollop of mustard lands on my brand new jeans and I swear softly under my breath as I swipe at it with my finger, leaving a yellowed stain on the fabric. West somehow organised an entire wardrobe for me without my knowledge — including a range of sizes to fit my body in both my glamoured and true states — and it all arrived this morning. “It’s fine, you can change as soon as we get back,” he says. “Tell me what you were thinking when you came through.”

“I told you I can see the future. Is that not explanation enough?” I ask defensively. From the look in his eye, it’s not, and I sigh. “I saw you in this realm. A portal was opened, leading to this realm. And yes, I was chasing the stone, but I…” I trail off, heat flushing my cheeks because it is idiotic, and I don’t appreciate him pointing that out. “I took a leap of faith for a mate I had seen, okay? The stone being stolen was merely the catalyst for it. Would you rather I hadn’t?”

He shakes his head, staring at me thoughtfully with his brown eyes. “I didn’t realise that was why you came through. That you were seeking me.”

“Everything happened so quickly. Everything is still happening so quickly. I don’t like feeling like I’m not in control of a situation, and I haven’t been in control of the situation since you first appeared in my head.”

What are we doing here?

“Hey.” There’s something special about hearing a usually gruff man use such a gentle tone, and he’s wearing the same open expression that he did in the night, when he brought tears to my eyes. “I know there’s a lot going through your mind right now,” he says quietly.

I nod, feeling the weight of everything sitting on my chest. “I don’t even know where to start. We’re just sitting here when time is ticking and…” I stare at a squirrel as it runs past, the movement drawing my eye instinctively.

“So we’ll make a plan. We’ll talk through options. You’re going to need to give me more context, but I will help you. It’s only ten in the morning. There are plenty of hours in the day yet.”

“Those pixies could be anywhere.”

“Exactly. They could be anywhere, right? Even back in your realm. You said your family would likely be searching for them, too. You could just leave it to them. Why is it your responsibility?”

“Duty,” I answer quickly, my eyes still trained on the squirrel. It feels safer when I’m not looking directly into his intense stare.

“I understand that.”

“And…” I hesitate, at war with myself over how much I can say to him. I trust him, I really do, despite barely knowing him, but the full extent of what the Maheras Stone can do is something that has been so closely guarded, and is so unique, and I am not sure how a shifter would react to it. “I said yesterday that the fae are the threat. My grandmother has been going on about it a lot lately, and I’m beginning to realise I should have been paying more attention. If they get their hands on the stone…”

“It’s really that powerful?”

“Yes.”

“What can it do?”

There’s that question again. I’d given him a vague answer yesterday and he’d grown quiet, his demeanour changing in an instant. “You hesitated a little too long on that answer, Bronte,” he’d said, and my wolf warned me that although this man was our mate, he was also dangerous to anyone not on his side.

His statement had made my hackles rise immediately, and I’d shot back with a, “You still interviewing me, then, boss man?”

It had been a tense dinner, and I don’t want to repeat the experience now.

“It can make the person — or people — who wield it much stronger. Much stronger,” I say. It’s not a lie, it’s just not the full truth when it comes to werewolves.

“Stronger physically?”

“And magically. I told you yesterday, it amplifies magic. So if the fae get their hands on it… They’re already draining more of our magical reserves than before. There’s a reason why so many of the Houses are encouraging higher reproduction rates at the moment; we need more bodies with decent magic reserves to uphold the universal glamour here, and the wards against the fae in the First. So you see, I’m very stressed out at the moment. There’s a lot happening all at once.”

I’m overwhelmed.

West can see it. “I’m not a patient man,” he murmurs. “I’m used to getting what I want and getting it quick, but for you I will be as patient as you need me to be. Whatever you need from me, I’ll do it.”

Tears prick at the back of my eyes, and I swallow back the lump in my throat, breathing around this feeling in my chest. I’ve always been a crier, forever wearing every emotion far too close to the surface for someone that’s supposedly meant to rule a House in the future. Why is it that I can stand up and lecture acolytes for hours on end, can wield magic as a weapon, can fight with tooth and claw under the full moon, but when it comes to things like this I can’t seem to hold it in?

“Do you swear it?” I ask, papering over my vulnerabilities with a tone that’s far braver than I feel. “Do you swear it on the moon goddess?” The shifters don’t even pray to the goddess anymore, and I don’t know why I keep throwing werewolf culture in his face like this.

His fingers graze my chin, gently turning my gaze back towards him. His eyes search my face and I know he sees right through me.

“I swear it on my life,” he says quietly.

I drag my gaze away, blinking. “I didn’t peg you for such a romantic.”

“Neither did I,” he deadpans, and his deep chuckle makes me smile. “I’m not a likeable person. I had a woman tell me that once. Her exact words were, ‘You’re a handsome guy but your personality doesn’t match your face.’”

“What?!” I laugh. His grin mirrors my own, and he shrugs, taking another bite of his hotdog.

“I like you, West,” I tell him, meaning every word.
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I sit cross-legged on the bed, back in my true form and a new pair of jeans, conscious of the fact that West is watching me with that intense look of his. My fingertips glow ever-so-slightly gold with the barest hint of my magic, but I hesitate, glancing back up at him. “Do you…”

He rises from the chair in the corner. “I’ll go make some business calls.”

“I’m sorry. This isn’t a skill I actively practise, and —”

“It’s fine, Bronte.” He stops just inside the bedroom doorway, and for a moment I think he might say something else, but instead he gives a small shrug and leaves.

I lose track of time as I try and tap into the sight. Forcing it has never worked for me, and it doesn’t work now. Every time I get close to that sliding, falling feeling, it slips through my grasp, and I have to start again. I know there’s better ways to practise this skill, that I should be mindful, perhaps brew some tea slowly, but right now I don’t have time to spare. What I need is to look into the future of those pixies and see exactly what they’re going to do with the Maheras Stone.

Using my magic this way was West’s idea, and I feel stupid that I didn’t think of it sooner. Then again, this failure is probably why it never came to mind. I groan, flopping backwards on the bed, closing my eyes and listening to the deep rumble of West’s voice as he talks business in the next room. The words stock prices and dividends mean nothing to me, but I can tell from his tone that it’s important.

It could have been worse. I smile to myself, eyes still closed, entertaining myself with just how much worse this situation could have been. Fate could have thrown anyone my way, and yet here I am, lying on a plush bed in an equally plush hotel suite, listening to the most delicious voice making utterly boring things sound sexy because I know just how competent and confident he is.

I love that voice. I’m no longer listening to his words at all, just the sound of him. It wraps around me like a lullaby.
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I wake to the sound of the shower going in the adjacent bathroom, the running water a steady, calming sound, such a stark contrast to the horny confusion I feel. I have no idea how long I’ve been asleep for, but my dreams were nothing but a jumble of erotic moments, all of West, his tongue on my cunt, his teeth at my neck, his cock rock hard within me. Were they visions or dreams? At this moment, I couldn’t care less. I just need to get off.

My fingers quickly undo the button and fly of my jeans so I can slide my hand beneath the fabric of my underwear, my middle finger finding my clit. I’m already soaked — a wet, slippery mess — and I’m too desperate to come to do anything else but close my eyes again and give in to the urge.

I think about him — his scent, his hefty dick, his knot, and that piercing gaze of his — and I’m already so close, my thighs trembling.

A grunt from the bathroom has me freezing, mouth open, on the brink of an orgasm. Now that I’m listening past the sound of the shower I can hear what I hadn’t picked up before, the water not quite drowning out the repetitive nose, a quiet fap fap fap at an ever-increasing pace.

“Oh fuck,” I whimper. He’s masturbating, growling now, and I can picture it in my mind. If I wasn’t already so close to coming I’d be leaping out of bed to join him, to offer him my needy cunt, but as it is all I can do is rub my clit frantically, listening to the sounds my mate is making. He groans and I come hard, throwing my head back with a moan, my cunt pulsing around nothing.

It’s not enough. My pussy still feels empty. I need that knot. I need my mate.

The absolute desperation I feel for him is startling, and the shock of it is the only thing that keeps me pinned in place on the bed. I’ve never craved a person like this before. Even now I feel so unsatisfied, like I’m crawling out of my skin. I want to be filled, to be fucked. This bed smells like him and I close my eyes, willing him to step through the door, to come to me. I won’t go to him, not yet, but if he were to climb on this bed right now I would gladly spread my legs and welcome him home.

Instead I lay there as my heart rate slowly returns to normal, listening to the shower stop, the sound of the glass door opening and closing, footsteps on the bathmat. They’re all the day to day noises I usually tune out, but in this moment I can’t do anything but focus on him in that room, wondering if he’s doing the same. I listen to him dry his body, brush his teeth and begin to shave, the scrape of a blade cutting through stubble taking me back to my childhood when I lived in the same apartment as my parents and listened to my father’s morning routine.

Weston would have heard me come, I have no doubt about that, and it’s what made the moment so erotic, knowing we were thinking and doing exactly the same thing.

I don’t think we’ll make it another twenty four hours without giving in to this lust. I don’t think there’s any point in fighting it. Part of me thinks I should resist it because there’s too many unknowns, too many variables. Our lives don’t mesh.

Mate, my wolf whines, just as desperate as me.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed, rising, pushing my messy hair away from my face. The sun shines through the windows and the alarm clock reads 2:17; it’s time to get ready for this gala of West’s, the one run by a wealthy shifter.

I don’t want to get ready. I want to get naked.

Fuck.

I’ve never been quite so aware of my own vagina before, and I take back any jokes I’ve ever made about men thinking with their dicks, because I am not in control right now — she is.

I pull the bathroom door open and West’s heady scent hits me, thick and enticing and just as much a turn on as the sight of him in nothing but a towel, the white fabric slung low over his hips as he pauses, razor blade halfway to his foam-covered cheek. Wet hair hangs over his brow, and his gold eyes rake over me through the reflection in the mirror. Too late, I realise I forgot to even do up the fly on my jeans, and my cheeks flame hot. When his eyes finally settle on my face it is with such an intense look that it steals my breath away.

Wolf men — both weres and shifters — have a reputation for being attractive, but Weston is in a league of his own. I thought I’d appreciated the sight of his body last night, but seeing him here under the bathroom lights is like staring at a work of art. He’s all pure muscle and raw alpha power, and it’s so damn easy to get caught in his gaze.

There’s more to this all than just lust. Even now I can sense the tug of magic between us, a thread that is desperate to bind us closer. With that look in his eyes and the smell of sex in the air — of spent seed and wet pussy — it’s enough to make my teeth ache with a desire I’ve never felt before; to truly bite, to clamp down and slice through flesh. I want to leave a mark on him that says he is mine.

“Sleep well?”

I can’t help the soft laugh that escapes me. He’s standing there, asking me that as if nothing is going on between us, as if he can’t smell my sex, as if he’s not affected, as if I can’t see the huge tent at the front of his towel. “Yes, I slept well,” I reply, biting my lower lip for a moment, watching the way his eyes drop to my mouth. “I didn’t mean to take a nap.”

His eyes meet mine again in the mirror, his expression open and unguarded, and I get the sense that very few people ever see him this way. “You looked like you needed it.”

“Using magic takes a lot of energy. I’m usually better at holding out until bed, but…” I shrug.

“A lot has been going on.”

“Yes.”

A lot is an understatement. I feel drunk on him, my body swaying forward, and it would take very little for him to tug on that invisible string that ties us, to convince me to fall into him right now.

“I’ll be done here in a minute, and then I’ll give you some privacy.”

“Thank you.”

He continues to shave, slowly scraping foam and stubble away with his razor. Somehow, he makes such a mundane task look utterly sexy. If he finds it odd that I stand here watching him, he doesn’t say anything. I lean against the doorframe, mesmerised by the ripple of muscles under tan skin, fingers itching to touch his broad back, to splay out over wide shoulders. I want to press my face to his neck and breathe in his essence. I have never felt like this for another person before. “Your outfit for the gala arrived while you were sleeping.”

“Thank you. I’m a little nervous,” I admit. He nods.

“That’s normal. I don’t enjoy these things myself, but they’re a necessary evil. I usually manage to sit through this one each year without socialising that much, but I get the feeling tonight will be different. Turns out when you list a company on the stock exchange, there’s suddenly a fuck ton of people that want to talk to you.”

“Right. We have similar events at the castle, and with my position in the House... I grin and bear it.”

“Hm.”

“I hate the small talk,” we both say in unison. His sharp canines flash as he meets my gaze in the mirror again, making me feel giddy. He gets it. He knows what it’s like.

“I can do it. Put on a performance,” I say. “I always do.”

“Same.” He huffs, wry humour curling his lip as he rinses more foam off his blade. “The humans think they know me. They have no idea.” Something in his tone makes me think he’s referring to more than just the fact that he’s a shifter, but before I can ask him what he means he’s rinsing his face over the sink. I bite my lip, nipples and cunt and clit aching as he removes his towel, using it to scrub his face dry. His knot looks so swollen, his cock thick and erect and just slightly curved in the most perfect way, and my knees nearly buckle under the temptation to kneel before him.

He walks towards me, pausing at the doorway, our bodies so close I can feel the heat radiating off his skin. I still need to lift my chin to look him in the eye. He’s the biggest wolf I’ve ever met.

My mouth waters with the idea of having a taste, but I stay on my feet. Let him make the first move. Let him kneel first.

Seconds pass slowly, the humourous twitch of those full lips stretching slowly into a wide grin. “You’re cute.”

If he means to be condescending it’s ineffective, the impact of his words negated by the other twitch I can’t help but notice in my periphery, his dick jumping as it strains upwards. “Careful,” I say, infusing my voice with the slightest growl. “I bite.”

Gold eyes crinkle at the corners, and his chuckle is a deep rumble in his chest. “I’m counting on it, sweetheart.”

I shake my head as he ducks through the doorway, my eyes trained on the perfection of his naked ass as he walks right out of the bedroom.

Goddess, what a pair we are.
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With Bronte in the shower, I finally have a chance to make the phone call I’ve been dreading since her arrival. I don’t bother to pull out the antenna on my mobile phone; like the latest Motorola model — our main competitor — it's a completely redundant part, but market research has shown humans are as gullible as ever and truly think the antenna helps the phone operate. Sometimes I can't believe the lengths we go to in order to pander to their stupidity, but here we are.

I dial the number I know by heart, listening to it ring half a dozen times before a familiar voice answers.

“Sam speaking.” Samuel is my right hand man, my pack beta, the guy who gets shit done when I need it to happen. He’s loyal, reliable, and his wolf is stronger than some of the other alphas I know. The fact that I have him means I can travel with the knowledge that our pack is safe, even when I have to spend extended periods of time away. Two months is the longest we’ve ever tested it. It was unpleasant for me, but manageable.

“It’s me,” I say. Like every member of my pack, he knows my voice. It runs deeper than just recognising it from memory; my pack members are connected to me, their alpha, on a soul-deep level, and they respond to my alpha bark without question. While Bronte may snarl at my commands, everyone in my pack simply obeys, their bodies compelled to follow the orders of their alpha.

I know werewolves are wary of this shifter ability, and I suppose I can’t blame Bronte for disliking it. I used to hate it when my old alpha barked at me, but then again, I was always the competition.

“Weston,” Sam says now, and I can hear the relief in his voice. “You had me worried there for a moment. I was expecting your call yesterday.”

“I’ve had some unexpected developments. How is the pack?”

“Fine, though I got a call from Rebecca that she ran into a packless alpha out on the northern border edge. Unshifted, of course, but she thinks he was sniffing around the redwoods.”

I growl, a proper wolf vocalisation, and I hear Sam’s choked reaction on the other end.

“Wait, you’re not in glamour?” he asks.

“Not at the moment. I’ll explain soon. Tell me about this fucking alpha. Is he young?”

“No. Older. Kicked out of his pack. He’s from Vegas apparently. Rebecca took pity and gave him a room for the night — and let’s face it, she probably gave him more than that,” Sam adds with a short laugh, “but I wasn’t going to be the one to ask if she fucked him. He’s moved on, but I thought you should know anyway.”

“There's no reason for anyone to be hanging around there. There's nothing up there but our cabins.”

“I know. My guess is that he's looking for wolves to collect and form a new pack. We've seen it before when an alpha loses and they’re left alive. They’re useless as lone wolves.”

An empty hollow feeling as the life in his eyes die out and I am cast adrift with his final breath, the taste of his blood bitter in my mouth. The green moss underneath his grey wolf is stained red, and for a brief moment everything is still and I am lost.

Sam howls, breaking the silence, and all at once the presence of the entire pack settles in my mind, so different to how they felt before, these wolves impressing on me that yes, I am their alpha.

“Tell me something I don't know,” I snap, pushing away the memory. I don’t know why it still haunts me when it’s what needed to be done, when it’s what he deserved. “I don't need you to explain to me how alphas operate.”

My snarl doesn’t bother Sam in the slightest. “I know you don’t. So, why are you out of glamour, and what about these unexpected developments?”

I’m silent for a moment, trying to decide how best to broach this. She’s a werewolf, and while I don’t care — she’s my mate and she’s perfect — I know the pack won’t see it that way.

“Are they related? You’re out of glamour because…”

“Yes. I met my mate.”

I’ve known Sam my whole life. We grew up together, back when the pack was small and the money was tight. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that up until this point he’s been pacing his office — the bastard can never truly sit still — but he’ll be frozen now, mouth hung open, processing. I don’t wait for him to catch up.

“She’s my fated mate. Not something I had planned, obviously. I met her yesterday —” How the fuck has it been less than twenty-four hours? Surely I’ve known her for a lifetime. “— And my wolf knew instantly. Hers did too.”

“Holy shit. What…?” Sam clears his throat. “Congratulations. Fuck. I wasn’t expecting that. You’re the last guy I ever expected to wind up mated. No offence, alpha.”

It’s not inaccurate. “None taken.”

“What pack is she from? Anita’s?”

“She’s not from a pack.”

“But —”

“She’s a werewolf.”

Silence, and then a short, barked laugh. “Fuck you, man. You had me believing you found a mate! Here I was ready to plan a wedding for you and you’re just pranking m⁠—”

“I’m serious,” I snap, the weight of my alpha bark behind my words. It’s not an order, but the meaning is clear. I take a deep breath, but there’s still a growl in my throat when I exhale slowly. “Listen to me,” I say, and this time that is with the full force of my bark. I need him to pay attention. “She’s a werewolf. Don’t ask me how that works, because how the fuck would I know? Shifters and weres getting together isn’t unheard of, but being fated mates? I didn’t think it was possible, but apparently it is. Trust me, I’m not wrong on this. My wolf isn’t wrong.”

“She’s a werewolf,” he parrots back.

“She is. Her name is Bronte. Bronte Maheras.”

“No.”

“She’s a witch. She is the granddaughter of Lenora Maheras, the High Witch and current head of House Maheras. She’s the one we’ve heard about, the one in line for the throne.”

“You’re out of glamour,” he says, sounding shocked, thinking out loud in that annoying habit of his. “Holy fuck, she’s a witch and you’re out of glamour.”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Samuel. You know that.”

“She’s a werewolf?”

“Yes.”

“But… are you going to leave us?” His voice is more lost than I’ve ever heard it before, and I feel the hurt through the faint bond we have, despite the distance between us.

“No. Never. I swore it to you all, and I meant it. I’m your alpha, and I always will be until the day I die. That’s the only way I’m going.”

“Okay.” He sounds shaken, more so than I expected. If it’s any indication of how the rest of the pack will react — which it is — it’s not a good sign. For a moment I hesitate, wondering if this is too much in and of itself, but the reality is I need to utilise my pack. This Maheras Stone is missing, and Bronte’s coven will be looking for both her and it. She’s not telling me the full scope of its powers, but that’s irrelevant here. What I need is to locate the damn thing and have it in my hands when the inevitable happens and her grandmother comes for her. I need to be the one with the power, because she’s staying with me. I’ll be able to convince her — I’m not worried about that, she’s too caring, and her soft heart won’t be able to take the idea of splitting me away from the pack when she sees for herself just how much they need me.

It’s the High Witch I’m worried about. The bitch might turn me into a frog, for all I know. So I need that fucking stone. If the High Witch wants it, she’s going to need to negotiate.

“Samuel, things are complicated. You’re going to listen,” I say again, gently, but still imbued with the magic of an alpha bark, because his subconscious will obey even when his mind is still reeling. He’ll remember all of this, and he’ll follow through.

I spend the next ten minutes explaining to him everything that I know about the stone, about the werewolves, the pixies, and the fae threat Bronte is so worried about. Samuel will tell the pack about my mate, and they will be welcoming to her when we return home to our pack territory.

“Any questions?” I ask, listening to the water shut off and the shower door open and close with a bang.

“No, alpha.”

“Good. I’ll keep you updated. Call me if you find anything.”

“Yes, alpha.”

“Sam.” I know he’s in shock. I’ve barked at him a lot, something that always messes with a wolf’s head. “It will be alright. I promise.”

“I really hope so, Weston. The pack was finally in a really good place. This… this changes things.”

“It changes nothing.”

Sam is quiet. I let the silence drag on, knowing he’ll speak when he’s ready.

“You’re putting her first,” he says eventually. “Whether you realise it or not. That’s a change. I’m happy for you. I’m just afraid for our pack.”

“West?” I whirl around at the sound of Bronte’s voice and find her in the doorway to the bedroom, her hair damp, and the fabric of the red dress I ordered for her clutched to her bare chest. She’s beautiful. She’s mine. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her gold eyes flick to the phone held to my ear and back again, and I know she’s heard enough. “I was hoping you could help me zip this up.”

“That her? Of course it is,” Sam answers himself. “I’ll let you go. Have fun at your gala tonight, West.”

“Sam —”

The even tone of the empty phone line hums in my ear.

“I’m sorry,” Bronte says, her brow creased with worry.

“It’s fine.” I close the distance between us, reaching out to run my hand over her bare shoulder. She shivers, our eyes locking, and I’m acutely aware that if she dropped the dress she’d be in nothing but her tiny little thong. It feels like a crime that I haven’t seen all of her yet. I want to map out her body, taste every inch of her, fuck her until I own her completely.

You’re putting her first.

Perhaps I am. She’s my mate. She already owns me.
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West looks both polished and devastatingly handsome in his tux. He stands in the door to the suite, holding it open for me. “Ready?”

“Yes.” I step through into the hallway, feeling only slightly wobbly in my heels. I’m not used to impractical shoes, and the carpet underfoot doesn’t help. He sees it, his lips quirking in the barest hint of a smile that somehow reads as I’m laughing at you, and offers me his hand. I glare at him and he does let out one of his unexpected laughs, face transforming for a moment.

“I feel like your pride is going to suffer tonight until you wear those in,” he says as I take his hand, our fingers interlacing as if we’ve done this a thousand times before, the tiny gesture of intimacy setting off a familiar ache in my heart, the one that’s been there from the moment I saw him in my vision weeks ago. “I was half in love with you already,” I’d admitted to him in the night, and I’m still a little mortified at how easily I said those words.

“Do we have to go?” I ask on a whim.

He huffs out another laugh. “You’re asking this now, after you got all dressed up? What would be the alternative?”

We’re already halfway down the hall and I stop, forcing him to as well. He turns to me, his hand slipping out of my grasp only to grab at my waist, pulling me closer, until I’m flush up against him, the thick bar of his cock pressing against my hip. I close my eyes with a whimper and slide my hands under the back of his suit jacket, feeling the solid muscle of his back through the fabric of his shirt. I shift ever so slightly until his erection, trapped in his pant leg, sits hard against my core. “I think you know,” I say, daring to open my eyes again.

He leans forward, pressing his forehead to mine, so that all I see is the brown of his glamoured eyes. “I want nothing more than to fuck you,” he murmurs, his hands sliding down to the curve of my ass, gripping me harder against him. “And I’m going to, tonight.” His lips ghost along my jaw as I tilt my head, offering my neck, acting shamelessly submissive for this alpha. “I’m going to knot you again and again, until your pussy is so full of my cum that you’ll be dripping for days,” he whispers in my ear, his fingers digging into my flesh, and I don’t know why I find such filthy words so damn good. Wet and aching. That’s all I ever am around West.

He takes my earlobe between his teeth and I break out in goosebumps, digging my fingers into his back, rubbing up against him. He groans, sounding pained, his lips descending on my neck in an open-mouthed kiss, the swipe of his tongue against my flesh making me whimper again. “West.” There’s desperation in my breathy tone.

“If I kiss you, this evening’s all over before it’s even begun,” he says while kissing my neck. “Fuck, I want to kiss you, smudge that lipstick, see those pretty lips around my cock.”

“Yes. Oh goddess, yes.”

He sets his teeth against my throat and I suck in a sharp breath. Nothing has ever felt this good before and we haven’t even removed a single item of clothing. We’re not even in our true forms, but he still manages to growl deep enough that I find myself begging without any sense of the woman I’m supposed to be. “Please.”

“I want to. I want to so badly, Bronte, you don’t understand.”

“I think I do,” I say. His hand catches my wrist before I can reach his cock, and he hums against my neck, amused.

“You are trouble. You want to follow up on your stone, don’t you? I could beg Anita for forgiveness. She would understand if I told her I’d just met my fated mate; these things are never planned. But she’s your best bet. If someone is trying to sell that stone, which we know is a possibility, then she’s the one who can have ears to the ground over it.”

He’s right. I take a step back, embarrassed because I forgot, too caught up in the scent and feel of him and the simple desire to ride his cock. My chest heaves with each breath, my cheeks growing hot under West’s hungry gaze as he adjusts himself in his pants.

Tonight is going to be torture. I don’t know how we’re going to get through a dinner, when both of us are running this hot for each other. If he wanted to lift my skirt and fuck me here in the hallway right now I’d probably let him.

The graphic image that thought conjures has me clearing my throat and turning away from him in an attempt to compose myself. “We should go.”

“We should. The car is waiting.”

In the elevator, I busy myself with checking the fit of the fabric around my breasts, making sure that the strapless design is still sitting as it should. Mister I’m not romantic somehow managed to procure a near-perfect replica of Vivian’s red dress from Pretty Woman — a nod to our conversation yesterday — and while his thoughtfulness had brought tears to my eyes as he slowly zipped me into it, I’m not used to wearing something in this style.

I catch his gaze as I smooth my hands over the fabric in one final brush, and it’s as if time stands still. There’s nothing else in the universe but us here in this moment. This is my mate. I feel it in my bones, as true as the fact that the moon orbits the Earth and the Earth orbits the sun. We will orbit each other until the day we die. I don’t see how it can be any other way.

I also don’t see the logistics of how we are going to make it work. We’re two very different wolves from two very different realms, and there’s no simple way to reconcile that fact. I don’t like losing control of a situation, but I’m finding that I don’t want to argue with fate here, and it scares me that I am so very close to throwing all caution into the wind in favour of this. This passion, this burning desire, this urge to bare my soul for this stranger of a man.

The elevator slows to a stop, and West holds out his hand. “Ready?”

Our fingers lace together once more, a sense of rightness washing over me.

“Yes.”
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Never act like prey.

I keep my grandmother’s mantra at the forefront of my mind as we set foot in the venue’s lobby. The shifters present immediately give themselves away with their reactions to my scent. It’s impressive, really; the humans here remain oblivious, but I see the flared nostrils and deepened frowns, and the expressions that range from mildly amused, to surprised, to scandalised when they realise there’s a werewolf here among them.

West sees it too. He took my hand the moment I stepped out of the limousine, and his grip hasn’t loosened in the minutes since then. We don’t hang around with the rest of the arriving crowd, who are already being served champagne and hors d’oeuvres, but instead head straight for the main event space. “I see why you insisted on eating on the ride here,” I murmur, my heels clacking on the marble floor as we walk down a well-lit corridor. “Less mingling.”

“Hm. I don’t want to talk to even a single person more than absolutely necessary tonight.”

We round a final corner and step into a huge space that’s decked out in glittering decorations. There’s a single shifter just inside the wide doorway — a big burly man — and West nods at him. “I’m meeting Anita.”

“She’s expecting you.”

I look around, taking in the sea of round tables set before a stage, where a lone performer stands singing into a microphone, and a dance floor at the far end. The room is almost completely devoid of guests.

“There she is,” West murmurs in my ear, before lifting his hand in a brief wave in the direction of a distant table. The woman he’s referring to waves back, and I can only presume that she’s the famous Anita, alpha of the largest shifter pack in this country, a super-pack with well over a thousand members. She’s the one that runs this gala.

I’m proven right as we approach. “I’ve never been more grateful that the rest of these bastards are such lazy fucks,” West says quietly. “It gives us a chance to speak with Anita alone without me having to manufacture a moment later tonight.”

“I thought she’d have more people around her.”

“You mean enforcers?” I can tell he’s testing me and my knowledge of shifters by the glint in his eye, and I nod, aware that we’re nearly within earshot. I feel more self-conscious about the fact that I’m a werewolf than I thought I’d be.

“They’re here.” West nods his head in the direction of the stage. “For starters, the kid singing is one of them.”

The kid looks close to my age. Early twenties, I’d guess. He’s tall, but lacks the muscular bulk that many wolves have. “He is not.”

“He is. Don’t underestimate him; Logan can do more than just sing Sinatra. He’s got a mean streak a mile wide.”

“Isn’t that what they say about you?” I tease. It’s meant to be a joke, but West simply shrugs.

“There’s a lot of things that people say about me. I don’t give a shit, unless it impacts myself or the pack in some material way. Or you, of course. But you’re right. I’m not known for being a nice guy.”

Anita steps forward, her blue eyes darting between West and I, a curious look on her face. There’s two humans at the table now — wait staff, I realise — laying out last-minute decor. I spare them only a quick glance; Anita’s scent strikes me, for some reason jolting loose a memory I’d long forgotten, of following a group of adults down the carpeted aisle in the Great Hall, my grandmother’s voice echoing in the open space.

“Weston. I’ve been looking forward to meeting the mystery woman who bumped Nathan off our table. You could give me a little more warning than the day of next time.” Her voice is strong, carrying the same authoritative air as West’s, and I can already sense the subtle alpha magic that rolls off of her. In glamour — and heels — she stands taller than me, her hair bleached blonde and pulled back into an elaborate up-do. She’s older, though it’s impossible for me to tell her true age; I still don’t have a full grasp on how the glamour interacts with lifespan length in this realm, since I’ve never had to pay proper attention to it before.

“I couldn’t, actually. Anita, this is my wife, Bronte.”

“Your wife.” Her brows rise until they disappear behind her fringe. “I didn’t know you were married, Weston.”

She’s surprised, but not disapproving, relief mixing with the thrill I feel in hearing the words my wife roll off West’s tongue, despite the fact that we’re not yet married, and marriage is a relatively rare occurrence among werewolves in the First, and not at all part of my culture. I suppose it’s all the romantic comedies I’ve been watching lately; I’m being influenced by humans more than I realised.

“It’s new,” West adds. The human wait staff move away, and we all watch them for a moment. “It’s fated, Anita,” he says quietly as soon as there’s no risk of them listening in. “We only met yesterday.”

“You’re kidding.” Anita stares at me, and I shake my head. “Bronte, you said? You wouldn’t happen to be the Bronte, would you?”

“I wouldn’t know who that is,” I reply, but I’m unable to keep the smile off my face. “I wasn’t aware people were paying that much attention to the goings on of a House in the First.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, you are. I’ve met you before; you were a little girl, you probably don’t remember. Your grandmother is… difficult, to say the least, but I was part of a delegation invited to Lykia. The first shifters to set foot in that castle in over a hundred years.”

I had forgotten, but as soon as she says the words I’m transported back. I was five, and it was the first time I ever met a shifter. My parents had been nervous. My grandmother had been her usual self. And Anita… “I remember you,” I say, staring at her. “I do remember you now.” She’d had dark hair and bright yellow eyes that day, and had spoken kindly to me. “I can’t remember what we spoke about.”

“We talked about today,” she says, eyes wide.

“What?” A chill runs down my spine, and West’s hand grips mine tighter as he stares at me.

“You were a sweet little girl with a very obvious talent for magic, and it was clear your grandmother was already training you. You took me on a tour of the witches’ garden, with the guards watching us the entire time of course, and you told me you’d meet me again someday. Your exact words were, When I’m a big girl, I’m going to see you at a big party with lots of wolves like you. You know, I’ve sat on that knowledge for twenty years, that the heiress of House Maheras can see the future. I’ve been wondering when you’d show up, and with who, because I assumed you’d have to be on the arm of someone to get you through the door.” Her eyes grow wide. “I’m guessing your grandmother doesn’t know about you two yet. Does she even know you’re here?”

I shake my head again in disbelief, ignoring her questions. “I don’t remember that. I don’t… It could have been drivel, you know. Just silly things a little girl said.” Even as I say it I know it’s not true; there was a patch in my childhood when I saw things all the time. I never paid much attention to any of them, pushing them out of mind because I always found the experience strange.

Anita’s lips purse for a moment, looking between the two of us thoughtfully. “But it wasn’t, was it?” she asks. “I could tell. We alphas can sense magic better than the average wolf, and it was rolling off you in waves. Besides, I always know when someone is telling the truth. I was right. Here you are, Bronte Maheras, all grown up and in the flesh, and apparently mated to one of my allies. I can see I’ve blown your mind, Weston. There’s a bar just there, if you need a stiff drink.”

“I’ll get one later. What I need is to speak to you. About these werewolves, coincidentally.”
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West has only just finished explaining a very simplified version of the last 24 hours when Anita glances over his shoulder and says, “We’ve got company,” quietly, her voice full of warning. “You,” she adds, giving me a pointed look, “are going to tell me more, later. Weston, I think it’s best if she sits between us at the table. I can’t decide if the both of you are brave or foolish, attending as a couple tonight.”

“They can deal with it,” West says darkly, his arm wrapping around my waist as we turn to face the crowd coming through the door. “We’re going to be attending every year.” The room fills quickly, the scents of shifters, humans, and the odd other species growing thick in the air.

He presses his lips to my ear. “I should have fucked you before we came here,” he murmurs, quiet enough that no one else will hear. “Should have left you dripping with me; scent marked you. My wolf is pissed I haven’t staked my claim.”

“I tried to encourage you,” I tease back.

“I don’t need encouraging. I just need a clear schedule. We can always leave early. Here they are now,” he adds, his tone no longer playful. “They’re all alphas, bar the man at the back with the badly-healed nose. He’s Elliot’s second.”

The group he’s referring to are our company for the evening; the alphas welcomed into Anita’s inner circle. West gave me a rundown of the dinner company we’d have on the car ride here, and has also explained the gala to me in more detail; Anita hosts the annual event, with the official human purpose being to raise funds for a different charity each year. The event’s true purpose is to get over two hundred shifters — many of them alphas — under the same roof. With an additional two hundred human attendees, it’s a way to force the alphas to network where they have to behave without getting their hackles up at each other, lest they give away their true nature.

These shifters are no different to the ones we passed in the lobby earlier, their reactions to my scent almost comical at this point. “I’m going to get really sick of all the stares by the end of the night,” I mutter, noting the way people from other tables turn to stare at me. Anita positions herself on my other side, plastering a smile on her face. “Hello,” she greets the small group that reaches our table. “Fancy seeing you all here. Come, take a seat. Have you met Weston’s wife?

“His wife?”

“My wife, yes.” West is solid and reassuring at my side as I smile, girding myself to be Mrs Livingston for the evening.
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“Look at these bozos. They think he’s in charge,” Anita mutters in my ear, pointing with her fork to the group of humans talking to her mate near the bar, a handsome older man with silver hair and a genuine smile. I liked him immediately when we were introduced, but he’s barely sat with us throughout the evening, having been pulled away by various groups to talk business.

Like West, Anita is a very wealthy alpha, with her mate acting as CEO of a conglomerate that owns vast portfolios of commercial properties. “I still get pissed off that humans are so fucking sexist,” she adds, quiet enough that none of the humans in question can hear. “That’s why the company is all under him, even though he’s nothing more than a damn puppet for me.”

Across the table, Elliot, one of the other alphas present, laughs. “Give the man at least a little credit, Anita. He’s in the office nine to five, week in and week out.”

“That is a lie, and, you know as well as I do that what we do is harder. How many in your pack now?” she asks, whispering the last few words.

“Four-fifty.”

“Four hundred and fifty,” she repeats. “That’s a lot in your head at once. Try twelve hundred, and then tell me again that my husband works hard. He does, but I promise you, I deserve a fucking medal for what I put up with. And then I have to deal with all you lot every year.”

“You’re the one that runs this thing,” Karen, another alpha, laughs. “You don’t have to, you know.”

“I do, actually. If I don’t, no one will, and there’ll be a time when we need to have this network. Things are always moving, especially in the other place. We’re stronger together. These ties are important.”

The night progresses without any drama. A raffle is drawn, the auction items announced and small pamphlets detailing all the luxury goods and travel distributed to the tables. West and I flick through one of the booklets together, my finger stilling over a picture of golden sand, blue water, and lush green forest. Item 5: Luxury trip for two to New Zealand, it reads.

“Do you want it?” he asks quietly, and I nod, feeling a strange warmth in my chest. I only have a vague understanding of where New Zealand is, but it looks lovely, and it feels nice to plan something like this for our joint future.

“Good. We’ll get it.”

“I thought it was an auction. There’s no guarantee.”

“We’ll get it.”

There’s a small lull in the conversation as the plates are cleared away by the wait staff, and I make the mistake of looking up and directly into Elliot’s gaze. Of all the alphas present, he’s the one that sets alarm bells ringing in my head, though I don’t know why. Inside, my wolf snarls, making her wariness of him known.

“What’s your surname, Bronte? I don’t think I caught that before.”

I smile at him while simultaneously leaning my body into West’s side. “Livingston,” I say without missing a beat, and I hope I’m giving off the giddy newlywed vibe that West and I had discussed before we came here tonight. We’d both decided it was best that I don’t use the Maheras name with this crowd.

“Right,” Elliot nods. “And where are you from, Mrs Livingston?”

I smile again, but I can tell my expression is tight. “Somewhere very far away.”

“I figured. Let me tell you a little bit about where I'm from. You ever been to Florida?”

I shake my head.

“You should visit sometime. Make him take you; a young thing like you would enjoy the theme parks, I’m sure.”

Out of my periphery I see West pause for the briefest moment, his glass not quite touching his lips, before he resumes taking a sip of his whiskey. So he caught that dig at my age, too.

“Anyway,” Elliot continues, his tone casual and his eyes hard, “I’m from a small town along the northern border with Georgia, and nothing much happens in that place, but it’s got one big attraction: an animal sanctuary. It brings in all the tourists. You know why? Because they’re experimenting. Making freaks. ’Cause you know, a big cat is a big cat, right? A cat is a cat, a reptile is a reptile, a canine is canine. Surely you can breed them together — that’s their logic. So they put a male lion in with a tigress and out comes a litter of ligers, and they’re big motherfuckers, much bigger than the parents, but they’re all sterile. They did the same with their wolves. Put different subspecies together.”

“Elliot, that’s enough,” Anita interjects as West’s free hand finds mine under the table, gripping tightly. To everyone else, West is still just casually swirling his whiskey around in his glass, seemingly unbothered, but I can feel just how tense he is beside me.

“They came out fine,” Elliot adds, and for the briefest moment I begin to give him the benefit of the doubt — that he's not using some zoo as an analogy for my relationship with West. Then he opens his mouth again, and it becomes abundantly clear that this man is the biggest asshole that I have ever met. “But you know, people don’t want wolves that act like wolves all the time, so they thought well, they’d mix them with dogs, and that’s what they’ve done. Made little mutt puppies. And they’re cute as hell, and when they grow up you know they all look like true wolves in that first generation, but that doesn’t mean shit, because they’re tainted. They’re mutts. And you can tell that breeding the two together is a bad idea.” He leans back in his chair, turning his gaze towards West, and I have the sudden urge to claw that smarmy smile right off his face. “Just ’cause it’s a canine doesn’t mean a true wolf should fuck it, that’s all I’m saying. All you’ll ever get is weak as shit mutt puppies.”

How dare he.

My nails dig into the back of West’s hand as I squeeze him as equally tight as he does to me. The entire table seems to be holding a collective breath, their eyes on West and I, waiting for us to react. West is as still as I’ve ever seen him, his expression cold and dangerous, and I’m certain that like me, he’s thinking of all the ways to kill a man. I’ve never wanted bloodshed as much as I do now, my wolf feeding me thoughts of biting through that bastard’s neck, feeling the crunch of shattered bone between my teeth.

Of course, the waitstaff choose this moment to circle back to our table, this time with more wine. “No thank you,” I say, placing my hand over my glass, my eyes still trained on Elliot. If we were in the First Realm I’d be setting that smug bastard’s chair on fire right now. How dare he call me a dog, call my future children mutts. I feel sick, and worse, I can’t think of a damn thing to say back to him that will encompass how fucking angry I am.

“Do you have a death wish?” West asks, still staring at Elliot, his question so casually spoken, as if he is simply asking whether Elliot prefers tea or coffee.

Elliot’s smile grows wider, a wolfish grin if ever I saw one, despite the fact that his teeth are blunt under glamour. “You trying to start a pack war? Mine outnumber yours four to one.”

“I’m not starting anything. I’m asking a simple question.”

“That’s enough.”

Anita’s words may be quiet, but I feel the alpha bark behind them — her magic stronger than I’ve ever felt from a shifter before — and so does the rest of the table. In fact, I think the entire room felt it; it certainly feels as if that many shifters are now staring in our direction. The magic won’t bind them like it would if they were members of her pack, but the message it sends is loud and clear.

Elliot moves first, pushing his chair back and rising from his seat. “I need a beer,” he announces. “And a reprieve from looking at Weston’s ugly mug. Nice to meet you, Mrs Livingston,” he adds with a smile that looks more like a grimace. “You sure picked a good one.”

I can sense the quiet anger rolling off West, but it’s not just him. Every other alpha at this table is on edge. It’s lucky the room is filled with humans.

“He’s not worth it, Weston,” Anita says as Elliot saunters away. “Listen to your elder when I tell you, it’s never worth it.”
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I'm relieved when Elliot doesn't return to our table, instead finding a seat somewhere on the other side of the ballroom as the auction begins. The tense atmosphere that has existed at our table ever since the incident dissolves as bidding starts in earnest, with Anita finding herself in a bidding war over a large painting by a prominent local artist. She loses, acting sad, but part of me wonders if she was simply driving up the price of the auction item on purpose.

When the fifth item is announced, with the MC reading through a detailed list of all the things that the luxury two week vacation in New Zealand entails, West raises his hand immediately, his other hand rubbing my thigh under the table as he bids the starting price of five thousand dollars. A second later, he's outbid by someone from across the room. I already know who it will be before I look, and a quick glance confirms that it's Elliot, raising the price by two grand.

“What a fucking idiot,” West mutters, raising his hand again. “Ten thousand!”

“Fifteen thousand!”

“You don’t have to —” I begin, but he doesn’t listen, his hand tightening his grip on my thigh.

“Thirty thousand!” he calls out.

It’s not even worth that much!

“Forty thousand!”

“Fifty thousand dollars!” There’s silence from the other side of the room, and West smirks, leaning into my ear. “If he bids any more, he’ll be dipping into his pack’s money. The fucking bastard doesn’t have that much; he went bankrupt in ’87. It was irresponsible of him to bid in the first place.”

I have to admit, it may be petty but it feels good to rub this win in that asshole’s face. When the hammer comes down with a loud “Sold!” and a round of applause, I know the entire room is watching us. The way I place my hand on West’s cheek, turning his face towards me, is as deliberate as all the money he just spent.

“Congratulations,” I say softly, leaning in to kiss the corner of his mouth, making my point, staking my claim. His skin is soft under my lips, the scent of him filling my head. I hum with happiness, pulling back and rubbing at the smudge of lipstick I left with my thumb, giggling as he turns his head quick enough to catch it with his teeth.

“Get a room already,” Anita mutters. I smile, ignoring everything but the man in front of me.
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There’s a break halfway through the auction for dessert. A sweaty human man comes to speak to West about business, the smell of him turning my stomach, and I excuse myself, going in search of the ladies’ room. I find it down an offshoot of the corridor we entered through.

The bathroom is empty, and I linger a little longer than necessary, reapplying my lipstick and simply enjoying the peace and quiet away from the chatter and the oppressive fog of perfume and cologne. West had warned me about how strong the scents of humans would be tonight, that I wouldn’t be used to it, but I hadn’t quite believed him.

I sigh, squaring my shoulders before pulling open the heavy bathroom door. I’ve barely taken three steps back down the corridor when a familiar falling sensation rushes over me, and all I can do is press my hand to the wall and hope that I remain upright as —

I walk barefoot over bright green grass. This isn’t Lykia, that’s for sure; it’s far too green, the sweet air too floral above the smell of salt and seaweed from the ocean below. If this is the First Realm, I’ve never been to this area before. I look around, noticing the rows upon rows of grapevines behind me.

A vineyard.

The sun shines warm on my back and the scent of other wolves is thick in the air. My wolf is surprisingly unbothered by whoever they are, though I’ve never smelled them before. A shifter and a were; the scent of both species seems strangely blended together.

There’s a house here that feels familiar, and I climb the wooden staircase that leads onto outdoor decking. I hear a man’s voice before I see him, and when I do lay my eyes on him my breath catches in my throat. Tall and tanned, shirtless and barefoot, he has his back to me as he holds a small black rectangle to his ear.

It’s West.

I blink and realise it’s not West at all. This man looks so similar to my mate, down the the bulk of his muscular frame, but of course he’s not him. He smells nothing like West, his skin is slightly darker, and his hair near-black rather than brown. He’s the wolf I scented, I realise, not two wolves at all but one, a werewolf and shifter combined. A hybrid.

My wolf is so happy to see this man, radiating love at being in his presence. My baby, she says while I stand frozen. He turns towards me with a friendly smile, holding up one finger as he speaks into his device. It must be a phone, but it’s so much smaller than I’ve ever seen before.

“Hey, thanks again, I appreciate it, but I’ve got to go. My mom just got here.”

His mother. His mother.

I glance around, but there’s no one here but myself, no other scent on the wind that blows up from the ocean below this house. I stare blankly out at a sea I don’t recognise, at the city across the water and its foreign skyline, trying to process his words and the knowing in my gut and in my wolf. When I turn back around he’s pocketing the small device, concern crossing his handsome face.

He looks so much like West, but I can see me in him too. He’s not in glamour, and his gold eyes are the exact same shade as mine.

“You okay, Mom?”

Mom. I’m Mom.

I nod. “I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

I nod again, fighting the burning sensation at the back of my throat and eyes, blinking and willing myself not to cry because this is my son, and he’s perfect. I look him over — he’s just as tall as his father, his shoulders just as broad. My eyes focus in on the silver scar on his shoulder; twin crescents, a perfect bite. “You have a mate,” I say without thinking.

He stares at me for a moment. “Okay, you’re officially beginning to worry me,” he says, already pulling the little black rectangle back out of his grey pants. “Sit down. I’m going to call Dad.”

“No, I’m —”

I gasp, heart racing as I’m thrust back into the real world. That was my son. This time I don’t hold back the tears, by vision blurring and my heart aching. I wanted more time! I wanted more time with him, with my son who doesn’t even exist here.

Yet. He doesn’t exist yet, but he will.

I don’t understand how, but I already love him. This must be what it’s like when pups are born and suddenly people are so enamoured by their children. I shake my head. I didn’t know he existed, but now everything has changed. I sniffle, letting out a small, unhinged laugh, because of course fate and magic are continuing to mess with me, throwing me both a mate and a son in the span of a single day.

I don’t have a choice in any of it, do I? I close my eyes, breathing deep, realising that I don’t really care at this point where fate ends and my own decisions begin. I’ve seen enough already to know the future I want.

“Bronte Maheras.”

I jump at the deep voice, recognising it as Elliot’s second, the shifter with the broken nose that I was introduced to earlier. I’ve been so caught up in my own thoughts that I didn’t even notice his approach. “Yes?”

He shakes his head, his smile ugly and cruel. “I knew it. I knew you had to be that Maheras bitch.” It’s all the warning I get before he’s on me, shoving me hard against the wall, pain blooming instantly at the back of my head. His hand is around my throat as he pushes his whole weight against me, choking me, trapping me, the shock of it all leaving me frozen in fear as he sneers in my face. “I’m doing the universe a favour, getting rid of you here.”

Fight him, my wolf snarls. Use magic!

Magic. Magic.

Fight!

I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe, but I’ll be damned if I let this pig of a man kill me. Fire, I think, deliberately conjuring the image in my mind. Burn him.

He’s wrenched away from me before I can draw my magic out, and I sag to the floor, a panicked sob escaping me before I can rein it in, watching as West’s fist meets the pig’s nose with a sickening crunch. Over and over, my mate pummels the man, each punch a heavy thud, punctuated by the odd kick to the gut.

Red blood splatters on the white marble floor. He’s going to kill him. The thought feels far away, observational. West is so efficient in his brutality, his fury somehow cold, every blow intentional. He’s done this before.

“Stop.” My ears are ringing, and I can hardly hear my own voice. “Stop.” I’m on my feet, reaching out. “Stop.” A hand on my mate’s shoulder, as if that alone will end the violence. “Stop. Please.”

He does stop with a final kick, and the man lays still on the floor, bleeding from both nostrils, his face rapidly swelling into a red, unrecognisable mess. His breathing is shallow, but I bend to touch his chest briefly and confirm with magic that no, he’s not dying, and for that I’m relieved.

“You should have let me kill him,” West says darkly. He’s breathing heavily, opening and closing his fists, a wild look in his eyes as he stares down at the man. “He touched you.”

I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

“Your neck is bruising.” His face contorts in a snarl, as if his wolf is trying to force his way out, despite the glamour that traps him inside. “I heard what he said. He said… I should —”

“No. I don’t want his blood on my hands. West, what are we going to —”

I’m interrupted by the sound of multiple pairs of feet. Anita rounds the corner first, flanked by a number of men. I recognise the singer from the start of the evening — an enforcer, West had said.

“Weston, what the hell happened here?”

“He attacked my mate.”

“What the fuck is going on?!” I recognise Elliot’s voice immediately, and a moment later he’s pushing past Anita’s pack members, a murderous look in his eye as he takes in the scene. “You fucking piece of shit,” he spits at West.

“He attacked my mate,” West repeats.

“Your mate. Your mate? This fucking werewolf cunt? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Shut your fucking mouth.”

“Keep it down,” Anita warns. “We’ve closed the doors but I want to remind you we are still in a public space.”

“You sent your second after my mate, Elliot. He threatened to kill her. I should have his head.”

“You’re not having shit. I should beat the shit out of you.”

The man on the floor groans in pain as he begins to regain consciousness, but no one makes a move to help him, including his irate alpha, who is now standing face-to-face with my mate, snarling obscenities about me. West is an inch taller, but Elliot is broader, and both men look like they’re about to snap. I look to Anita, but she’s simply observing, and it’s obvious that this is something we’re not meant to interfere in.

“I’m going to kill you, Weston. You and that werewolf bitch. I’ll kill you both. I’ll do the universe a favour.”

“Go ahead and try.”

It’s an impasse, neither alpha throwing the first hit because they know what that’ll mean. The repercussions would be huge, I imagine.

I’m sick of this. My neck aches, I’ve been attacked and insulted, and we’re stuck here. I’m done, and suddenly, I know exactly what to do to end it.

The spell to remove the glamour is a simple one. I’ve used it so many times in the past day, I don’t need to even say it out loud at this point. Remove the glamour, I think in the ancient tongue, focusing only on West and I, restore us to our true forms.

There’s not enough stretch in my dress, the seams tearing a little as I grow taller. My shoes are now too small, and I kick them off, relieved to be in bare feet. West ditched his jacket at some point in the evening, and now fills his white shirt until the fabric is straining around the bulk of his muscles, his shoulders now much broader than Elliot’s as he towers over the man. He growls, and for the briefest moment fear flashes through Elliot’s eyes.

Don’t shift, I plead silently. Don’t shift. Just get me home. I can see the slight tremble in West’s hands, and know he’s probably working hard to hold his wolf back. If he sets him free, I have no doubt that Elliot is a goner, and although I wished for that earlier, I don’t actually want that level of violence. Not today.

I step forward, until I’m standing beside my mate. “We’ll be going now,” I say to Anita, feeling the weight of everyone’s eyes on me.

“There are humans out there. You can’t leave looking like this.”

I nod. “We’ll keep our heads down. There’s ways to hide in plain sight; not all glamour spells have to change your body.”

She looks over the both of us. “I suppose that’s easy for a witch like you,” she says, envy clear in her voice.

There’s no point denying it. “Well, I am a Maheras,” I say with a shrug, placing my hand on West’s shoulder. “Time to go, darling.”

He hasn’t stopped staring at the man before him. Intimidating and deadly; I’d sensed it last night, but it’s been eye-opening to see this side of West. I don’t know what it says about me that I’m not at all bothered by it.

Part of me even loves it. He moves fast, shocking Elliot with a punch to the gut, growling as the smaller man doubles over with a wheeze. “Call my mate a cunt again and you will die,” he snarls in Elliot’s ear and the first thought through my mind is I’m going to fuck that man so hard.

He turns his head to look at me, his long, dark lashes framing his amber eyes. I could spend the rest of my life staring into them.

“Ready?” I ask, holding out my hand.

He nods, lacing his fingers with mine.

We walk quickly and quietly out of the venue, shrouded in an invisible cloak of magic, and not a single human notices that we are wolves.
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The glamour I put in place holds as it should; humans walk past us but pay us no mind, despite the fact that I’m barefoot and very tall for a woman, and that West towers over them, his shirt unfashionably tight and his belt digging into his waist. While he acted completely unaffected while we were still in front of the other shifters, he’s now walking with a strange gait.

“How are your toes?” I ask, hazarding a guess at what the issue is.

“Crushed in these fucking shoes. I need to loosen my belt too; it feels like it’s about to cut off circulation to my lower half. Can your magic not alter clothing?”

I bite the inside of my cheek. It’s not an appropriate time, but I feel a sudden urge to laugh in that unhinged, ridiculous way that one does after a big event. “I never thought about clothes,” I say instead as we walk through the revolving front door and into the cool night air. “I don’t know, there’s probably a spell. Come on, let’s hurry up and save your lower half, I’m rather fond of all the bits below your belt.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes. Especially those giant feet. You should ditch your shoes if they’re hurting you. Is now a good time to tell you I have a foot fetish?” I don’t, but hearing him laugh softly is worth making silly statements about myself.

He doesn’t kick his shoes off, but instead looks at me, his eyes dropping to my neck, where I know my skin is probably reddened. All the humour dies on his face, his brows furrowing, lips curling back in a snarl, and a deep growl rumbling in his throat. He catches himself, cutting the growl off, dilated pupils reflecting in the city lights as he looks up, directly at a human man who has stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, staring.

I hold my breath, but a moment later the human turns away with a shrug and a muttered “Must be hearing things,” and I breathe a sigh of relief.

“The glamour works.” I smile up at West, but he’s still frozen, his frown deep and angry, and the full-body shudder that runs through him makes it very obvious that he’s struggling with his wolf right now. I can guess why. I’m sure he wants to shift, to create a bloodbath, to take down both Elliot and his second.

“Do you need me to put us back under the universal glamour?” I ask him gently, squeezing his hand. He shakes his head, his eyes on the cars in the distance. I can see a few taxis heading our way.

“I’ll behave,” he says, the growl still present in his voice. “Will I actually be able to flag one of these down with your spell on us? Or will the humans not see us at all?”

“Oh, we’re not getting in a car, I forgot to say.” I look around, but there’s no alcoves, no alleyways, nowhere for us to hide. “There really is no privacy here. I’ll just have to use a stronger glamour.” I snap my fingers, the movement more habit than necessity, the strength of my external glamour increasing until it’s visible to the naked eye, a translucent dome glowing gold over us.

I recite the spell for portal magic, casting my mind to our destination, feeling the location of the hotel suite in my bones. West jerks backwards as the portal begins to form with a familiar tearing sound, the swirling magic before us casting him in a blue light.

“I can’t go to the First. My pack —”

“We’re just going back to the hotel. I promise.” His reaction is a problem, but one I’ll have to confront later. There’s no denying the connection we have, but I want it all. I want us to have everything we want and need all at once, but I’m no fool. I know it’s not possible. Something will have to give.

The confusing thing is that I don’t even know what I really want anymore. I don’t know if I ever did, even before I met West.

When the portal is fully formed it floats larger than us both, a spinning circle of opaque magic, glowing blue as portals always do. “Come,” I say, slightly breathless with the effort of using so much magic all at once, tugging on his hand. He hesitates only for the briefest moment, relief coursing through me when he steps forward. We move through together, the magic crackling like static over my skin, emerging inside the dark suite as planned. “There,” I sigh, the portal disappearing in an instant. “Thank you for trusting me.”

He nods. The silence in the room is loud as we stare at each other. “Well that was an eventful evening,” I say to fill the air.

“No shit.”

I reach out to him, touching his cheek, feeling the rasp of his five o’clock shadow under my fingertips. He closes his eyes, brows turned down as if in pain, pressing his lips into my palm the same way he did last night.

Oh, West.

“I’ve never been so afraid in my life, seeing you like that. Seeing him… I should have killed him,” he says darkly. “You should have let me finish him off.”

I ought to be bothered by this declaration, but I’m not. “It’s not worth it. He’s not worth it.”

“He hurt you.” Gold eyes open, staring intensely. “He hurt my mate.”

I nod. “And you hurt him back. Very badly. You served your justice, and I appreciate it.” I run my hand down his neck and chest until it sits over his heart, the beat of it steady under my palm. “Besides, I can heal a few bruises.” I nod at his hand. The dried blood isn’t his, but his knuckles are still swollen. “Let me fix you.”

He’s quiet as I lift his right hand, examining it closer. “Your poor knuckles,” I murmur.

“I’ve had worse,” he whispers. When I look up at him I’m caught by how open his expression is, the hard exterior he puts on in front of others cracked open. This is the man no one else sees. “I’ve had worse, and I’ve done… I’ve done far worse things, Bronte, than what you witnessed tonight.”

“You were an enforcer,” I guess, knowing the moment that the words leave my mouth that it’s true.

He nods. “Prior to becoming pack alpha, yes. It’s often the case with young alphas, a way to keep them busy if they’re still in the pack and not a lone wolf.”

“Sounds violent.”

“It was. You’ve seen the scars on my leg. That was from a bite, from another shifter in a rival pack.”

I have seen them, but I barely noticed them at the time. Jagged and silvery, running all the way up the back of his thigh, they hadn’t looked like a bite, but I know that’s very typical when it comes to how scars show when the victim has received them while shifted or changed under the moon. It’s one of those commonalities all wolves have. “I was more focused on your ass, if I’m being perfectly honest,” I say.

I love his smile. I love the way it touches his eyes when he stares into mine. “I can show you again, if you need it.”

“I think so,” I say with mock seriousness. “Just for accuracy, I should know what those scars look like.”

“Of course.”

We both stand frozen. I bite my lip, watching his eyes darken as he follows the movement. It’s almost enough to forget about the blood, but I can still smell that bastard on my skin and clothes, and suddenly that’s all I can focus on. “I think we should wash,” I say. “I want to feel clean.”

“Yes.” His nostrils flare, disgust crossing his face for the briefest moment, and I’d be mortified if I didn’t already know it’s the smell of Elliot’s second that he’s reacting to. “I agree.”

“I will heal you first, though. Here.” I nod at his hand. “I can’t undo damage that’s already done, but I can speed up healing, and give it a nudge in the right direction, if necessary.” My magic glows gold in the dark, illuminating his hand as I begin the process, feeling out the injury and inflammation, and giving his body that extra boost to hasten its own natural processes, burst capillaries absorbing back into the body. The bruises turn purple, then fade to yellow, before disappearing entirely, the process taking less than a minute from start to finish.

Healing requires more energy than most other spells and charms, but I’m not about to tell him that. I can handle this tonight. There’s no way in hell I’m letting anything stop our plans now that we’re here, because I’m certain we’re on the same page when it comes to that.

“Let me hear you. You’re perfect, and I’m going to make you scream.”

The memory of West in that vision flits through my mind, and I resist the urge to press my thighs together, remembering the feel of his fingers buried inside me. Mate, my wolf says, as if I need reminding.

“What about yourself?” he asks, pulling me back to the present. “Your neck.”

I take a deep breath. “I can heal myself, but I want to see it first. It’s not a necessity, it’s just… I don’t know, I’m morbidly curious now if it’s as bad as your wolf seems to think.” I let go of his hand and start walking towards the bathroom, the sound of his quiet footsteps close behind me.

“You know what my wolf thinks?” He’s finally ditched the too-small shoes, and the clink of his belt tells me he’s getting rid of that too. By the time he comes to stand behind me at the bathroom sink, he’s loosened both the first few buttons on his shirt and his bow tie.

My neck is not that bad. Reddened, yes, and maybe it will bruise. I lift my hand to it, pushing my magic through my fingertips. Healing myself is an odd, almost uncomfortable feeling, warm and pulsing and almost ticklish all at once. When I’m done I meet West’s gaze in the mirror, answering his question. “You almost shifted, so yes, I think so. I think if I’d given the word, you’d have torn right through that building, and anyone connected to Elliot’s pack would have not walked out of there alive.”

“Hm. If you’d given the word,” he says, pressing into my back, trapping me between himself and the vanity, his cock hard against the curve of my ass. He closes his eyes as he buries his nose in my hair. “You think you can command me?” he asks quietly.

I take a deep breath as his arm curls around me, his thumb brushing the underside of my breast. “I think you want to please your mate.”

“I want to do a lot of things to my mate.”

I hum in agreement. “So do I. I —”

I’m falling again, the sensation of dropping even more unexpected this time. “Fuck,” I hiss, reaching back on instinct, clutching at his shirt.

“Are you alright?” West asks calmly. It’s not the reaction I was expecting, and I stare at his face in the reflection, blinking, trying to make sense of why things feel off. “Bronte?”

We’re in a bathroom, but it’s not the same, the fittings here more opulent, the tiles pure white instead of marbled grey. Oh.

“Mama! Look, lello bus!” There’s a little boy pulling at the fabric of my skirt, holding a toy vehicle up for me to see. I recognise his eyes and his scent and him all at once — he is the man I met in my earlier vision, made small, a tiny child with rounded cheeks. My baby.

“That’s lovely,” I tell him, my sight blurring. He grins, showing off his baby teeth, sharp canines and all. We’re not in glamour.

“Bronte.”

I glance up at West’s reflection, and this time he frowns at me. “Are you alright, or still feeling nauseous?” he asks. “You can skip tonight, if needed, it’s only the pack.” I shake my head as his hand smooths down over the gently rounded curve of my stomach, and all at once I feel both the shock and the joy, the knowing that my future self has and the sudden realisation as I touch my own belly and confirm that yes, there’s another pup in there. There’s a movement from within, the strangest little bubble, faint and fleeting, and if it didn’t repeat itself I’d think I was imagining it.

“I just felt her move,” I say, somehow knowing this one is a daughter. West’s hand presses gently against me.

“Too soon for me to feel anything,” he murmurs, bending his head to kiss my neck. I shiver at the sensation, nipples pricking, aware of the little boy — our son! — still clinging to my leg. “You smell too good,” West growls against my skin, and it’s only then, as his mouth moves to close over it, that I see the scar on my shoulder. His bite.

A silver mark, two perfect crescents, the bite of all his teeth. I shiver, suddenly aware of the mental bond between us, I can sense it and —

I gasp, heart racing, eyes wide as I stare at our reflections. West is frowning, his grip on me tight as I take in a series of deep breaths. I want to tell him what I just saw, but —

“What just happened?” he asks sharply. He moves to the next question before I can answer. “It was a vision, wasn’t it? Is this what happens to you?”

I nod, swallowing heavily.

“You were blank, Bronte. Empty. Staring.”

“I know. How long?”

He shakes his head. “Too long. It’s fucking dangerous. I don’t like it.”

Does he think I like it? I’ve already told him that I don’t. “I can’t control it; it just happens.”

“Well you need to,” he barks, barks, his alpha magic jarring in my bones.

“Don’t bark at me, shifter!” I hiss, and he steps back as if I’ve slapped him. I hate the hurt that flashes in his eyes as I turn to face him, hate the way his expression closes off an instant later, cold and unyielding and entirely my fault.

“Is that how it’s going to be, werewolf?”

We stand staring at each other in this too-small space, too angry, too upset, too confused, too trapped in this.

Too different. Goddess, we’re so different from each other, both wolves and yet not the same at all.

Too horny, too perfect. Still strangers — but we fit so well together. I’ve seen our future. I’ve met our son. I’ve felt our daughter move within me. I want that. I want them. I want my babies. My babies, my wolf echoes, whining.

I want the happiness I know we can have. I can sense the potential. It’s right there.

I’m crying, tears running down my cheeks, too full of emotion. West looks remorseful, at a loss for what to do with me. I swipe at my face, blinking rapidly, taking in a shaky breath. “I didn’t mean it like that,” I say, another pang of guilt stabbing my heart because it was wrong of me to call him a shifter in that tone, the same one I’ve heard used too many times by too many werewolves. “I’ve told you not to bark at me.”

“You have,” he acknowledges. “It comes out when I’m stressed. You…” He takes a deep breath, eyes wide and naked fear on his face. “I didn’t realise you’re so vulnerable when that happens. What if someone attacks you while you’re in that state?”

The look on my face must say it all, because a growl rips from his throat, his lips curling back in a snarl.

“That’s how he got to you? Tonight? For fuck’s sake, Bronte.”

“It’s not my fault!”

“You should have told me this is what happens to you.”

“I’m sorry, should I just tell you everything about me? You want to sit down and go through my medical history next? You want to know what I ate for breakfast three weeks ago? We’ve known each other for a day! How am I supposed to tell you everything in that time? I barely know you. You’ve barely shared anything beyond the basics.”

“Br —”

“You’re being fucking unreasonable if you put it on me, that I should have told you more about something that rarely happens!”

“It just happened twice in one night!” His voice is booming, echoing against the walls.

“That’s never happened before!” Part of me is aware of how loud we both are, how this is going in exactly the opposite direction of where I wanted things to go tonight. “What are you going to do?” I press on. “Follow me around all day? Never leave my side? Stalk me while I use the toilet?”

“You’re my mate. I’m not leaving your side, I thought that was obvious.”

“I am being literal, Weston. You can’t follow me into the ladies’ room, can you? It was a freak event and I don’t know why we’re arguing about it like this, as if I’ve done something wrong, instead of being pissed off about what happened to me.”

Another round of silence, longer this time. I don’t like feeling as if we’re on a battlefield. I don’t want this chasm between us. One step forward and two steps back… it’s hard to not worry that this is how it’s going to be, even when the rational part of my mind says you’ve only just met him and give yourself some grace and he’s trying, too.

“You said you’ve studied pack structure,” he says quietly, that frown ever-present. “Did you learn about alphas, other than the bark? Did you learn that our bodies change with that first shift, that we’re never the same again? That we can love the alpha we’re raised under one day, and then hate him the next, as soon as our wolf is set free? That the hormones that flood our bodies make us protective, possessive, that we cannot bear the thought of anything happening to our pack? That we would lay down our bodies to defend every one of them? That it extends to mates? Did you learn that, Bronte? That I would die a thousand deaths for you, because you are mine. You are mine. My mate, my wife, my woman. I cannot handle seeing you hurt,” he finishes. “It kills me.”

I want to reach out to him, to hold him and have him hold me. I want that intimacy — not the sexual kind, but the comfort, the togetherness I felt tonight. The ease at which we became a team.

But I’m also stubborn, and deep down I know that my reaction set this all off because he wounded my pride. I am a witch, and I’ve done a shit job at being one when it comes to my divination. I should be able to control it. I shouldn’t let it control me. It is dangerous, and I hate being told that I’m wrong.

He’s worried, and rightly so. I’ve been lucky up until this point, but that might not always be the case.

“I learned that it was a biological imperative to protect your pack,” I tell him. “But you explain it better.”

“It’s more than just biology, Bronte. They’re a part of me.”

I nod. I know. I’ll never feel it, never be part of a pack the way he is, but I can understand it. I felt it, for a moment, the bond that exists between us as mates in the future, the way our souls were intertwined. I was wearing his bite with pride.

I know I’d bitten him back. That bond was strong.

The tension in the room deflates slowly. I point to the shower. “I need to wash the scent off,” I say, and he looks at his hands.

“I need to wash away the blood.”

It’s a truce. We meet in the middle, and I turn silently, lifting my hair out of the way. His hands are warm on my back, lingering as he unzips my dress slowly, peeling it away from my skin. It falls to the floor and my underwear chases it, West’s hands tugging the fabric down until it drops, nothing but a puddle of fabric at my feet. I don’t speak as I climb in the shower, don’t look his way, don’t ask if he’ll join me, because of course he will. I close my eyes under the warm spray, listening as his clothes drop and the glass door opens.

I move to the side, blinking water out of my eyes as he steps forward. This suite is fancy but this shower is still small for two wolves, and our bodies brush, the last vestiges of anger giving way to arousal once more at the press of flesh against flesh.

Still, we keep up the air of efficiency, getting through the business of washing away the intrusive scent of that man and his blood, soaping up multiple times, even as West’s cock waves like an erect flag in front of him. I try and fail not to look at it. He stares blatantly at my breasts, so much so that I give a little shimmy, making him laugh.

“Like what you see?” I ask.

“Of course. You’re beautiful.”

I suddenly feel shy. There’s been too much build up, the idea that we’re about to have sex so present it’s almost suffocating. “Let me wash you,” I offer, and thankfully he turns around.

He has a beautiful back. I’ve always been a sucker for them, whether male or female, the lines of the body so artfully drawn by nature. His body is perfect, perfect and mine, and it’s a joy to run my hands over his skin, to feel his muscles shift beneath my palms.

There are scars here I didn’t see before. Small scrapes, patches of lighter skin against his tan. I would die a thousand deaths for you, he said, and I know he means it. How many times has he put his body on the line for his people already?

He’ll do it for the stone, if it comes to a fight over it, if we find the pixies. I should tell him.

“The visions,” I say instead as I continue to soap his back, “they were both…” I have to pause to swallow back the sudden lump in my throat. “They were wonderful.” He doesn’t move, doesn’t say anything, and it’s somehow easier to tell him this way, talking to his back, speaking softly under the spray of water. “I met our son. He was on a vineyard. I think he lives there, in the future. I caught his scent first, and I thought there were two wolves, but it was just him, both a were and a shifter. He’s perfect, West. He looks just like you. You could be twins.”

“Are you sure? How do you know?”

“He called me Mom. My wolf recognised him. I told you, I’m both versions of myself when I’m there. She said he was my baby.”

“He was an adult?”

“He was your age, I think. He even…” I hesitate, wondering for a moment if I should bring up the topic. It’s going to come up eventually. “He even had a bite on his shoulder. He has a mate.”

West is quiet, washing his hands once more. I can’t blame him for wanting to be certain the stink of blood doesn’t linger under his nails. “Tell me what you saw,” he requests quietly. “Tell me everything.”

I do. I tell him in detail, what I saw, what I scented. How I couldn’t recognise the location.

“I don’t know of a place like that,” West says. “Nothing comes to mind.”

“The city across the water looked human. And much smaller than this city here.”

He has me repeat my description of our son multiple times, focusing so much on the communication device that I slap his butt playfully. “You’re trying to get business information out of this! I’m telling you about our future child, and you’re focusing on what is apparently a cellular phone.”

“I’m focusing on both,” he laughs. I go to slap him again but he catches my wrist, turning suddenly, his raw power much stronger than mine. I’m pressed against the tiles in an instant, covered by his huge body. Even at my height, he still manages to make me feel small.

He bends his head, lips brushing my ear. “Tell me about the other vision,” he murmurs, his hands running down my sides, grasping at my hips. I press closer to him, his erection brushing my stomach.

“I was pregnant.”

He stills, gold eyes meeting mine, and there’s something in that look that I haven’t seen before. It’s electric, a spark between us. For wolves to love the concept of breeding is not new — it is the most common kink among our kind, everyone knows that — but I didn’t realise it was his thing.

“I want your babies,” I say, tempting fate. It’s not hard to do when fate appears to be already written. West presses further against me, until our bodies are flush. “It was our second pup,” I add. “A daughter. I felt her move within me. Our son was just a little boy; I recognised his scent. It was him again.”

West’s pupils are dilated, so round it’s as if he’s drunk on the idea of it. He licks his lower lip, staring down at me. “You want me to fuck a baby into you? A shifter pup? You want my cum like that?”

“I thought we already established that you were going to knot me tonight,” I shoot back. His brow furrows.

“But I’m being serious now, Bronte. You’re a witch; I presume you can use those birth control spells like others can. Don’t ask me how I know,” he adds, and I make a mental note to ask him exactly how he does. He must have been with a witch before — which isn’t an unreasonable thought, but the flash of jealous rage I feel certainly is.

“I’m not currently using a spell. I can use one. I…” I don’t want to. I want our children. I want my son.

It’s irrational, stupid, and reckless. That’s what he’s implying. He’s asking if I’m sure. We say we’re mates, but no bites have been exchanged, no bond has been formed. I could walk away from him and all of this.

No! my wolf snarls, as if I’m actually entertaining the idea of a life without him. I’m not. He’s mine, I tell her. He’s ours, and tonight I am feeling reckless. I don’t feel like waiting.

“I want your knot. I want your pups. I want my children.”

I should be thinking about what this means for me, Bronte Maheras, heir to one of the most powerful Houses in the First Realm. I push all thoughts of that aside, focusing on the man in front of me, and the promise of our future.

I brush his wet hair back from his forehead. “I want you,” I tell him, and that’s the crux of the matter.

I want him, and that’s not going to change.
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She wants me to get her pregnant.

I’ve never been a family man. I never wanted a mate. I never expected this, but Bronte is turning everything on its head and now all I can think of is her belly growing round with my child, of doing that to her, of filling her again and again until she is gravid and everyone knows that she’s mine.

Fuck. I am on the brink of losing all control, my wolf chanting mate in my head repetitively. Breed her, he insists, as if I haven’t just been discussing that with her, as if she’s not already naked and willing, the smell of her arousal thick in the air.

She squirms against me, her damp flesh dragging over the head of my cock, and I groan, burying my face in her neck as I dig my fingers into the meat of her ass. It’s difficult to maintain any rational thought when I have her against the wall like this. “I’m going to knot you,” I promise. “I’m going to fuck you so hard.” I give in to the urge to bite her, gently, my teeth aching with the need to shift and change until they’re sharp enough to slice through her flesh, to leave my mark on her skin. She stills, her heart racing. Ah.

“Am I biting you tonight, Bronte? Are you going to claim me?” She’s holding her breath, her grip on me tight, and I already know the answer is no.

Claim her.

Fuck off, I snarl at my wolf. There’s more to it than that. Does it make sense that she wants me to get her pregnant but not to bite her? No, but there’s time. She’s seen the future. She’s met our son. It’s inevitable.

“I want to wait until the full moon,” she says, her voice quiet. “That’s the traditional time for weres. The day of the full moon, in the hours before the transformation. Our teeth… I don’t know if I can make mine change enough right now; she’s not close enough to the surface. They ache with it, but…”

“If they ache then you probably can,” I say, moving my hips, slowly grinding against her. I kiss her neck, sucking her flesh, breathing in the smell of her skin, sweet and addictive. “But we can wait.” I hadn’t considered that it would be a matter of whether she physically could. Her wolf is so different to mine.

“I don’t want to wait for anything else,” she says breathily, her fingers sliding through my hair, pulling gently until I lift my head. She’s right there, our noses touching, lips almost grazing. “Kiss me.”

I don’t normally let anyone order me around, but I’m finding that I don’t mind when it comes to Bronte. “That’s what I’ve been doing,” I murmur, kissing the corner of her mouth, the way she kissed me earlier at the gala. I reach out blindly, shutting the water off. “You looked so fucking beautiful tonight,” I continue, kissing along her jaw, nipping with my teeth. She squirms, but I hold her firm in my arms. “I thought about seeing those pretty tits of yours all night. They’re a fucking sight to behold.”

“You’re a tease,” she whines.

I am, but I’m done with waiting. I kiss her with a growl, her mouth meeting mine with just as much fervour, our tongues gliding together. She moans, gripping my shoulders, and before I know it she’s lifting herself, long legs wrapping around my waist, her dripping pussy sliding against my cock. Fuck. Within seconds she’s manoeuvred so that the head of my dick is notched at her entrance, where she pauses, and I have no choice but to hold her by the waist, supporting her.

“You little minx,” I growl between kisses, nipping at her lower lip. Her breathy laugh turns into a moan as she lowers herself.

I groan into her mouth, eyes open, staring into her eyes, the feel of her tight pussy better than anything I’ve ever experienced before.

“Oh,” she moans again, her eyes closing, head tipping back as she sinks further onto my dick. “Oh, fuck. Oh fuck me.”

Fuck me is right. She feels too good, so fucking wet, so insanely tight. This wasn’t what I’d intended — I’d meant to get us to the bed first, to taste her, to have her come on my tongue. I grab her ass with both hands, lifting her slightly before dropping her back down, thrusting up into her until the edge of my knot hits her entrance. She practically wheezes, clinging on to me as I repeat the movement, wet sounds filling the air.

“You were so desperate for my cock, you couldn’t wait. Is that it? So desperate for my cum.”

I fuck her harder again, growling, and she growls back, kissing me once more with all the ferociousness of the she-wolf that she is.

“Don’t act like you can’t wait to fill me.” Her breath hitches as I thrust once more, her mouth hanging open, gold eyes wide. “Oh,” she moans again as I repeat the motion. “Oh fuck me, please, goddess, I do need it.”

“Yeah?”

She nods, nails digging into my back, gasping as I pull out suddenly.

“Shh, it’s alright,” I tell her, kissing her again, lifting her, kicking open the shower door. I carry her, heedless of the fact that we’re still dripping wet as I walk us into the bedroom, tossing her onto the centre of the bed.

She looks like a queen, lying there among the plush blankets and pillows. She practically is one, or a princess, at least. I push the thought aside, gripping my cock as I stand at the edge of the bed, sliding my foreskin back and forth over the head while I watch her. Her chest heaves with exaggerated breaths, her brown nipples stiff peaks on those perfect, pretty tits, and her eyes fill with lust as she spreads her legs wide. “I think you should taste me,” she says, both hands on her cunt, spreading herself further still. “I know you want to.”

I do. I’ve wanted her taste on my tongue from the moment I met her, the scent of her branding itself in my mind. I grip her ankles, tugging her forward until her ass is almost off the bed, falling to my knees, burying my face in that pretty cunt. We both moan together as I lick her, that first taste as sweet and ripe as I knew it would be.

I’ve missed this body of mine. The raw power, the knot, the tongue, twice as long as when I am under glamour. I use it now, licking over her soft folds in wide strokes, circling her clit until she whimpers before kissing lower, until I can slowly press my tongue inside her, my eyes meeting hers as I stroke inwards. She watches me, propped up on her elbows, tits thrust forward, mouth open as she breathes heavily. With my finger on her clit at a steady pace, I fuck her with my tongue, growling against her flesh as her legs begin to tremble. Come for me, sweetheart.

She does a moment later, pulsing against my lips, throwing her head back with a deep moan, her cunt even wetter than before. I lick out of her, sucking on her clit, making her gasp, her hands gripping my hair, not to pull me away, but to hold me in place. I suck harder, not giving up until she comes again with a spray of sweet fluid that has me pulling back, my fingers strumming over her clit as she squirts all over my chin, neck, and chest.

It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever experienced. I grin at her shocked expression, running my hands over her thighs. “First time?”

She nods, wide-eyed, focusing on my chest. “You’re… I didn’t think I could do that. I —”

“Don’t you fucking dare be embarrassed. I love it.”

She lets out a laugh of disbelief, shaking her head. “Okay,” she says, and it’s one of the few times that I’ve truly noticed the differences in our ages. She’s experienced enough — we briefly discussed our sexual histories and health earlier today, because this was inevitable and I hate being unprepared — but she’s still young. Her revelation that she’s lain with both men and women, spoken without any hesitation on her part, was a reminder of how much more progressive the First Realm is and has always been.

“Did I do well, then?” I ask. “Or do you think you could eat pussy better?”

She splutters, covering her face with her hands, flopping backwards on the bed. “You did well, and you know it,” she says, nudging my chest with her foot, her voice muffled. “I never managed to make anyone squirt in my face. And now I won’t ever eat pussy again. You’re it for me, mate.”

“Will you miss it? Fucking women, I mean.” The thought that fate has trapped her with me, that she might prefer otherwise, makes me feel a little ill.

“That’s not how it works, at least not for me. No. I can tell you now, West, that you’re plenty enough for me, forever. You…” She licks her lips, sitting up, her eyes suddenly moist. She wears her heart on her sleeve, this one. Her vulnerability scares me. She’s too sweet, too good for this world, and it makes me all the more determined to be her shield and her weapon. I know she’s strong, but I’ll fucking kill anyone that hurts her. I should have already done so.

“Come and make love to me,” she says quietly, her words cutting me to the bone. I don’t know what she’s done to me, this witch; she’s put me under her spell. I step closer between her legs, lifting her into my arms, carrying her onto the centre of the bed. Hands in her hair, stroking her face, smoothing over the curves of her breasts. I map her body with my fingers and my mouth, kissing her everywhere, worshipping every inch of her skin.

“You’re so beautiful,” I whisper against her neck. “So perfect. All mine.” Our kisses are slow and sensual, a drag of tongues, a lower lip caught between teeth. We lay side by side, and with her leg hitched over my hip it’s so easy to slide home, our bodies moving as one. Making love, she called it, and that’s exactly what it is. I don’t recognise the man I am for her; he’s someone new, someone better, more patient and open. She sees through all my bullshit.

“You feel so good,” she breathes, her fingers digging into my back. “So good. Oh, fuck, yes!”

I could spend the rest of my life like this, wrapped in her, kissing her passionately, drowning in her scent and her taste and her body, but the ache in my knot and balls grows with every press into her, every slow drag back out a tease for us both. “You want my cum?” I ask, rolling us both until I’m on top of her, caging her head with my forearms. She kisses me hard in response, and I thrust deeper, making her squeak as my knot threatens to breach her.

“You want me to fill you?” I ask again. I don’t know why I need to hear it, but I do. Fuck, I need to hear her say it all. “You want me to fuck a baby into you? A shifter pup? I’m going to fuck you again and again, knot you every time, keep you filled. You’ll be dripping with me, every fucking day.” Another desperate kiss, another heavy thrust. I push myself onto my hands, watching her tits bounce as I fuck her hard.

“Yes. I need your knot. I want our babies.”

“You’re going to be so fucking round, full of my child.” Why am I suddenly so obsessed with the image of her pregnant? It’s like she flipped a switch in my brain, now all I want is that. I rise to my knees, gripping her ankles, holding her legs wide apart so I can watch where we’re joined, watch me slide into her body again and again. She lifts her legs over my shoulders and we both groan at this new angle. It feels too fucking good. “You going to come around my knot, sweetheart? You’re mine, you know that? Mine.”

She’s close, I can tell, her eyes wide, mouth slightly open, pupils so dilated they shine green in the darkened room. I let go of her leg in favour of rubbing her clit, doing my best to hold back from coming too soon. God, I’m gonna come in her so hard. “Gonna fucking breed you,” I say, and of all things it’s that unhinged shit that does it, her cry loud, her back arching. “Fuck!” I growl, thrusting into her once, twice, knotting her on the third. She lets out a guttural moan, and her tight cunt grips my swelling knot the way I knew it would, her body still in the throes of an orgasm as I come, spilling into her again and again, filling her up.

It feels so fucking good.

My lips pull back in a snarl on instinct, my aching teeth shifting until they’re longer, sharper, ready to bite.

Shit.

Coming in her is the best feeling in the world, and at the same time I struggle to hold back the urge to claim my mate. Bite, my wolf snarls as I collapse forward on top of Bronte, and I twist my face away from her, breathing heavily, forcing my teeth back into their regular form.

Her hands smooth over my back, pulling me down further, until I’m sinking into her body, resting all of my weight on her. I close my eyes, my nose in her hair, surrounded by the scent of her as I listen to our racing hearts. When her teeth graze my shoulder, I shiver in response. She bites me slowly, gently, not nearly hard enough to break the skin, but in the exact spot where she’s supposed to. “Are you tempting fate?” I ask. “I’ve only just reined in my teeth. Are you trying to make me claim you?”

“If you claim me, I’ll claim you. Maybe my teeth will work.”

“We can wait for the moon.” I’ll wait however long she needs.

She lets out a satisfied hum, her lips brushing my neck. “I love your knot, love your scent.” She moves one of her legs slightly, and I feel the slight tug of our tie, my knot firmly in place within her. Mine, my wolf says, and I kiss her deeply. I’ve never heard anything sexier than the growl she makes into my mouth.

“I should roll us over,” I say sometime later, when we’re finally catching a breath. Her swollen lips curve in a smile.

“I’m fine here, under you. I enjoy it.” Her hands cup my ass, kneading. “I love having the weight of you on me.” Her cunt squeezes suddenly, making me grunt at the sensation of her tightening even further around my knot, and she grins, pleased with herself.

“You sure?”

“Mmmhm.” Her mouth stretches wide in a yawn, and I rest my head back down beside hers, my limbs feeling heavy. I’ve never been this relaxed with a woman before. There’s still at least ten minutes left, maybe more, before my knot shrinks enough to pull out, and my limbs feel heavy.

“If I close my eyes, I’m going to fall asleep,” I tell her quietly.

“I was just thinking the same thing.”

Her eyes do close, and I watch her. Full lips, black hair, skin a slightly deeper tan than mine. She’s beautiful. So fucking beautiful, and I don’t know what I did to deserve her.

“Mrs Livingston,” I whisper. Gold eyes open, searching my face. The words I want to say die on my tongue. I don’t know how to tell her, don’t know how to describe this feeling.

“I’m glad it’s you,” she says quietly. “Fate did well.”

“It did.” One final kiss, the lightest brush of our lips. Eyes closed, my heart feeling as if it might burst. I’m glad, too.
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The room is dark but the birds are beginning to sing when I wake on top of West, his heartbeat slow and steady under my ear. His cock is still inside me, flaccid but thick enough for me to feel its presence, and I’m a fool for never before realising how deliciously erotic it would be to sleep this way.

It’s because of the man the cock is connected to.

It’s true. In the past I never dared to fall asleep while knotted. I wouldn’t have enjoyed it; being knotted is vulnerable enough as it is.

It’s so different with West. I already trust him with my life. It goes beyond the declarations he’s given me; there’s a soul-deep connection between us, and our wolves know it.

I lift my head, watching him, his handsome face completely relaxed in sleep. He’s a beautiful man; strong jaw, full lips, perfect cheekbones. There’s the slightest bump on the bridge of his nose from a past injury — probably a fight — and his dark lashes are so long I’d dare to call them pretty. He looks so peaceful like this.

His brows furrow as I reluctantly move, his cock slipping free with what feels like a gush of fluid. There’s a mess between our bodies now, but the whole bed is messy, the smell of sex thick in the air. I love it, my wolf loves it, and I’ve never felt so satisfied in my life.

“Just using the bathroom, you sleep,” I whisper to him as he cracks open an eye, kissing his cheek slowly, his stubble already rasping my lips. He smells so good, sweetness and musk and a hint of spice all at once, and it’s near-painful to pull away. I want to stay here forever, my nose pressed to his skin, breathing in everything that is him.

The air is cool as I dash to the bathroom, the constant leak of his semen strangely satisfying. “Give me your babies,” I’d whispered in his ear during our last round, meaning every word, quickly discovering that I’m just as invested in being bred as he is in breeding me.

I let out a laugh when I spot myself in the mirror as I wash my hands. Not only is my hair an absolute mess, but there’s a hickey on the underside of my right breast; a darker patch against my skin in this muted light. I’d momentarily forgotten he’d done that. He’s been so good, so careful not to bite me before I’m ready, and his attentiveness at all times is something I’ve never truly had before.

I find myself oscillating between states of absolute comfort and giddiness when I’m with him. It’s so different from anything I’ve ever experienced in the past. The way he watches me makes me swoon, and I may not like being barked at, but goddess, everything else about his alpha nature turns me on.

He enters the bathroom as I’m leaving it, ducking through the door, bending to kiss me briefly, squeezing my ass for good measure. It’s all very domestic, and I’m happy. There’s pixies to find and the issue of the stone, the questions about our future hanging over our heads, but as I wait for him on our bed all I can think is that I don’t care about any of that.

I care about West.

His cock is already hard when he returns, his knot looking deliciously swollen. I grin, spreading my legs wide in invitation, laughing with pure joy as he leaps upon me.

We don’t fall asleep again until well after sunrise.
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The call comes as we’re eating ‘breakfast’ at one in the afternoon while wearing nothing but our fluffy bathrobes. We’d started dressing in proper clothing earlier in the day and quickly gave up on the idea. I’d ended up bent over the chair in the bedroom instead, my fresh underwear shoved roughly aside and West fucking into me, alternating between hard and fast and agonisingly slow, teasing me at points by only leaving the tip of his cock sitting inside while he ran his hands over my back and ass and told me I was the best little mate for taking his cock so well.

No man has ever dared to call me little before, but goddess, I will let this man call me anything so long as he uses that absolute weapon of a cock on me.

“Anita has a lead,” he announces now, snapping his mobile device closed.

“I know. I heard.” I hadn’t understood the references to specific locations, only that she’d said three pixies had been spotted, there was talk of an item of value, and she’d finished the conversation with, “I assume you’ll be heading back to the West Coast as planned.”

Nerves twist in my gut. I’ve enjoyed being in our little sex-filled bubble, and I wish things could stay this way for longer. I’m not ready for the real world.

“We still have the flight scheduled for tomorrow morning.”

“Are we going back to your home, then? You think we’re better placed there?”

“We’ll go back to the original pack territory first. And I do.” He reaches for another piece of fruit, taking a bite, his eyes bright amber as a sunbeam hits his face. “It’s time we involved the pack, anyway.”

I nod, forcing myself to swallow my latest bite, the food turning to lead in my stomach.
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I’ve travelled by air before, but never like this. The private plane is even more opulent than the hotel suite — all white leather and polished wood — and the small crew are more attentive than any other staff I’ve ever met in either realm. “It’s just a charter,” West says, guiding me down the wide centre aisle with a hand on the small of my back, “but owning one outright is in my five year plan.”

He seems to know what I’m thinking as we settle into our seats opposite each other, a low table between us. “It’s not quite the same as riding a dragon, is it?” he asks quietly, his voice low enough that the human flight attendant — currently preparing our drinks from a well-stocked liquor cart — doesn’t hear.

I shake my head, matching his volume. “Very different. Laughably so. Though I would argue that portal magic still reigns supreme.”

He tilts his head slightly in acknowledgement. “When it works, sure.”

I’d explained to him how my portal magic functions over dinner last night; that I need to have stood in a location first before being able to accurately portal back to it. He’d made a comment about how, unfortunately, we’ll still have to keep up appearances by travelling the human way most of the time, given the nature of this realm, and it had been a good reminder of the fact that our lives are very different, and we’re not going to be able to easily merge them.

I’m no fool. If it’s a competition — a battle over who gets their way — I can already see that I’m losing. West talks about the future as if I’m in it here, in this realm. To add insult to injury, both the visions I had last night were based in this realm — I can feel it in my bones that it’s true.

If it’s a competition then I’m on the back foot — but it’s not. I don’t feel like I’m battling West for dominance here. I’m enjoying myself in this realm. There’s no guards, no castle walls, no expectations. No one is watching me, at least not in the way that so many watch me at home, waiting for me to slip up, silently keeping tally in their heads of all my mistakes and all the ways I could be better. The constant comparisons to my grandmother. The weight that comes with knowing I will take her place one day.

The reality is that my life has been in limbo for a long time, and will continue to be for decades more. My grandmother still has another forty years in her, give or take, and I know she won’t give up her position a single minute earlier than she needs to. In all that time I’ll simply continue to exist as the heir, waiting, stuck.

I’m not wishing for her death, in fact, I’d love for her to continue on living forever. Yes, she’s not a pleasant person. Her tongue is sharp and she rules with an iron fist, but she is a good leader. The House and our territories have been stable under her rule. Her magic is unrivalled. I feel like a cheap imitation compared to her.

I don’t even want to lead House Maheras.

It’s not a new thought. In fact, I’ve thought it so often that what follows is automatic; stuff it back down, tell myself that I do, that I will, that it’s what I was born to do.

I want to live up to the expectations people have set for me. I want to be good at what I do, want to be the wolf my grandmother sees, want the praise and the honour. I like feeling special. I like being in the inner circle, being trained to perform secret spells, being privy to highly classified information.

I like all those aspects, but I’m lying to myself if I don’t acknowledge that the castle walls have often felt like a prison, that I’ve felt more free here in this realm than I ever have in my life before.

What would happen if I stepped away from it all? I’d be an even greater disappointment than my mother, there’s no doubt about that.

I don’t know who I am if I’m not Bronte Maheras, the heir, and I’m scared that in wanting what I want — babies, a family with West — I’m giving in. He’d joked about werewolf matriarchy the other day, but there’s no matriarchy here in this realm. Alphas rule his world, and he is one.

It’s too late now.

I’ve already taken his knot, repeatedly. I’m almost certainly going to be pregnant. Without any contraception or spell in place, his knot will have done exactly what it was biologically made to do; trigger ovulation, hold all that semen in place for an extended period. Wolves are known for our fertility — that is the same for both weres and shifters — and it’s almost a given that it’s worked.

Besides, my visions are a pretty clear indication of what’s to come.

“Ma’am?”

I jump, jolted out of my thoughts. There’s a full glass of wine on the table in front of me, and the air hostess standing beside my chair flashes me a tight smile. “Sorry to disturb you. Please fasten your seatbelt for takeoff, as per federal aviation guidelines.”

“Oh! Sure!” I fumble for the belt, clipping the two pieces together, and all the while I can feel West watching me. I push my hair out back from my face as I reach for my wine, and finally meet his gaze. He’s looking at me as if I’m an object he’s studying — like I’m some sort of curiosity he’s trying to decipher. I quirk my brow at him in question as the plane begins to move, a strange rolling feeling beneath us.

“For a moment I thought you were having another episode,” he says, his brown eyes flicking somewhere behind me briefly. I turn just enough to see the air hostess seated on a pull-down chair at the front of the cabin.

I shake my head as I turn back to him. “No. Just lost in thought.”

“I realised.” He takes a sip of his whiskey, staring at me for a moment longer, before turning his attention to the view outside the window.

The plane is picking up speed, driving along the runway, and it feels like nothing I’ve ever experienced before as it pulls upwards, taking flight. The noise of it is almost painful. West continues to stare out the window and so do I, drinking my wine and feeling overly aware of him, wondering what he’s thinking, if the reality of what’s happened between us is sinking in for him, too. It was so easy to beg him to knot me when coming off the strange high of those visions combined with the violence of the night. Now I’m sitting here, questioning all of my life choices, wondering if I can even trust myself to know what I want, asking myself what have I done?

A small bell-sound chimes, and West glances upwards. I follow his gaze, noticing for the first time the symbols above us. “Seatbelt light is off,” he says. “It means we’re free to unbuckle and move around the cabin.”

I appreciate the explanation. There’s many things I don’t know about this world — little details like this — and I know I’d be a lot more lost without the guidance. Cultural capital is the term my grandmother has always used when discussing those weres who’ve come back from the Second and been utterly confused by the way we do things. “They lack the cultural capital; they barely know how to be werewolves. They’re practically human, the poor, useless creatures.”

Now I’m the one without the cultural capital. Watching human-produced media has only gotten me so far, and I’m beginning to realise there’s a lot that the movies never showed.

“You said this flight takes six hours.”

West nods. “A little over six.” He glances behind me again, his tone hardening as he addresses the flight attendant. “You can leave us now. We don’t need food. We’ll let you know when you’re required. I don’t want anyone disturbing us here in the cabin unless the plane is on fire.”

I turn my head to see her leaving silently, the door closing behind her with a heavy click. When I turn back there’s no doubting the look in West’s eyes or the long, thick shape of his erection in his pants, and it doesn’t matter that he’s already knotted me four times overnight; my clit is suddenly awake, with an aching life of her own, and my nipples prick beneath the bra I’m wearing.

“Surely not?” I ask, unable to hide the smile pulling at my lips. I can feel the heat in my cheeks, as silly as that is. Five hours ago he was balls-deep in me, growling into my ear that I’m “such a good little cumslut” for him as the warmth of said cum flooded me, knot stuffing me full, and yet now I’m blushing and giddy with excitement.

“There’s six hours left, as you pointed out. I can think of a few ways to kill the time.”

So can I. My heart is racing as I look around the cabin again. “What if they come in?”

“They won’t. Besides, we won’t be here.” He rises, holding out his hand for me. “I don’t usually reserve such a large plane,” he explains as he pulls me to my feet. “It’s by pure coincidence that the usual model was not available and I had to take the more expensive option. I was pissed at the time; now I’m considering it lucky.”

I hadn’t paid attention to the door at the back of the cabin or the size of the plane, but West leads me past the empty seats and pushes open the cream-coloured door at the back to reveal a dimly-lit space, filled with a double bed in front of a partition. “The bathroom is behind there,” he murmurs in my ear. “If you’d prefer to rest just tell me no, but all I can think about is fucking you again.”

“I’m surprised you have anything left in your balls.”

He laughs loudly, picking me up. I let out a squeal as he tosses me onto the bed, the heavy door swinging shut behind him. “Sounds like a challenge. I’m very happy to prove that I do, Bronte.”

“I can tell.”

Under the universal glamour he’s still a large man, still muscular, all washboard abs and meaty thighs. I’ve seen the way human women look at him. I don’t know if he even realises how attractive he is.

Scratch that, he definitely knows how good he looks — it’s obvious from the way his eyes stay trained on me as he takes off his watch, unbuckles his belt, unbuttons his shirt. “There’s a bird on Lykia that acts like you,” I say as his pants come off. “Puts on a show for his mate.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, I’m simply getting undressed.”

“Mmhm, sure. You keep telling yourself that.”

His erection bobs in the air as he pushes his underwear down. I’ve seen him naked with the glamour on before, but never touched him, and I scoot forward on the bed to take a closer look. “May I?” I ask, sitting directly in front of him.

He gives a small nod, standing still as I wrap my hand around his cock, the head of it already partially exposed. I pull back his foreskin further, until it’s tucked fully back under the ridge of his glans. I’ve never been this close to a penis without a knot before, but I don’t dare voice that comment out loud. I get the feeling that it wouldn’t go down well — in fact, I’m almost certain he’s waiting for me to say something, to do something, something that would indicate that I’m disappointed or less interested. I’m not. He’s my mate regardless of the glamour. Yes, he’s not quite as long or thick in this form, and it feels different to run my hands down to the base of a knotless shaft, but he’s still very well-endowed. I have no doubt that he’d give any human man a run for their money. Besides, I have the corresponding human vagina right now. A knot would probably hurt like a bitch.

West grunts in surprise when I lower my head, pressing my lips to the tip of his cock. I lick at the precum that beads at his slit, humming with pleasure because he tastes exactly as he should. I love the feel of him under my tongue — the smooth head, the rough patch on the underside that is still so sensitive in this form, as I discover by the way he lets out a hiss of pleasure as I press the tip of my tongue into him there. When I take him deep into my mouth, breathing through my nose as I relax my throat and press on, I discover that the lack of a knot can be beneficial in this way. I’d never normally get so far that my nose brushes the hair on his groin. I can still smell myself on him despite the shower he took this morning, and it brings me immense pleasure to know I’ve marked him so.

“Alright, you’ve made your point,” he says as I deep throat him again. I laugh around his cock and give his balls a gentle squeeze, pulling back enough that I can suck hard on the head. “Fuck.” I can feel the thrum of blood under my lips as his cock strains in my mouth, and he lets out another string of curses. “I’m going to unload into your mouth if you’re not careful,” he warns. “Seriously, Bronte, if you wanted to prove that you don’t care about the glamour you’ve done it, sweetheart, but I want to knot you now.”

Just for that, I keep going, increasing my pace, making him swear again. He buries his hand in my hair, grabbing a handful and gently-but-firmly pulling until I release his dick with a wet pop. “You,” he says, voice deep and growly despite the humanesque body. “You’re in trouble.”

“Am I?” I’m grinning, and he tugs my hair with a little more force, tilting my neck back and exposing my throat. I never let a man do this sort of thing to me, but with West it’s different.

I think he knows it, too. He seems to know exactly what I’m thinking.

His expression softens as he looks down at me, his grip loosening, and I get that same ache in my chest that I had the other night, when the words make love to me had tumbled so carelessly from my mouth. It’s too soon to be feeling this way for a man I barely know, but then again I’ve never been more comfortable around anyone in my life. I’m having his babies, after all.

Everything about this is backwards, and I’m just as terrified as I am excited. I stand, needing him as close to me as possible, needing him inside me. My hands wrap around the back of his neck to pull him in for a kiss, desperate and breathless, full of whimpers and moans. We fall backwards onto the bed together, his hands diving under my skirt, yanking down my lace panties and tossing them away as he bites at my lower lip. He kisses down my neck, tearing open my buttoned blouse as I whisper the words of the spell, our bodies returning to their natural state. I groan as his now-sharp canines drag across the swell of my breast, his hands roughly tugging down the cups of my bra, my nipples stiff peaks in the cool air.

“God I fucking love these tits,” he growls against my skin, his mouth latching around my nipple a moment later. He sucks hard, his hand trailing down my stomach, down further until thick fingers push into me as his thumb settles on my clit, and I buck up into him repeatedly, fucking myself on his hand. “So fucking wet,” he murmurs, biting at my other breast before giving that nipple the same treatment. I score my nails across his scalp, pressing his head further into me, loving the pleasure that borders on pain.

He’s a master at what he does, fingers curling inside me repeatedly, his pace never faltering, the flick of his tongue against my nipple and constant pressure on my clit enough to make me explode, my orgasm ripping through me, my breath caught in my lungs. He pulls his fingers out only to suck them clean, before kissing me again roughly so that the taste of myself is on my tongue. I moan into his mouth, reaching for his cock, slicking his precum over the head, but I barely get my hand around it before he’s pulling away, rolling me onto my side, lifting my leg as he presses behind me, his cock finding my entrance in one smooth motion.

One of these days I’m going to be the one dominating this man, but as he thrusts into me with enough force to make me wheeze, all thoughts of being the assertive, powerful woman that I am flee my mind in favour of wanting to be absolutely fucked by him. All I can do is moan incoherently as he sets a brutal pace, his fingers digging into the flesh of my hip as his knot slams into my pussy with each thrust, threatening to breach me each time. I love all the ways we have sex, the slow and sensual, the measured and calculated, and the moments like these, when it’s pure raw senseless fucking. “Get me pregnant,” I say, twisting my head and shoulders to look at him, watching the way his lip curls in a determined snarl as his eyes focus on where we are joined, revelling in the movement of his muscles beneath that tanned skin and the sheer size of him. “Fill me up.”

The crack of his hand against my ass is a pleasant shock. I moan, feeling myself beginning to unravel. He pulls me closer, sliding an arm underneath me, his long body curling around mine, teeth on my shoulder now, his grunts loud in my ear.

Bite me.

Bite me, bite me, bite me! my wolf howls, echoing the thought, and I bite down on my lower lip instead to stop myself from voicing it out loud, growling, drawing my own blood. West growls in response, his thrusts growing more erratic, and when he knots me I scream, howling as the intense pressure tips me over the edge as it always does, our biology so different and yet so similar, our bodies designed for this. Goddess I love the feeling of being filled by him, hyper-aware of his hot cum within me, spurt after spurt pumping me full. His bite is still hard on my shoulder but he doesn’t break the skin, and I reach back, threading my fingers through his hair as I come down from the high, heart racing in time with his, my head feeling light, ears momentarily ringing.

He kisses my neck, tongue swiping across my damp skin, and I hum with pleasure. “You taste too good,” he murmurs, and I turn my head once more for another messy kiss that leaves me breathless. His free hand smooths over my body in a pattern he repeats over and over again — breasts and stomach, waist and hip and thigh, and back again, and it’s easy for us to fall into a post-coital stupor, only half awake as I relax back against him. I wiggle slightly just to feel the pull of our tie, loving the feel and the knowledge that I am trapped here by him, caught on his dick, with no means of escape.

“West Maheras,” I say after some time.

“What?”

“I was thinking about how you called me Mrs Livingston, which I don’t mind being in this realm. Bronte Livingston has a nice ring to it… but you know that makes you Weston Maheras in the First Realm, right? If we’re applying the same logic.”

“Not necessarily to shifters.”

“Ah, but your wife is a werewolf. Our naming conventions are matrilineal, if marriage is involved. Which I’m assuming it is, given the fact that they even called me Mrs Livingston as we boarded this plane. I figured you have some sort of scheme up your sleeves to ensure I exist in this realm, in terms of legal documentation, et cetera.”

His arm tightens around me, nose buried in my hair. “How did you know?”

“Because I know you.” The words settle between us, and I know we’re both asking ourselves how much we really know of each other. “I don’t have to know all of your history to know you,” I add, but as the silence stretches on there’s a small part of me that questions whether I’m wrong.

“I have a guy I use for investments,” West says, and I glance at him again, listening curiously, because this is the strangest pillow talk topic we’ve covered yet. “He’s an orc, actually, born and raised in Scotland. He’s young but he has a good eye for property investments. I sent him a fax yesterday with a request to start looking into some properties to add to a new portfolio.”

“Okay.”

“It’s for you, Bronte.”

He laughs at my double-take. “I could see you wondering why the hell I decided to talk business in bed.”

“I mean, if you need to, that’s fine, but…” I grin. “What do you mean, a new portfolio for me?”

He’s quiet for a moment. “I think you’re more comfortable with the idea of staying in this realm than you let on. I think you see now why I can’t just leave my pack. I’m not trying to steamroll your decision making, and I want you to be happy. I don’t care for many people, but I care for you. It matters to me that you’re happy in our partnership, and if it’s a matter of pride, which I think may be the case, then I want to help ease that burden.”

Suddenly my heart is thundering in my chest. “You’re a bastard for bringing up this conversation while I’m still knotted to you.”

“I know. We have to talk about it, Bronte. I could see you worrying about it, before takeoff.”

“How do you⁠—”

“Because I know you. I don’t have to know all of your history to know you.”

Stress. That’s what I feel, a tightness in my chest that’s got nothing to do with love. I don’t know if I love him. How can you love someone after just a few days? How can you know that it’s real when hormones and magic influence everything?

“People are going to think I just gave up. That I just gave in for a man.” I laugh bitterly. “It doesn’t look good. I’m fucking Vivian. That’s what you’re telling me before, that you’re buying me a house? It’s that same damn story as in the movie!”

“Not a house. A portfolio of commercial real estate. Your own fortune, separate from mine, in a trust. I won’t touch it — it will be yours. Cameron can help you manage it.”

“They’re going to think I’m weak. You don’t understand what Maheras werewolves are like, they⁠—”

“No, I understand.” His tone is even more bitter than mine. “I’ve met your kind before. You know I’ve been to the First.”

“My kind.”

“They treat us shifters who remain in the First like shit, and you know it. Don’t tell me you’re that blind, Bronte.”

“I got treated like shit at the gala.”

“Not by everyone.”

“No, I only got strangled⁠—”

West’s growl cuts me off, and I freeze. “Don’t remind me,” he snarls.

“Our worlds don’t fit!”

“You will fit into our pack. You will.”

“Because you’ll bark them into submission.”

“It won’t need to come to that. I know my pack. I have their trust. But you need to remember, barking them into submission is my job as an alpha. I know you hate how it feels on you, but that is life for a shifter. They know nothing else. It’s my role to command them.”

I feel too hot lying here, pressed to him, his dick still trapped in my cunt. “My grandmother will think I’m a failure.”

“Yes, she will. I’m not going to lie to you, Bronte,” he adds, seeing the look on my face. “We already established on the night I first met you that the woman is a bitch. She’s had her plans for you since you were born. I understand that. I know what it’s like to have your path laid out for you.”

“But I’m not sticking to that path, while you are.”

“I’m biologically wired for it, Bronte. I can’t change what I am. I’m an alpha because I was born one, there is no magic fix for this. You have the chance to have a choice. You don’t have to do what your grandmother decided for you before you could even walk.”

“So I just do what you want me to do instead.”

“I want you to do what you want to do. You seem happy here with me. You’re the one that’s been begging for me to knock you up.”

We stare at each other, both frowning, at an impasse.

“I don’t want to tell you what to do. I know I do that with my pack, but I don’t want to ever do that to you, Bronte. I don’t want that power imbalance between us. What I want is to know what’s going on in your head.”

“I don’t know!” I whisper desperately. “I want our future! I want our pups!”

He shrugs, the movement jostling us both. “Isn’t your answer there, then?”

I turn my head away from him again, sinking back into the mattress. “I hate that they’re all going to look down on me.”

“I know.”

“I hate that they’ll look down on you, and on our children. I already know that they will.”

“Fuck them. Who gives a shit about their bad opinions?”

I wish it were that easy. “I care. I care that they think I’ll be downgrading my life.”

“Is it a downgrade? Are you disappointed? Do you wish I was someone else?”

I shake my head vehemently. “Of course not.”

“Then ignore them.”

“I thought you just said you weren’t going to tell me what to do,” I retort, my tone lighter than before as I look at him again over my shoulder. His lips twitch in the smallest of smiles, but I can see the naked worry in his eyes.

“I would let you go, if that’s what you needed. If that was your choice. I won’t keep you a prisoner, Bronte.”

My heart is breaking at the mere thought of it, my wolf howling, and a whine escapes my throat. West’s face contorts for a moment, a flash of raw emotion across his face, and I know he’s hurting at the thought, too. “My wolf hates the idea of that, and so do I,” I tell him.

“Then come here,” he says gruffly, as if I’m not still tied to him. He pulls me closer once more, his face pressing into my neck, taking ragged, gulping breaths. “You’re mine,” he whispers desperately, arms holding me tight.
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I go to use the bathroom cubicle behind the bed to clean up. It’s small but tidy, with a functional looking shower. I yelp when I flush the toilet, the loud sucking sound scaring the shit out of me, and West’s barking laugh fills the cabin. “You could have warned me!” I hiss, poking my head out of the cubicle. He laughs louder again, the noise carrying around the partition, and I step back through to find him wiping tears from his eyes, his face flushed with the effort of belly laughing. “Very funny, ha ha. How was I supposed to know it was a… a…”

“A vacuum system!” he answers, his voice strangely high pitched because he’s giggling. “Oh fuck, that’s so fucking funny.”

“I’m glad one of us is amused,” I say, but it’s hard to stay annoyed when he’s like this. A happy mate, handsome and sexy and very naked, lying on a bed… what’s not to love? We’d both fallen asleep before his knot came free — risky, given our location — and we only woke five minutes ago to a strange sensation, as if we were dropping.

“We are,” West had confirmed, sitting up in bed and running a hand through his messy hair. “We’re lowering altitude. Better undo your spell and get dressed; they’ll want us seated shortly.”

“Do I need to worry about a vacuum system shower?” I ask him now.

He flashes me a big grin. It’s still jarring to me sometimes, to see his teeth without his sharp canines. It’s him, and he’s a wolf and so am I, but I understand his bitterness about the universal glamour better now. I know he thinks things would be better if humans all knew about us. I’m not so sure, but it is exhausting having to actively hide ourselves from them, and I’ve only been here half a week.

“No,” he answers. “But I don’t want you showering at all. We’re heading straight to the pack. I want them to smell me.”

“Of course you do. You’re such a typical man.”

“As if you don’t like that I have your scent all over me.”

I shrug. It’s true, and I’m not going to deny it. “Okay, fine. I’ll smell like the alpha, and I’ve marked my territory on him.” I pick up my discarded underwear from the floor. “Does this make me a luna, then?” It’s an older term, a traditional role for the female mate of a male alpha. I don’t know much about it, but I know there’s alpha magic involved — pack bonds that link to the luna, too.

“You tell me.” His tone is completely neutral, as is his expression when I lift my head to look at him while I pull my panties back up my legs.

I make a scoffing noise, because I’m not, and he shrugs in acknowledgement.

“Well there you go, that’s your answer.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence!”

“You’re not a shifter.” His words aren’t harsh, just truthful, but it still stings a little. I don’t want to be a shifter, but damn, it certainly complicates things that I can’t even connect with a pack the way that they do. I turn away from him, finding my bra.

“Bronte.” His tone is gentle as he steps behind me, his arms enveloping me. I turn, pressing my face to his chest. “You’re not a shifter, but that doesn’t mean you’re not the alpha’s mate. You have the most honoured position in the pack. And I can tell you now, you’re the pack’s greatest asset. I know you’re worrying about how the pack will perceive you. I understand. But they’re not going to be able to say shit when they see what you can do. Elliot’s man attacked you because you are a threat, because of who you are and the weight of your name. You’re a weapon, and you’re mine.”

I breathe deeply, taking comfort in his words, the scent of him. “You’ve thought about utilising my magic,” I say. It’s not a question, because I already know the answer. Of course he has. He thinks about everything this way, examining how situations and people can be useful to him. In that regard, he’s very similar to my grandmother.

“It’s a three hour drive to the pack’s forest. Once we’re away from busy traffic, we’re going to pull over and change. Take off the glamour, put on our clothes that fit us properly. You’re going to meet the pack in your true body. Glamour won’t be hiding mine. You’re going to allow the entire pack to be free from it for a night. Let them fuck with their knots and their teeth. Let them shift. Let them howl. This is how you become their most valuable pack member. You’ll never be a luna because you can’t be — but who gives a shit? Anita’s pack doesn’t have a luna; many packs don’t. You alone can offer our pack something that no one else can. Themselves. That’s fucking powerful. You are powerful; don’t think I don’t see it.”

I pull his hand to my lips, kissing his knuckles, my words of thanks trapped in my throat.
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“Can your visions be wrong?” West asks, glancing at me briefly before returning his attention to the road, his eyes hidden behind his aviator sunglasses. He looks like a movie star straight out of Top Gun as he adjusts the stick shift, changing gears. The convertible’s engine revs louder, the car picking up speed again as we cruise down the highway. I have no idea what the speed limit is here, but the needle on the dashboard creeps closer to ninety, and something tells me that’s probably illegal, and possibly by a lot.

The landscape here is so different to NYC, and in many ways reminds me more of Lykia. A cloudless blue sky, dry mountains in the distance, row upon row of grapevines flashing past the window as we travel north towards the pack-owned redwood forest where the majority of West’s pack is currently gathered.

“Maybe?”

“Maybe.” He’s unimpressed.

“I don’t know, that’s the honest answer. So many things have come true. My wolf knew our son — that’s going to happen. He’s going to be born.”

“It’s him that made me ask — the vines,” he lifts his right hand off the wheel to gesture at the vineyards out my window. “Perhaps he was here, in this area.”

I shake my head. “It was coastal.”

“We are coastal. The ocean’s that way.”

“No, it wasn’t here. There was a city across the water. The Pacific Ocean is there, right?” I point in his direction. “And then nothing as far as the eye can see — I saw it as we flew in!” I wind down my window for good measure, scenting the air, shaking my head as the smell confirms it. “No way, the air was much sweeter at our son’s house. He’s somewhere else. We’re somewhere else in the future — remember he said he was going to ‘call Dad,’ as if it was a situation you could rectify immediately.”

“That’s why I’m asking if your visions could be wrong. It seems strange that you interacted with him in that way, unless out there in the future, you’re snapping into a trance as your past self takes over your body. You would tell me if that also happens to you, wouldn’t you?” he asks, his voice taking on that authoritative, almost menacing tone.

“I would,” I confirm. “And no, it doesn’t happen that way.”

“So the vision could be wrong, then?”

“I think the vision could be slightly different when it plays out in reality, but I think it is a clear indication of where the future is going. I saw you, West. Your scent was exactly the same as it is now. I knew you were my mate. That’s why I was so comfortable even when —” I stop myself too late; he glances at me sharply and I know I’ve been caught. I haven’t told him about the finger-fucking vision yet, and I hadn’t planned on it, either.

“So comfortable when…?”

“When I had visions of you.”

“Visions. Visions,” he repeats, emphasising the plural form.

“I told you I had visions of you, yes. You just never asked what the other vision was about.”

“You.”

I giggle. I can’t help it, I love it when he pretends to tell me off like this.

“What is this other vision?”

“It’s nothing!” I say, but my voice says it all.

“Was it sexual? It was sexual, wasn’t it? Did you fuck me in a vision before you even met me?”

“I mean, you’re the one who was putting his fingers inside me.”

He shakes his head dramatically. “I can’t believe you kept this from me, Bronte.”

Guilt coils in my gut instantly — not about this, but about the Maheras Stone. The Moonstone. I trust West, and I could trust him with the full knowledge of what the stone can do when in the right hands — I know that now — but it feels too late. He’s going to be furious if he finds out. If I have it my way, there’ll be no need. No one knows the full extent of its powers but my grandmother and myself. It can stay that way.

West’s cock is hard again, the bar of it visible in his jeans. “Poor baby, are you jealous of the vision version of you?” I tease, keeping my voice light, ignoring the stress in my chest as I reach over to squeeze his erection. It twitches under my fingertips.

“Tell me about this vision,” he says, his voice raspier than usual. “We’ve still got an hour to go. I want all the details.”

I settle back against the leather seat, my cheeks hot. It’s one thing to have him finger fuck me senseless, and another entirely to describe it to him. “Fine.”
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The road within the forest is winding, the terrain so different to anywhere I’ve ever been before. The trees are huge, and I feel silly for not realising that redwoods referred to the distinctive colour of their towering trunks. There’s more greenery on the forest floor than I expected — ferns and moss growing among the smaller shrubs and dry leaf litter.

West is no longer speeding, but I can tell he knows these roads like the back of his hand. I listen to him as he speaks quietly, almost reverently, about this place. How there’s plenty of game animals for hunting, and how the pack’s expanded territory ends north of here. That the pack has a network of cabins owned by the individual families, off-grid, though he’s invested in renovations to bring the buildings up to modern day standards. “Just don’t flush your tampons down the toilet and we’ll be fine,” he mutters, adding “Septic tanks,” at my confused expression, as if that alone explains everything.

He was raised in San Francisco, but he’s been coming here his whole life. He was born here too, his mother going into labour earlier than expected, birthing on the forest floor on hands and knees outside the family cabin with his three year old sister watching on cautiously, his father catching him with nothing but his bare hands and the shirt off his back. “It’s quite common for alphas to be born a few weeks early; something about our biology speeds things up right at the end.”

“And there were no signs of it?”

He shrugs. “She was in denial. I’ve seen the photos from that time. Her stomach was huge. My father used to say that she expanded overnight.”

“She wanted to have that extra month without a newborn.”

“She didn’t want an alpha for a child. No one does.”

I’m silent, caught by surprise at his words, and he glances at me, frowning behind his glasses. “It’s a curse,” he explains quietly. “I am who I am, and I don’t know any different, but being an alpha is a curse, and I wouldn’t wish it upon anyone. I’m never free, and even if I were given the chance to be, I wouldn’t take it anyway. That would be too much like losing. I’m tethered to the pack, as they are to me.”

I don’t know what to say to that. I’ve never thought of it that way.

“It’s not something you need to worry about when it comes to our own pups,” he adds, reaching over to rub my thigh momentarily, before setting his hand on the gearstick once more. “There’s only one known case of an alpha having an alpha child, so the future kids you saw are safe from the curse.”

“You’d think it’d be genetic, and passed down each generation, the same way magic seems to be in my family.”

“No. Can you imagine? It’d be awful. I’m not a nice guy, but I still don’t want to hate my own kid.” A creeping sensation moves up my spine as he speaks. “We’d have to be the unluckiest people in both realms to have an alpha pup.”

You shouldn’t tempt fate like that. I almost say the words out loud; my grandmother would. Instead I take a deep breath, leaning back into my seat.

We both fall silent, my mind replaying his words. I hate that he says I’m not a nice guy, and it’s unsettling to hear him say that he’s cursed. “I’m not worried about our children, but when you say you’re cursed I worry about you,” I tell him quietly, picking up the earlier thread of our conversation. He shakes his head.

“You don’t need to. The hardest parts are behind me, at least for a long time.”

I only have the vaguest idea of what the hardest parts he’s referring to are. This is the most he’s ever talked about his past. I want to hear more, but he’s frowning now, deep in thought, and I turn my attention to the sight outside the window instead.

“The turn off is just around this bend.”

We’re heading to his cabin. He’s warned me to expect a crowd outside. “I’m nervous.”

“You’ll be fine. Remember what we talked about. You’re the asset. Show them that.”

He turns down a smaller road. The surface is still sealed, but now it’s barely wide enough for two vehicles. “Your cabin is the one you were born in front of, right? Will I meet them today?” I ask. “Your parents?”

I should have known from the way he never mentioned them when he talked about current pack members. I should have known, and seeing the way his hands tighten on the steering wheel, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows heavily, breaks my heart. “You can’t. They’re dead.”

What can I say to that? There’s no words that are enough. I hesitate, before placing my hand on his thigh. “I’m so sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.”

It’s clear that that’s all the information he’s willing to offer me right now. I’m not going to push for more; I don’t want to upset him further, and we don’t have time, anyway. The trees begin to thin out, and I spot the first of the crowd gathered within the large clearing ahead; men and women of varying ages, all wearing the same guarded expression, and children playing in the distance. They all freeze when they hear the car, heads turning in our direction.

There’s a great zoo within elvish territory that my father took me to when I was a small child. I feel like one of the creatures from there, trapped behind glass, all the people staring in at me, the oddity.

“Breathe, Bronte.”

“They’re going to hate me,” I whisper, quiet enough that only he will hear.

“They’re going to respect you. That’s Samuel,” he adds, nodding straight ahead at the man standing in front of the large log cabin. Samuel is another large man, tall, and burlier than West, with a face that’s handsome enough in a blunt, friendly way. There’s a little girl hiding behind his leg, her flaming red hair standing out, an unusual tone for a shifter.

West pulls up directly in front of the house and kills the engine. The forest is so silent it seems as if the whole world is holding a collective breath.

West removes his aviators, and so do I. His gold eyes linger on my face for a moment before he reaches for his door handle. “Let’s do this.”
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The scent of shifters hits me the moment we open the car doors, and inside my wolf grows even more restless. While I know that these wolves are still all under glamour, and that they would never attack their alpha’s mate, my wolf is all instinct. Her hackles rise within me, wary of these new wolves.

You need to get over it, I snap at her. Calm down. They would never attack.

Gravel crunches under my feet as I round the front of the car, and all the while I feel the weight of the pack’s eyes on me. I may have spoken to crowds that number in the thousands in the past, but it’s this much smaller crowd of a hundred that has my heart beating faster than it ever has before. I know they can hear it. I know they can scent my nerves.

At least I look calm on the outside. Years of training in the Great Hall means that standing tall and exuding confidence comes naturally. My grandmother used to say, “Shoulders back, head high, neutral expression,” so often that I’d find myself chanting it in my mind at the beginning of every ceremony, and if she ever caught me slouching I’d get the snappish, “People will one day see you as their queen. Act like one,” accompanied by a sharp zap of magic to the spine. I suppose I’m grateful for it now, and if these people were anything other than wolves — orcs, humans, even dragons — they wouldn’t be able to tell that inwardly I’m more stressed than I’ve ever been in one of these situations. It’s because this moment is important to West. It’s important to us. I don’t want to fuck it up.

West’s arm slides around my stomach, pulling me close as he comes to stand directly behind me, and the solid presence of him at my back allows me to take a deep breath and centre myself. Suddenly I can take in the details my mind was skipping over; the beauty of this place, the birdsong, the rich, fresh scents of the forest. I meet the eyes of the individuals that make up this group and feel sure of myself in doing so. I find the twin girls in the crowd that West warned me about, who are so close to their first shift that it could happen the moment the glamour is lifted, the pair of burly older men standing at the back that West told me were mates, and the woman near the front of the group who smiles at me when our eyes meet. She has the feminine version of West’s face, and I smile back, realising that I’m staring at one of his sisters.

I know many of the pups haven’t met a werewolf before, and their reactions are blatant in the way that children’s often are. A few little hands point in our direction, a handful stare with open mouths, and a loudly whispered “She’s so pretty!” carries through the still air. That, of all things, seems to soften the mood a little, and suddenly there’s more smiles on faces.

“This is Bronte,” West says. He doesn’t yell — he doesn’t need to. His voice is deep and clear and authoritative, and every wolf gives him their full attention — even the little baby cuddled in his mother’s arms turns his head to stare, wide eyed. I can feel the threads of magic that bind this pack, the threads that West is pulling on now, just enough to implore to each individual that what he’s saying is of the utmost importance. It’s a fascinating phenomenon to observe, and one that was never mentioned in any of my textbooks, at least not like this. “She’s my mate. By tomorrow the paperwork will have gone through, and she’ll also be my wife. She’s a very powerful witch… and a werewolf, obviously. I’m going to thank you all in advance for treating her with the utmost respect and making her feel welcome here. This place is as much her home and territory as it is yours. She is, and always will be, a member of our pack.”

“We’ve got a welcome gift for you, Bronte,” Sam declares. He crouches to speak to the little redheaded girl behind him while simultaneously giving West a look that says trust me. “Now’s your moment,” he whispers. “Go on.”

“Oh my goodness, hello!” I say softly, dropping to my knees as the little girl wanders over, a messy bouquet of flowers held behind her back. Her mass of curls catches the late-afternoon sun that filters between the trees, lighting her hair up like a halo. The colour is so different from the other shifters in this pack, and between that and her slightly different scent I realise that of course, she’s half human. “What’s your name, darling?” She can’t be any older than four.

“Lucy.”

“Lucy. It’s so lovely to meet you.” I make a show of acting surprised, gasping when she pulls the flowers out from behind her. “Thank you!” The long purple and white spires of the lupine flower are stunning — and poisonous. I take them from her, my eyes flicking up to Sam. They have the same chin, and Lucy’s little mouth is an echo of his. “Thank you so much, Lucy. They are so beautiful. I’ll have to find a vase for them.”

I’ll have to make sure she washes her hands well.

Lucy is grinning, beaming with joy, and surprises me further by leaning in for a hug. “Oh, you’re a sweetie,” I say into her hair. “Thank you for welcoming me.”

The hug is apparently a signal to all the other pups, because we’re suddenly faced with a stampede of children. For some reason I thought they’d be a little wary of West, but they ignore him completely, pushing past him to get to me. He grunts as his feet get trampled, and I can’t help but laugh as I’m swarmed by little shifters, their voices rising higher and higher in volume as they fight to be heard.

“Are you really a werewolf?”

“Yes,” I answer.

“Are you from the other dimension?”

“Yes, I’m from the First.”

“My daddy said you were a princess! Do you live in a castle?”

“I grew up in a castle, but I’m not really a princess.”

“She’s a witch! Are you going to take off the glamour?”

“Can you do it now?”

“Is your wolf really trapped and won’t come out?”

“Are you ginormous when you shift?”

The questions blur together, and I can’t keep up with them all.

“Alright! That’s enough,” West says, his voice loud enough that it alone would have stopped the onslaught of questions. Infused with just a touch of his alpha bark, it has the effect of freezing all the children on the spot. “If you want Bronte to remove the glamour, you need to give her space,” he tells them, and they immediately scramble back. I take his offered hand, allowing him to pull me to my feet.

“If no one has any objections, I’m sure Bronte will be willing to take the glamour off for all of us now.”

Time seems to slow.

“There’s no objections, alpha,” Sam answers. “Everyone is eager to shift — in turns. We still need people to watch the pups.”

People are nodding now, and suddenly I can see the desperation in their eyes. West had looked that way on the night we first met, when he’d realised I wasn’t in glamour. There’d been naked hunger in his eyes as he’d stared sightlessly across the dark room, trying to make out the shape of me with human eyes — a hunger for his true form. I recognise the same look on the faces staring at me now.

“You alone can offer our pack something that no one else can. Themselves.”

West was right. Regardless of whether they like me or not, they need me. Yes, they’ve lived this long without regularly shifting, but it shouldn’t be the norm. It’s not right to have your wolf trapped inside for so long. If I couldn’t turn under the full moon my wolf would tear me apart on the inside.

“Go ahead,” West prompts me. “Work your magic.”

“Alright then.” I take one deep breath and begin to chant.

I know these wolves are used to dealing with elvish witches. Their magic is pretty. It glows blue and paints elvish script and patterns in silver light across the ground. I find it overly flashy, with energy wasted on the looks rather than the function.

Anything pretty from my magic is a byproduct. As I speak I know the bodies of the wolves before me are beginning to glow gold, but I’m not really seeing them, at least not with my eyes. Instead I’m finding each one in the fabric of the universal glamour that blankets this realm, plucking them free from those threads, holding them as my own magic combats the spell on us all in this realm.

Technically, I’m breaking the law. A number of laws.

In the First, questioning why we must uphold the universal glamour in the Second Realm will get you strange looks at best, and embarrassingly public admonishment at worst. I learned to stop asking for legitimate reasons beyond it’s always been this way a long time ago, but seeing these wolves here and feeling their relief as their bodies are freed from the spell makes me want to demand more of the Houses in control of the First — including my own. Why does each realm need to be kept so separate? Why must all the humans that live in this realm be kept in the dark about our kinds?

The counterspell doesn’t take long. I hear the telltale signs of ripped seams as bodies grow larger, taller, and more muscular. There’s a brief pause, as if everyone is taking a collective breath, and then pandemonium ensues.

Some of the pups throw their heads back and howl despite the fact that they can’t shift at all. Their sharp little canines catch the beams of sunlight filtering through, as do their eyes, all shades of yellows and golds. Others practise their growls. Half the adults are already disappearing into the trees, eager to shift, trusting that enough will remain unshifted to keep an eye on the children. The odd person begins to shudder on the spot, unable to hold their wolves in, shifting into their huge forms in the middle of the clearing, their clothes falling to the ground in tatters.

There are quite a few eyes on us still. They’re watching West, and waiting to see what he’ll do next. Who he’ll choose.

“You should go,” I say, turning to him. He frowns, but I can see he’s been thinking the same thing. “Go,” I repeat, smiling to help soften his worry for me. “Go shift. Let your wolf run. This is a better setting for him than a hotel room.”

I can see he’s hesitating, caught between wanting to be here for me and needing to be there for his pack.

The first set of howls from the adult wolves split through the air. We all stop to listen. I may be from a different subspecies, but I still understand this language. I close my eyes, loving the sound, their calls relaxed and full of joy. I can see why this place is so special to West and his pack.

When I open my eyes again he’s watching me, an indecipherable expression on his face. For a moment I wonder if he’s going to ask me to come with him.

“Are you coming, alpha?”

He turns his head and nods to the wolf behind him, a woman about my age — tall, pretty, with bright yellow eyes and perky tits. She’s attractive, stunning, and a flash of irrational jealousy rears its ugly head but it’s not so much because I view her as a romantic rival. I know my mate will never want anyone but me.

I’m jealous because I can’t shift and join them, and a pretty shifter like her will always have that over me.

I could join them on foot, trailing after them between the tall trunks, following their scent as they travel further and further away. It’s not the same, and I’ve never been so aware of the fact that I can’t call upon my wolf at any given moment more than I am now.

With his decision made, West turns to Sam. “Keep her safe,” he says, as if I’m not standing right here.

I should be offended, but then Sam says, “With my life, alpha,” his tone deadly serious, and a chill runs down my spine. What are they keeping me safe from?
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West’s cabin is nothing like I’d expect from a man with all his millions, but then again, someone would probably say the same thing about my chambers in the First Realm. Thinking about home — even just briefly — makes my heart ache just a little. More and more, I’m beginning to accept that my future is here in this realm. How can I feel the magic that exists between my mate and his pack and then ask him to sever that connection? When he’s told me he can’t, he truly means it. He is as fated to lead these people as he is to be my mate.

“Make yourself at home,” Sam says, holding the door open for me. “I mean, this is one of your homes now. Honestly, I’m beginning to lose track of how many properties Weston has, he seems to collect a new one each week. You haven’t been to the mansion yet, have you?”

I shake my head, stepping through the door. It opens into a living room, filled with old sofas covered in crocheted throws and faded cushions. There’s an old worn rug in the centre of the wooden floor, and photos hanging on the plain walls. The continuous chorus of howls filters through the walls. “West said he was born outside his parent’s cabin. Is this the place?”

“Yeah, it is. He hasn’t changed a thing since he inherited it.” There’s a pause as Sam and I look at each other, taking stock. If I met him on the street he’d be just another shifter, but West is the common thread that binds us. “He’s serious, you know, when he says you’re part of the pack now. You are.”

I hesitate for a moment. How much do I lay bare to this stranger? I don’t sense any animosity from him, despite the phone call the other day. I’d heard him then, complaining that West was putting me first, and on impulse I’d interrupted their conversation. I know West says I’m sweet and polite, but I’m also a possessive wolf who wants her man to herself, as unreasonable as that is given his position. “I don’t feel any connection to this pack. I have no way of bonding with it. I could see the magic West was using today in my mind’s eye, but I can’t touch it.”

“Do you think that’s the only thing that makes a pack member? What about humans who mate with wolves? They can’t even sense the magic, and here you are talking about seeing it. Besides, when he bites you I’m sure you’ll feel plenty.”

I screw my nose up at the double entendre — claiming a mate most often happens during intercourse — and Sam growls, running his hand back through his mousey-brown hair. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

“This is all very new to me, that’s all.”

“Yeah, well it’s new to all of us. I⁠—”

“Daddy! I’m gonna go to Bobby’s cabin!”

Sam holds one finger up to me before stepping back outside to speak to his daughter, the gesture familiar because I saw another man do the same thing just a few days ago. My son.

You’re a part of the pack now.

It’s like puzzle pieces all falling into place, seeing how things will end up, knowing how my future children will be influenced by those around them, and I want it, I really do, but I want more control than this feeling here, like I’m seeing the next thirty-odd years mapped out for me.

I cross the room to look at the old hanging pictures. I recognise West immediately in the second one, a tiny little boy, another jigsaw piece, his round face identical to our son’s.

Mama!

I think this is what’s messing with my head. I want them here, now. My babies. Now that I’ve met my boy, now that I’ve felt my daughter move within me, I miss them. They have my heart. It doesn’t make sense to my soul and to my wolf that they don’t exist yet.

I didn’t think it was possible to love someone so instantly, and yet here I am, my heart bound to three. My mate, my son, my daughter.

I swipe at my tears as Sam returns, his expression softening as he sees me. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s fine, you didn’t.”

He opens his mouth as if to speak, but a new, different howl rings out, strong and clear, drawing our attention. It’s a voice I would recognise anywhere, despite never hearing his call before.

West.
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I lean against the kitchen wall, watching Sam fry steaks in a pan. He’d been mortified to learn that I didn’t even know how to turn on the stovetop.

“What the hell have they been teaching you in the First?”

“Magic. Love potions, poison craft, how to flay the flesh from the bones of your enemy.”

He’d given me a long, hard look. “What have they actually been teaching you?”

“How to rule one of the most powerful Houses in the First.”

“Ah. I guess this whole thing has messed with those plans.”

“You could say that.”

It is embarrassing that I don’t know how to use basic items in this realm. “Just to clarify,” I say now, “I do know how to cook. I use a fire spell in the little compartment on the top of my stovetop, and my pan sits on top of the naked flame. Most things are run by magic in the First, not… fossil fuels. That’s the correct term, isn’t it?” He nods, flipping the steaks over with a pair of tongs. It smells good. “I can brew potions all day. I know what I’m doing in a kitchen, but clearly we have some cultural differences.”

“And now you’re mated to a guy who’s at the forefront of telecommunications technology.”

“I wouldn’t have believed you if you’d told me this last week.”

“Would you have even spoken to someone like me last week? A shifter?”

“I could ask you the same thing. You didn’t sound too thrilled over the phone when West told you.”

Sam tilts his head in acknowledgement. “Touché.”

“My babies are going to be shifters.”

Sam gives me a curious look.

“I just need you to know that I have a deep respect for shifters,” I say quietly. “We’re all wolves.”

“My mom lives with a different pack. You might meet her someday; I think she’d like you. She’s always said we’re two sides of the same coin.”

“Yes! That’s exactly what we are.”

“And you know you’re having his babies, do you? That’s an interesting way to put it.”

“I’ve met them.”

That has Sam pausing, frozen as he stares at me. I don’t think he’s even breathing. Somehow I know I can trust Sam in the same way I can trust West. “With my life, alpha,” he’d said, and I believe him.

“I have visions of the future. I don’t control it. I knew West before I ever met him in person. I’ve met our son. He’s perfect.”

I can tell I’ve rattled him. I can also tell — as he nods slowly — that he believes me. “Okay. Okay.” He takes a deep breath. “And just checking — you were joking before when you said that thing about flaying flesh, right?”

“Yes, I was joking.”

“You’re a good witch, then.”

“I’m a witch,” I say definitively. “Humans have strange ideas about witches and magic. Good witch, bad witch… that’s not how it works. You do know most people from most kinds can learn at least simple magic, right? It’s only humans who have almost no ability.”

“Almost no ability? I thought humans had none.”

“There’s always some exceptions to a rule. Look at West and I; who would have thought that a were and a shifter could be fated mates? And yet here we are.”

Sam brings me a plate loaded with steaks. “And yet here you are. Cutlery is in the drawer there, and Weston always eats at the table. His mother was a stickler for those kinds of rules.”

Sam follows behind me with his own plate. We sit and begin to eat in silence. The meat is delicious, and I tell him as much.

“It’s just fried in butter. Weston keeps things pretty simple here. He has a cook and a cleaner at the mansion, but up here it’s almost the same as it’s always been. He does everything himself. No outsiders, and it’s gonna stay that way.”

I was already beginning to get that idea. I may not be from this realm, but I can tell that this cabin is like a time warp, and I can take a guess as to why. “How long ago did his parents pass away?”

“Eight years.”

West has been the alpha for eight years. He’s never told me how he became alpha, and something in my gut tells me these two things are connected. “The both of them?”

Sam nods, his knife scraping the plate with a high pitched squeak as he cuts through his steak. “They died at the same time.”

“How—” I cut my sentence short as Sam drops his cutlery as if he’s been shocked by a bolt of magic. His eyes are wide, chest heaving with exaggerated breaths as he looks towards the door, and my stomach drops.

He jolts upright, knocking over his chair as the panicked howls and warning barks start. Distress calls. “What’s going on?” I ask, already knowing, a sick feeling in my gut. I can’t hear West’s voice in the mix of wolves. “Tell me!” I demand as I run out the door after Sam. I have to get to my mate! “Wait!” I yell, seeing the telltale signs of an oncoming shift, Sam’s body trembling. “Tell me!”

The trembling stops for a moment, his lips pulled back in a snarl. “Stay here!” he orders. “Get back in the cabin!”

“No. No! I’m coming with you!”

“He’s fucking injured! Get back inside!” Before I can say anything further he changes in an instant, clothing tearing, falling away, a huge brown wolf in place of the man. He barks at me, head gesturing to the house. When I don’t move he butts me hard in the chest with his nose, and I growl back, grabbing his muzzle with both hands; a dangerous, stupid move, but I’m well past the point of caring, even as his lips curl back in warning under my fingers.

“You listen to me!” I snarl at him, infusing my voice with every bit of my magic, as if I am an alpha. He stands as tall as me at the shoulder, his head even higher, and I stare directly into his yellow eyes. “He is my mate! I am a witch! You will take me to him! I can heal him!”

Whatever I’ve done works, for he remains still, in some sort of stunned silence until I grab fistfuls of the fur and skin at his ruff, uncaring if I hurt him as I jump with all my might, hauling myself onto his back, my skirt riding up my thighs as I do so. I may think West has the most amazing scent in the world, but this shifter wolf does not. Regardless, I lean in close, wrinkling my nose just a little, still clutching his ruff tight. “Run!” I order, digging my knee into his side. It works, Sam’s wolf taking off with a leap that almost dislodges me, and I yelp, pressing myself flat against his back, clinging on for dear life, praying to the goddess that my mate will be fine as we weave through the darkening forest.

Howl to him, my wolf urges me. He’s hurt! He could be dying!

No, I snap back at her. I want to — I so badly want to throw back my head and howl to him. My voice will be weak in this form, but he would hear it. But if he hears, he’ll use his bark to turn Sam around, to force me back to the cabin and perceived safety. I know my mate. I know that’s what he’ll do.

“Don’t you dare tell West you’re bringing me,” I snarl instead, stress removing any last vestiges of politeness. “Do not tell him I’m coming.” Sam’s ears fold back further against his skull, an unhappy wolf, but I don’t care.

He does bark to the pack, but I can tell he’s informing them of our location. Other wolves find us and join us, flanking Sam. They look at me, continuing to check every minute or two if I’m there, as if I’m going to suddenly disappear into the night. Their eyes glow in the light of the waxing moon that rose well before dusk. The world around us is muted colours, all greys and blues, the colours of the night.

Sam is panting heavily, and I know carrying my additional weight must be hard on him. “Thank you Sam,” I whisper, and he snorts, shaking his head, still clearly displeased with me but doing this because of our joint love for the same man.

Love.

I love him. I love him. I love him.

I love my mate. I know that now, know it with every fibre of my being. It’s not just the magic. It’s not just fate. It’s him. It’s him, and he’s hurt, and I can barely breathe through the fear that clenches my heart and lungs like a vice. I don’t dare let go of Sam’s ruff — he’s still running fast, and I’m still clinging on tight — so the tears run freely down my cheeks now, cooling in the wind.

I know we’re downwind of West when I catch his scent but he doesn’t respond. Unless he’s unconscious. Please goddess, no. The smell of blood thick in the air, and Sam runs faster, zigzagging through the trees. The shifters have grown silent now, and I can barely breathe. Something in the mood of the pack has changed, and I’m too afraid to ask about it.

There’s a cluster of wolves from the pack up ahead, their eyes shining in the dark as they walk slowly towards us. Sam slows and the group ahead seems to part. I sob when I see West, his big black wolf limping on three legs, back left leg held off the ground, and don’t bother waiting for Sam to stop before I’m sliding off of him, breaking into a run as soon as I have my feet under me. Some wolves snarl as I approach, but the meanest, most menacing growl from their alpha puts them in their place, and they step back, the odd one whining.

“West,” I whisper, pressing my face to his muzzle. He’s clearly in pain, but closes his eyes, nuzzling my neck for a moment with his wet nose. “I need to look at it,” I say quietly. “Then I can fix you.” I’m vaguely aware that around us the other wolves are alert and on guard, but I’m focused on my mate. I can heal him.

Now that he’s in front of me I feel calm. It’s always this way when I’m faced with the sick and injured; there’s no point in panicking when I can do something about it. I keep my hand on his side as I walk down the length of his body to his leg, thankful for the moonlight. Doing this on the new moon would be difficult, even for me, but less than a week away from being full? There’s plenty of light, even beneath these towering redwoods.

There’s a ring of torn skin and muscle, similar to a bite, but somehow too clean, on his lower leg, just above his paw. It’s still bleeding in a slow ooze, his paw wet with blood, drips falling on the leaf litter below. I crouch, keeping an eye on his body language as I tentatively touch his paw, his ears folding back, head turning to watch me, but he stays calm.

“You had me worried that it was a lot worse than this,” I whisper, though in my mind’s eye I can feel that there isn’t just the visible wound, but a fracture in the bone too. That will take quite a lot of energy to fix, and I’ve already used a fair bit, removing the glamour from the entire pack.

There’s no other option, and I’m not going to wait. The other wolves are still on high alert, and if my guess is right, West somehow got caught in a hunter’s trap. That shouldn’t be possible on this land — there’s supposed to be a ward in place around the entirety of the pack-owned property — but now that I think about it, I don’t remember passing through one when we arrived, and I can’t sense one now.

Something isn’t right here. I know it in my bones, but I have to focus on West first.

The glow of my magic spreads over his paw and leg, and inside it surrounds every cell, magic manipulating the body’s sense of time, speeding, speeding, speeding through the natural processes. Bones require the most energy, knitting together in minutes what usually takes months to fully heal. I’m almost there when West makes a soft barking noise, attempting to pull his paw out of my grasp.

“No,” I say sternly, even though my heart is racing and I feel weak. “I’m almost done.” I manage to shoot a stronger burst of magic into him before he yanks his leg away with a growl, body shuddering, becoming a man in an instant, his arms catching me as I slump forward, a wave of dizziness catching me off guard.

“Bronte,” he growls, holding me to him. I press my face into his neck, breathing deep. He smells of the forest, but more than that, he smells like home.

“You’re welcome,” I say, my words sounding strangely slurred. His quiet cursing is the last thing I register.
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“He set a bear trap? What a fucking coward.”

That old alpha who was booted from his pack in Las Vegas — the one Rebecca caught sniffing around this way days ago — is a coward, and I grunt in agreement with Sam’s statement. I’d been surveying parts of our territory that are currently out of bounds for the rest of the pack when I’d caught his fresh scent, recognising it from last year’s gala event in New York. Victor. Last year he’d been drunk by the end of the night, embarrassing himself, and his pack second had been visibly uncomfortable with the way his alpha was acting. No wonder they got rid of him.

Today his scent trail began abruptly, as if he’d appeared out of thin air, and had ended with me stepping in the metal jaws of a well-hidden trap, my yelp loud enough to alert the nearest pack members.

I readjust Bronte in my arms again as Sam and I walk naked through the forest, flanked by the shifted wolves of our pack, the enforcers split equally between the lead and the rear. It’s a slow journey on two feet, but my mate is unconscious, and not even Sam could carry both of our weight at once. He’d been panting heavily when he arrived with Bronte on his back — a sight I’d never expected to see — and I get the impression that she’d pushed him hard.

I’d realised too late that she was using up all her energy in healing me. She’s as stubborn as I am, and had refused to stop until she was already slurring her words. I get the feeling that she’d drain herself dry to save me, and I don’t like it. I don’t deserve it. It should be — it needs to be — the other way around. Always.

Sam was supposed to protect her, not bring her into potential danger, and I’ll be talking to him about that later when we’re away from the curious ears of the rest of the pack. I’m not about to undermine the decisions of my second and my mate in front of everyone, but I am curious as to what they have to say for themselves.

Needing to have conversations with people brings another person to mind. “I have to talk to Rebecca,” I say, and Sam swears softly under his breath, while a few of the wolves snarl. She’s one of the adults that remained unshifted to care for the children today, and as far as I can tell, she’s got nothing to do with this incident — not intentionally, at least.

“She probably opened her big mouth,” Sam says, echoing my thoughts. Jacob — one of the youngest enforcers at nineteen — snorts in the wolf equivalent of a nervous laugh, and I shake my head.

“I didn’t mean like that,” Sam says, unimpressed, though the look he gives me says that he’s certain Rebecca did take that alpha to bed. “You all know she likes to talk.”

“Loose lips sink ships,” I mutter. “People need to remember that pack information stays pack information. Just because someone is a wolf doesn’t mean they can be trusted.”

There’s another nervous snort from someone behind me. I don’t turn around. I won’t bother trying to find out who it is. I’m not giving anyone the satisfaction of that.

“My mate can be trusted,” I say, cold fury running through my veins. “Anyone who has an issue with her is welcome to leave the pack.”

We walk on in silence. My leg aches — I suspect the bone isn’t fully healed yet — and all the while I think about this rogue alpha.

I’m going to hunt him down, and I’m going to kill him.
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I shower quickly, washing the blood from my body, still feeling the phantom pain of the trap caught around my foot. I still don’t understand how the fuck a rogue alpha got onto this land when there’s only one road in and out, unless there really is a traitor within the pack.

I would have sensed it.

But I’ve been more distracted than I realised.

Sam had said as much the other day — that I was choosing Bronte over them. I don’t know how other alphas balance this. Then again, no other alpha has ever had to balance the needs of their werewolf mate with that of their pack. And Bronte’s fucking magical stone is still out there somewhere in the hands of pixies doing god knows what.

I step into the hall, towel slung around my hips, and find Sam exactly where I left him, standing guard at the door to my bedroom, wearing a borrowed pair of my pants. “Thanks for watching her,” I tell him.

“Of course.”

“And don’t ever fucking bring her into danger again. When I say keep her safe, I mean keep her safe. Don’t make me fucking bark it.”

Sam nods. “I knew you’d be pissed.”

“Then why⁠—”

“Ask your mate. Ask her what she did, because I can’t fucking explain it. You haven’t even bitten her yet,” he adds with a frown, folding his arms over his bare chest. I don’t know what claiming her has to do with anything today, but he speaks again before I can ask. “She told me she can see the future. That true?”

“Yeah.” I’m surprised she told him.

“She scares me, if I’m being honest.”

“Bronte?”

“Yes, Bronte. She’s powerful.” He shudders. “I’m not joking, Weston. We’ve met our fair share of witches over the years, but nothing like her, and she acts like it’s all so normal.”

“It’s because it is normal to her. She’s got a skewed sense of her own abilities.” I look him up and down. He seems fine. “Go get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. I’m on the morning guard. I’ll see you then.”

I lock the door behind Sam, watching him walk off into the distance. With the lights out inside the cabin, it’s easy enough to see the wolves — still in their shifted forms — guarding the cabin, and further wolves in the distance. I’m lucky to have such a good pack. I didn’t even need to ask them; they organised the night shifts themselves, insisting that I rest with my mate.

Seeing me injured scared them. Getting injured had me thinking about the future of the pack. I’ve long wondered when the next alpha will be born, and to whom. Every time there’s a birth I brace myself for the inevitable news that the new pup smells like an alpha, and yet it never comes. I don’t want that moment to come. I’m never going to give up this pack. I’m not going to be like the alpha that left a fucking trap for me to step into — washed up, wandering alone, packless.

When the pack has the next alpha — when they come of age — they’re going to have to kill me if they want me gone. I’m not leaving any other way.

What would happen to Bronte?

“Not gonna think about it,” I mutter to myself, pulling together a makeshift dinner. Pack members stocked the kitchen in advance of our arrival, but I can’t be bothered cooking anything. Instead I make a stack of basic sandwiches, eating quickly. I’m on the third one when I hear footsteps in the bedroom and the creak of the door. I listen to the pad of feet across the hall to the bathroom. A few minutes later she’s walking down the hall towards me.

“You’re supposed to be resting, Bronte.”

“So are you.” She smiles shyly as she rounds the corner. I'd stripped her when I put her to bed, leaving only her lace thong on. She's beautiful; hair mussed up and curling over her bare shoulders, nipples pebbling in the cool night air.

“Come here,” I say, my voice thick with emotion, holding out my hand, needing her near me. She steps into my arms with a sigh, pressing her lips to my chest. We both breathe deep, melting into each other.

I never realised it could be this way with a woman. That it wouldn’t be about the sex — though the sex is amazing — but about the moments in between. It’s a different kind of intimacy, knowing you have a partner, knowing they have your back. Before Bronte, it had been a long time since anyone had ever held me the way she does.

“Hungry?” I ask, offering her the last half of my sandwich. She takes it with a soft smile, sniffing at it.

“Wait, is this peanut butter and jelly?” There’s that same wonder in her voice that she gets every time she’s excited about something in this realm. She takes a bite, her smile turning into a frown as she chews, staring at the sandwich before taking another bite.

“What’s going on in that head of yours?” I ask.

She ducks said head against my chest, cheeks flushed. “Don’t laugh. I didn’t realise the jelly part was just jam, and now I feel stupid.”

I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep a straight face. “What did you think it was?” I say slowly.

She takes one look at me and snorts. “I don’t know!” she laughs, devolving into a fit of giggles, and I lose it along with her. I don’t even know why we’re laughing — it’s not that funny. I suppose it’s stress relief. “I’m an idiot,” she mutters, leaning into me, her shoulders still shaking with mirth.

I pick her up as she wipes the tears from her eyes, and her legs curl around my waist, moving in sync as if we’ve been doing this our whole lives and not just four days. The towel around my hips is barely hanging on, sliding to the floor as I carry us back to the bedroom, and I don’t bother to pick it up. We slide into a bed that’s still warm from where she’s been sleeping and I sigh as finally I get to lay down. It’s been a fucking long day.

Bronte curls against my body, her head on my shoulder, my arm under her, her leg hooked over mine. Her hand trails down my chest and stomach in a slow tease, and by the time she reaches my cock I’m hard, growing even more stiff in her hand as she plays with me, pulling the foreskin back and forth over the head at a lazy pace. She’s not trying to get me off; this is that same intimacy as before, a bone-deep comfort, though it still feels fucking good.

My mate. I must have done something amazing in a past life, because I sure as hell don’t deserve her now.

“How is your leg?” she asks softly.

“Healed, thanks to you.”

“Are you sure? I can check th⁠—”

“I’m sure.” It’s a lie; there’s a dull ache in the bone, but I’m not having her do anything more with her magic tonight, not when she passed out from exhaustion earlier.

“That wasn’t an accident today, was it?” She lifts her head to look me in the eye, her hand stilling, though she keeps her fingers wrapped around my cock. “What happened out there?”

“There’s a lone alpha that’s been in pack territory in the past week. A few days ago, he spent the night with one of our women.”

“Is that frowned upon?”

I can’t help but smile at the way she manages to infuse her tone with just the right level of scepticism, implying how unimpressed she is at the idea of policing what women in our pack do.

“No. She can do what she likes. Relationships outside the pack are necessary; when everyone is fucking each other within a pack it begins to feel incestuous.” I shake my head. “It’s not Rebecca that’s the problem; it’s this particular asshole. I can’t remember his name, but I met him last year — at Anita’s gala, ironically. Since then he’s been kicked out of his pack by the new alpha, who clearly didn’t have the balls to kill him.”

I see the flash of understanding in her eyes before she looks away, laying her head back down on my chest. We’ve never spoken directly about my former alpha, and confessing to my mate that I fought him to the death hasn’t been top on my list of priorities.

I think she’s only beginning to realise exactly what kind of man I am.

“What has he done? This alpha… what makes him an asshole?”

“I caught his scent today — recognised it from last year — and followed the trail to a dead end, as if he’d vanished into thin air.”

“Or through a portal.”

I freeze at her words, and she glances back up at my face. “I take it that didn’t occur to you?”

“No, it didn’t.” I growl low in my throat. “That would explain how the fucker managed to get a huge bear trap out on the upper ridge, when the only road in is this one,” I say, gesturing out the window in the direction of the road.

“So it was a hunting trap… I thought it was, based on how your leg looked. You scared me today. There were a lot of stressed wolves.”

“I need to train them better. If someone had been waiting for an opportunity to attack me — which may have been a real possibility — announcing to the entire world that your alpha is injured is fucking stupid.”

“Yeah, it is.” She reaches up, brushing my hair back from my forehead. “I’m going to take a wild guess and say this rogue wolf probably doesn’t have the skills to open a portal by himself, right?”

“Right. You’re saying he had help.”

“A witch would need to have set foot on this land before, near the area where the scent was found.”

“The only witch who has set foot here in the past twenty years is the elf we regularly use to remove the glamour. She’s the one who set the ward around this land.”

Bronte’s eyes narrow, her expression one that I never expected to see on her face. If I had to put a label to it, I’d call it bloodthirsty. “I was hoping you’d say something along those lines. West, there’s no ward on this land. There’s no protection spell over this forest. If there ever was one, it’s been removed. That elf witch is up to no good — I can feel it — and I think we should go pay her a visit tomorrow.”
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We wake some time in the night, finding each other beneath the blankets, still half asleep but alert enough for my legs to open, for his lips to find mine, and for his hands to grip me, hard and desperate.

“West,” I whisper, my open mouth pressed to his neck as his thick cock nearly splits me in two. Inch by inch he pushes into me, pulling back slowly only to repeat the motion. “Oh fuck, honey,” I moan, the endearment spilling from me without thought, the night and the suddenness of this intimacy peeling back layers of me that I’m not quite ready to reveal.

“So fucking wet for me. Fuck, you feel too good.”

We kiss passionately, tongues licking, teeth nipping, lips latching to suck. He’s on top of me now, a solid weight that presses me into the mattress, and I love it. He’s going to leave marks on my neck, I think as he bites at me again before he kisses his way down to my breasts, long tongue unfurling to lick stripes across my nipples.

I moan and lift my hips, my hand between us, touching my clit. He stops to watch, eyes luminous in the moonlight shining through the window, fascinated by the way I pleasure myself. “Come on my cock,” he whispers, his hips rocking ever so slightly, as if he can’t help himself. “That’s it sweetheart, fuck yourself on me.”

I do just that, eyes wide open, gasping, breath seizing as I come, never breaking away from his gaze. He closes the gap between us with a growl and a bruising kiss, and I growl too, dragging my nails down his back just to hear him say “Ffffuck, Bronte,” again in that deep voice of his.

“Fuck me hard and fucking come,” I beg, my arms around his neck as I cling on for dear life. He rails me hard and fast, knot battering my entrance again and again, and as much as I love soft sex there’s something about the quick and rough variety that makes me feel alive.

I can tell he’s close. “Knot me,” I encourage, and he groans into my mouth as he thrusts hard, knot pushing into place, stretching and stuffing me full, his hips stuttering until his knot is fully engorged and can no longer move. The tug of our tie prolongs my own orgasm, a pulsing beat that matches each hot spurt of his cum, filling me, filling me, filling me. “Yes, give me a baby,” I find myself whispering and he groans again, coming more, until he is empty and I am so fucking full. There is so much uncertainty but we are building a future together among it all, creating this new life, the magic of fate all around us, binding us together, urging us to bite.

Soon.

I love the weight of him on top of me, pressing me into the mattress. He is as deep within me as possible and yet it’s not enough. I want this man inside my soul. I want to keep a part of him with me always.

My teeth ache with the urge to claim him, but I’m scared. Wait for the moon has always been the standard advice, and I don’t trust myself enough to get it right outside of that small window. I’m not a shifter, and knowing West has made it abundantly clear where the limits of my own body lie. My wolf is so trapped compared to his.

I squeak as West wraps his limbs around me tight, rolling us, his knot pulling at my cunt, a delicious edge of pleasure and pain coursing through me as we are flipped until I’m lying atop him. “You know I’m happy to be underneath,” I say, resting my head beside his. His amused rumble is all I get in reply.

It was a long day, and injuries like West’s are tiring on the body. We may have slept a little already, but it doesn’t surprise me when his eyes close and his breath evens out quickly. I’m usually the one that falls asleep first — if my three days of data can be accurately relied on — but it makes sense that he can’t stay awake. The quickened healing — thanks to my magic — is still healing, and that sort of recovery exhausts a person.

I sigh, limbs growing heavy, eyes closing, happy and sated and feeling very pleased with myself that I get to sleep around West’s knot again. I am a little cumslut, I tell myself, giggling loud enough to make West grumble in his sleep.

There is nothing more comfortable than this, and —

— the awful, falling sensation makes me cry out, my voice echoing as I shut my eyes against the blinding light. Heart-racing, I grab hold of the old wooden rail on instinct, steadying myself on the steep stairwell that hugs the side of the cliff face.

The sunlight is warm on my skin, the scent of salt and seaweed so familiar. Home. I know where I am immediately without even needing to open my eyes — I’ve been here a thousand times before, on Lykia, in the small cove beneath the castle, the sound of the waves a song that speaks to my heart. The breeze is cool, and when I squint into the bright light, I can tell that it’s winter by the way the sun sits at a lower angle in the cloudless sky. There’s nothing quite like the ocean around Lykia and all her neighbouring islands. Bright blue water — teal in the shallow of the bays when viewed from a distance and crystal clear up close — it is beautiful.

And there’s a man swimming in it now. West.

I stand frozen half way down the flight of a hundred-odd stone stairs. They terrify all visitors who don’t realise they’re fortified by magic in the same way that everything in this place is. It’s not the height or the sheer drop that has me frozen, but the sight of my mate, wading out of the water directly below, his body still tanned and heavily muscled, but somehow different. Weathered and strong, that’s how he looks.

It’s the hair, I realise, more grey than brown, and the addition of darkish stubble that makes him look not only older, but more rugged. Salt and pepper, a silver fox… all the words come to mind, jumbling in my head as I stand stock still, in awe of him, this god of a man. He walks nude through the shallows, staring up at me, rivulets of water running down his skin. That gold stare of his still as intense as ever, the deeper lines on his face accentuating his features.

He is so incredibly handsome.

Guards from House Maheras stand on the far cliff. I’m vaguely aware of them and the way they hold their sniper weapons as if my husband is a threat and not a guest, but it’s West that keeps my attention as I descend the rest of the way. There’s a towel covered in West’s scent here, draped over a pile of driftwood, and I snag it as I pass by, crossing the pebbled beach to reach him.

Mate, my wolf reminds me, as if I could ever forget, and I’m suddenly so aware of the scar on my shoulder — West’s bite! — and the way the skin there pricks with anticipation.

Up close, I feel almost shy as I hand the towel to him wordlessly. He scrubs himself dry, his eyes on me, while I do my best to keep myself from staring at the hair on his chest and the thickness of his flaccid cock.

“You’re so handsome.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop and think that this is probably a strange thing to say to a man that has been my mate for goddess-knows how many years, but then again, is it? The corner of his mouth curls upwards in response, the lines around his eyes crinkling in a smile, but there’s something in his expression that is deep and thoughtful as he throws the towel over his shoulder.

“Come here,” he says, holding out his hand to me, and I take it, allowing him to tug me forward and wrap his arm around me, until I’m pressed flush against his front. He’s warm and solid and smells of the ocean, and when he strokes his hand through my hair and down my neck I close my eyes and lose all train of thought about why we might be in Lykia, where our children could be at this point in time, and how old West really is — because he could be mid-fifties or closer to a hundred, with the way wolves age.

West’s cock is growing hard, trapped between our bodies, and I can feel how wet I am. Is this wrong? When I told West that he’d fingered me in a vision he’d been turned on rather than upset — after all, it makes little sense to be jealous of yourself. It’s the future me that is here now, and I’m just experiencing things through her.

That’s what I tell myself, but when I open my eyes West is staring at me in a way that makes me think he sees me.

“What’s going on in your world at the moment?” he asks. My mouth falls open, and before I can reply I am ripped away, falling, tumbling back into my body and —

I gasp, heart beating wildly in my chest, my body tense. West is lying under me, face slack with sleep, not a grey hair in sight, and his knot still lodged firmly within my cunt. We’re in the cabin, the smell of wood and forest and many, many shifters in the air.

“Holy fuck,” I whisper, laying my head down beside his, my lips pressed to his neck. He knew. Somehow he knew what was going on.

It takes forever to fall back asleep.
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It’s strange how so much can change in less than a week. I may have had a lifetime of waking to an empty bed prior to meeting her, but the moment I realise Bronte isn’t lying next to me I panic, bolting upright, not properly processing that the space beside me was still warm, that her scent is everywhere, that I can hear her voice speaking softly outside. It takes a handful of shaky breaths to calm the fuck down, to realise that the mess of dreams I’d had — of bloodshed, of being trapped, of death and dying — had been just that. Dreams, and nothing more.

It’s only dawn, the sky pale, and the majority of the pack will be asleep. I don’t bother with clothes — nudity isn’t an issue in shifter culture, and Bronte has alluded to it being the same for weres. We’re not nudists, but we also have the philosophy that no one has time to care about what your body looks like when you need to shift quickly.

I step out into the cool air and spot Bronte immediately, surrounded by a mixture of shifted and unshifted pack members at the edge of the clearing. Dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved tee, she stands barefoot on a mossy log, a werewolf among shifters, holding their rapt attention as she speaks. “… so that’s the crux of ward theory. It’s not a difficult spell, and there’s so many variations, but the results are usually the same.”

I close the door quietly behind me, none from my pack noticing my presence bar the youngest enforcer, currently shifted and on guard — and Bronte. She pauses, glancing towards me, smiling as our eyes meet, the rest of the small crowd following her lead, mouths gaping and eyes bugging when they realise I’ve been watching. Bronte looks at home here, and I am in awe of her.

“I thought I told you to wait,” I say, crossing the clearing. Her smile widens into a grin.

“You suggested I wait until morning, and I did,” she retorts, gesturing around her. “It’s morning.”

“Barely.”

Bronte’s expression softens, growing thoughtful, her eyes giving me the once-over. “I’m sorry I scared you,” she says, somehow knowing what first went through my mind this morning. “I didn’t want to wake you, that’s all.”

A short bark draws our attention, reminding me that we have an audience. I look at Sam, his grey wolf standing almost as tall as me, and his lips pull back into the cheesiest grin a wolf can make. “You’re an idiot,” I tell him, and he barks again in an obvious you’re welcome.

When I look back at Bronte she’s trying hard not to laugh, and clears her throat. “I was just about to start applying the ward. Sunrise is a good time for it. I don’t think you should go anywhere until the ward is in place.”

I nod, agreeing with her. “I’m not going anywhere when you’re in the middle of a spell.” She’d explained the process to me last night — the meditation, the visible walls her magic will create, and the trance she will inevitably fall into. Someone would have to kill me to get me to leave her unprotected, knowing that she’ll be in that state.

“Are you going to shift?”

I bite my tongue, holding back from giving her a sarcastic No, I just like walking around naked. I know she likes my brand of humour, which Sam once said ‘exists somewhere on a spectrum between dry and fucking asshole’, but there’s a difference between talking shit alone in the privacy of our own home and saying it here, in front of the pack. I’m here to uplift my mate, not tear her down.

“I’ll shift and wait with you,” I tell her instead.

“I’d like that. I think everyone is going to stay and watch.” She glances at the sky above, her pupils reflecting the light as she does so. “It’s almost time.”

I get the hint, and inside my wolf rejoices at the chance to be set free again so soon. The process of shifting is always near-instant; driven by a sudden, overwhelming force of magic that comes naturally. Stretching and pulling, and the sense inside that the two halves of our whole are switching places, the more instinctual wolf taking the front seat. I am him and he is me, just the same as Bronte is her wolf, despite the fact that we both talk about our wolves as if they are truly separate entities. It’s a shared cultural thing, another example of where Bronte and I are more similar than we are different.

I’m looking forward to meeting her wolf under the full moon.

I crouch down, and within the blink of an eye I am my wolf. My tail wags when my mate smiles at me — embarrassing, perhaps, but I can’t find it within me to care about the audience we have.

“How is that leg?” she asks, stepping forward, her hand rising to scratch behind my ear without hesitation. Not even members of my own pack would dare to approach my wolf in such a casual way, and I see the look of shock in their body language now.

Reluctantly, I allow Bronte to examine my leg, letting her lift my paw off the ground, her fingers prodding where the wound was as she kneels in the leaf litter. I give her a warning growl when she begins to use her healing magic; I recognise the warmth of that feeling now and pull my leg out of her grasp. I don’t want her wasting her energy on me when it will be healed fully in a day or two; she’s already done enough, and she needs to save it for the ward, for putting the glamour back in place over the pack, and all the other little things she does.

She sighs dramatically. “Fine, I’ll leave it. Are you going to sit with me?”

I let out a huff of air. Of course. She seems to understand, rising to her feet, waiting with her hands on hips for me to move. I settle down, facing out into the clearing, my belly to the ground, snorting when I realise what Bronte had been waiting for.

“Look, I’m a very relaxed witch,” she says, sitting down at my side, just behind my shoulder. I turn my head towards her as she grins, leaning back against me, making herself comfortable as if I’m a piece of furniture. “I’m not into flashy displays of magic. I just need to be at ease for a spell like this, and nothing is going to make me feel safer than having you quite literally at my back. Ready? The sun is almost here.”

She has, I’ve realised, an innate ability to read the positions of the sun and stars in the same way that I can feel the position of the moon deep in my bones. Even when it’s a new moon and the sight of it is hidden from our world, its face completely in shadow, I can feel its presence, and know the moment it rises and the moment it sets. Bronte seems to have all the celestial bodies mapped out in her head.

“You might as well all get comfy,” she says to the rest of the pack, and around us the other wolves adopt similar positions to mine, with the exception of Sam, who remains standing and alert.

Those that are not shifted sit cross-legged on the ground. “How long will this take?” one of the teens asks.

“Twenty minutes, give or take. It’s a large area.”

“How do you know the boundaries?” someone else questions.

“I searched for it this morning… it’s hard to explain, but I can sense it.” Her fingers wiggle as she speaks, as if to indicate that it’s a tangible thing she can feel. I suppose it is. “There’s currently no ward but there was one, I realise that now,” she adds, looking at me. “Faint traces of elvish magic remain, enough to give me a good idea of where the ward lay before. I’m going to push my ward farther than those lines, just to be certain.” There’s a long pause, and nothing but the sounds of the forest fill the air, the dawn chorus of birds loud. “I’m going to start now,” Bronte whispers.

Starting looks like nothing much at first; her eyes closed, her posture relaxed as she sits cross-legged, hands resting in her lap. Her breaths are even, her heartbeat slow and steady, and at first I don’t notice anything different.

“Oh, wow.”

I look up, following everyone else’s gaze. What I had mistaken for light from the rising sun is actually Bronte’s magic shining high above the canopy in a visible ceiling.

It’s a dome. She’d said as much, but with all things, the reality is far different to the imagined. I’ve witnessed elvish magic before — I was here when the elf witch put the last ward in place. That process had been full of flashy displays, as Bronte described it. The elf had looked like a princess in her magical gown, and the forest floor had been painted with elvish script during the spell. My mate is a princess, for lack of a better term, and yet here she is, cross legged on the forest floor, her magic doing exactly the same thing in a much simpler way.

I can tell some of the pack members are disappointed at the lack of a magical display. Were you expecting fireworks? is what I’d ask if I were in my other form. As it is, I settle for staring at the restless ones until they settle down once more. It’s only then that I notice how quiet the world has become. There is no birdsong, no hum of bees or chirp of crickets, no rustling in the foliage. Bronte’s magic is something I can feel now, huge and yet somehow yawning, like a black hole threatening to suck everything in.

“Has she killed everything?” one of the teens whispers, glancing around nervously.

“No.” Spoken softly, it’s the first time Bronte has said anything since the process began. There’s a crawling feeling that starts in my paws and runs up and over my body, and some of the other shifted wolves jump to their feet, ears folded back. Above us, the light grows brighter, the dome of magic a glowing gold, more intense than the sun, the feeling of pressure in the air all around us almost panic inducing and —

With a strange pop it’s all released. The birdsong returns, deafening after the silence, and I shake myself, unable to stop the urge. I’m not the only wolf doing so. Bronte turns to me, her smile as bright as her magic, her hand reaching out to scratch behind my ear once more. “That felt weird, didn’t it? It always does.”

Weird is an understatement. I rise to my feet, pawing at the ground, suddenly full of restless energy. Bronte seems to understand, standing and stretching with a huge yawn.

“I’d love to come with you, but I can tell you want to run. Go. I’ll be fine here, I promise.”

I bark at a handful of pack members to stay and protect my mate. No one protests. They’re all watching her warily, as if realising for the first time that there’s far more depth to her magic than what appears.

Has she killed everything? She wouldn’t, but I shake my head and shoulders again, as if that can dislodge my next thought.

She wouldn’t, but I’m almost certain that if she wanted to, she could.

Sam follows me. I may be the alpha and a grown man, but the moment he starts running alongside me it turns into a race, just like when we were teens on our first few shifts. Wind in our ears, tongues lolling out of our mouths, just a couple of goofballs as we race through the forest, following the road.

There is, of course, a purpose to the direction we’re taking, and we both slow, panting heavily, as we reach one of the farthest cabins on pack land. Rebecca is already waiting for us outside — she would have heard us coming, even if I didn’t alert her to my presence through the pack bond. I know she’s already been told about what happened with the bear trap, and the fact that the alpha’s scent had been all over it. Her guilt has been heavy, a sick feeling, weighing the pack bonds down.

We shift back, approaching the house as men, and she tosses us each a towel. “Wear those, please. After that last asshole, I’ve honestly seen enough wolf dick to last a lifetime. I think I’m going to stick to women from now on.”

“Did he hurt you?” Sam growls, echoing my thoughts as we both wrap the towels around our waists.

“No.” Rebecca glances at me, her yellow eyes welling with tears before she turns away. “I’m just really embarrassed. I know outside alphas can be problematic but I can’t believe Victor went on to do that. Anyone could have been caught in that trap. What if someone —”

“It’s not your fault,” I tell her as we follow her into the house. I take a seat at the small table she has near the door. “And I believe you, but to be sure — and for the safety of the pack — I would like you to answer some questions.”

“Are you going to use your alpha bark?” she asks, sounding resigned.

“Yes. I need to know I have all the information. I trust you, but I owe it to the pack to make sure you’re giving us the full picture. I’m going to kill him,” I add.

She clenches her jaw, nodding once. “Good. Go on then. Bark away.”

I sigh, folding my arms across my chest. “Rebecca, tell me everything you told Victor while he was here.”
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Bronte stands in the clearing, hands on her hips, looking skyward as I toss our duffel bags into the trunk of the car. The rest of our clothing from New York was already forwarded on to the Silicon Valley house yesterday, and that’s where we’ll be heading after we pay a visit to the elf. If Bronte is right and this woman helped set a fucking bear trap in my pack’s territory…

I slam the trunk closed with more force than necessary, the whole car rocking on its wheels. Bronte turns, her now-green eyes filled with concern, and I take a deep breath. “I’m just thinking about next steps.”

She nods in understanding.

We’re not the only ones leaving. Most of the pack are heading back to their homes in the Bay Area today, and there’s been a steady stream of cars passing by on the road adjacent to the cabin. I’ll see many of them once I return to the office; over half the pack are now employees of LycanTech, and I’m looking to add more roles for pack members now that the company has publicly listed. I don’t give a shit that it’s cronyism; my goal with this company has always been to provide for the pack first, to dig us out of the hole our former alpha left us in, and to prove that he was wrong, that he could have done things differently, that it never had to go the way it did.

“Hey,” Sam says, pulling me out of my dark thoughts. He places a hand on my shoulder, shaking it for emphasis as he says, “I know you’re both tough and more than capable, but don’t forget to call for backup if you need it, alpha. You have a whole pack behind you, and we’re here for a reason. To support each other, and you.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be pissed if I miss out on a fight, Weston. You know my wolf loves a good scrap.”

I do. Sam is friendly, open, personable; all the skills I lack, that I should have as an alpha. Even so, he’s as vicious as they come when he needs to be. I’ve seen him tear the arms off a human as if the man was made of paper. There was a good reason for that torture, but still…

If I’m a little broken, then so is he. All of us that were enforcers a decade ago are.

Bronte joins us, and I wrap my arm around her waist, pulling her close. I press my lips to her ear, and she shivers in response. “As soon as we deal with this elf I’m taking you back home and I’m going to spend the rest of the day balls deep in that pretty pussy of yours.”

“Alright, alright, I get it,” Sam declares. “You two lovebirds need to get going now. You’ve got a bad witch to catch and an alpha to hunt down.”

“Thank you for being so welcoming, Sam,” Bronte tells him. “I appreciate it.”

“Thank you for sharing your magic with us. And for taking care of him. You’re exactly what he needs.”

“We’re going,” I say, as Sam and Bronte continue talking. I step away, climbing in the car and starting the engine, drowning out the words, “balancing him out.” I don’t need my mate and my second to psychoanalyse me. A moment later Bronte slides into the passenger seat.

“Done chatting?”

She nods, her lips pursed in a tiny smile.

“What?”

“You’re cute,” is all she says.

Cute is not how people describe me. It makes me wonder how much being fated mates has blinded her to my flaws — of which there are many.

We’re both quiet as I drive us away from the cabin. I always feel subdued leaving this place, more so whenever I’ve had a chance to be out of glamour. Returning to the Bay Area always means returning to my responsibilities beyond the pack — the company, the reality of work, the heaviness that comes with having to blend in with humans.

“Are you okay?” Bronte asks. She’s beautiful, aviators over her green eyes, her long legs on display, the skirt of the red dress she now wears riding up her thighs. “It’s stretchy,” she’d explained right before putting the universal glamour back in place for everyone. “I think I need lots of outfits like this, that can adapt to the change in my height and body when I’m switching the glamour on and off.”

Being placed under the universal glamour had been a sad moment for everyone — Sam’s little Lucy had cried, wanting “to be a wolf girl still wif my sharp teef!” — but Bronte’s reassurance that we’d all do this again soon had left people with a sense of hope, at least. I’d felt it through the bonds I share with them all.

“I’m fine,” I answer. “Just thinking about work. I’ll have to show you the new office. We moved in last year. I banned smoking on the entire premises because I can’t fucking stand the smell. It fucks up your lungs. Even though I gave them all a year’s notice, I had thirteen humans quit over it, but it’s worth it to not have that stink seeping into everything.”

“I’m glad that’s one thing that never made its way over to the First.”

“Just illegal copies of your favourite movies?”

“Yes,” she laughs. “I have a guy who gets them for me. And I power the TV and my VCR with my magic — I have a little electricity spell that I invented.”

“It’s a very different world,” I mutter. “I love that of all the illicit goods you could choose to have smuggled in for you, you pick TV entertainment.”

“I like movies! It’s only on Lykia that they’re banned, anyway. My grandmother hates any sort of human influence.”

“What would she think now, if she saw you dressed like that, riding around in a human-made car?”

“I don’t want to know.”

We fall silent, and I’m certain we’re thinking about the same thing. Her grandmother will find out. I imagine it’ll be soon. We still have the stone to find, unless one of her relatives finds it first. It makes me wonder how many of the Maheras werewolves are here in the Second Realm right now, also searching. The idea that we might just bump into one of them is absurd, and yet I can see it happening. At some point, the High Witch is going to learn that her granddaughter is going to remain here with me. Another fucking thing to worry about.

“So you talked to Rebecca?” Bronte asks after some time. “I met her yesterday, after you went off to shift. She seems lovely.”

“She is,” I say, keeping my eyes on the road, “and I did. She said she’d told him about that area where I stepped in the trap; the fact that he knew no one else in the pack was supposed to be in that far corner of our territory tells me that he was directly targeting me. She’s explained to him that whenever I’m there, I run along the boundary lines. What I don’t understand is how he knew I would be there yesterday. That scent of his was less than a day old. Rebecca didn’t know we were coming until days after she’d said goodbye to him, and she’s had no contact with him since.”

“Maybe it’s just a coincidence. He was putting a trap in, knowing you visit fairly regularly.” She shudders. “I hate thinking about the fact that you could have been trapped there, suffering alone.”

“Dying alone. It’s a cowardly death, that fucking coward alpha. That’s not how you do things. You want to take over a pack? You fight as wolves — that’s the only acceptable way.”

I realise how I’ve implicated myself when Bronte falls silent. I have to focus on the road, and not the way she’s staring at me thoughtfully.

“Is that how you killed your alpha?”

I knew this conversation was coming at some point, I just wasn’t expecting it now. “Yes,” I answer, wondering how it will change the way she views me. I feel sick; karma, I suppose, for how little I’ve ever cared about the deaths I’m responsible for. Killing people doesn’t make me feel ill, but the thought of my mate rejecting me because of my dark nature does. “Look, there’s something you have to understand about me. I’m not a good man. I’m sorry if that’s what you were hoping for in a mate.” I glance at her, and there’s a small crease between her brows. “I’m not a good man but I swear, Bronte, I will always be good to you.”

“I know you will.” She doesn’t sound upset, and I take a longer look at her, glancing back at the road just enough to keep the car on the road. She reaches over, placing her hand on my thigh.

“You’re not bothered that you’re stuck with me?” I ask.

“I’m more than happy to be stuck with you. What is it that the humans say? ’Til death do us part?”

“For as long as we both shall live,” I murmur, squeezing her hand, lifting it to my lips, kissing her knuckles. “Mrs Livingston.”

“Mr Maheras.”

I kiss her hand once more, smiling against her skin before letting go so I can have two hands on the wheel. “It just occurred to me,” I say, changing the subject, “that once you’ve seen the house, you’ll be able to portal back and forth between Silicon Valley and our redwoods, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well that’s useful.”

“You’re not going to miss the six-hour round trip?”

I shake my head. “Not at all. Fuck, that’s actually life-changing, but then so much about this week has been.”

“I can take you to New York for your business trips.”

I think about that for a moment. “Yes and no; probably no. A lot of those trips are publicised to a degree. The media attention may die down — I want it to, I hate the fucking paparazzi — but I don’t want what creates the publicity to stop.” She looks confused, and I don’t blame her, I’ve only briefly touched on this before, and we’re firmly in the world of humans when we discuss this. “The company just listed, and it made me many, many millions. I don’t want just millions. I want a billion. I know we have good products. I know we’re at the forefront of technology — what you saw our son using in that vision… that’s the future, that’s the thing to aim towards. I want the wealth, but with the wealth comes nosey fucking humans. Photographs, in magazines, in newspapers. So my question is, what’s going to happen when I appear in NYC instantaneously and a paparazzi takes a photo of you and I leaving the Ritz, but another paparazzi has a photo of us here in California? It’s not like you can wipe memories of this shit, and that’s this thing you’re going to have to get used to in this realm: everything is set up for humans, and we have to play the game and hide.”

“I know.” She opens her mouth as if to speak again, then closes it.

“What is it? Tell me. If you know why we’re still all forced to live under this fucking glamour, I’m all ears.”

“I don’t have the answer to that, truly. I wish I did. Everyone says it’s the way it’s always been.” She licks her lower lip. It’s a tell; I only see her do that when she’s nervous. “That’s not what I was going to say.”

I wait for her to speak again. It’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, between being an alpha and doing business. Sometimes silence is the most effective tool. People will often speak to fill the void.

“What I was going to say is that I technically could. Wipe memories, that is.”

“What?”

“It’s dark magic. It’s highly illegal… but I can do it. Although on the scale you’re talking — with people seeing photographs — I couldn’t. A handful of people is easy enough.”

Every now and then she tells me something that chills me to the bone. This is one of those moments. “Is this something you have practical experience in?”

“Maybe?”

“Fuck. You’re scary; I hope you know that. Sam is quietly terrified of you.”

“He is not!” she laughs.

“He is. He said you did something to him yesterday, when you rode on his back.”

“I yelled at him. Forgive me for being stressed out that my mate was injured and the entire pack was in a state of panic.”

“Was it a magical yell?” I say it as a joke, glancing at her again, but I’ve watched enough people while in these leadership positions to spot the micro-expression that flits across her face. Jesus. “Was it like an alpha bark?” I ask, more serious this time.

“I’ve never done anything like that before, and he didn’t listen, he just froze. I was desperate, West. Sometimes the things I do with my magic come naturally and are unintentional.”

“You really are scary, in a good way. I hope you know how powerful you are, because I can see it. This isn’t normal for witches.”

“Well, there’s a reason why I’ve been groomed for the role of High Witch since I was a child. It’s not because of my pretty face.”

I reach over, rubbing her bare knee, her legs part a little and it’s tempting to slide my hand all the way up her thigh, but I settle for teasing her a little. I can smell how aroused she is. “You are very beautiful Bronte, but I do know there’s far more to you than that.”
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The sky is clear and the sun bright once we leave the forest. Bronte keeps sticking her hand out her open window — behaviour more reminiscent of a five-year-old than someone aged twenty-five. “What are you doing?” I ask after she does this for the tenth time, unable to resist the bait.

“Oh!” She laughs at the look on my face. “I’m just comparing the difference,” Bronte says in explanation now, and in my periphery I can see that she’s sticking her hand out the window again.

“The difference in what?”

“The way the air feels, with the speed.” I glance at her, and she’s staring at me as if I’m the one making no sense. “To flying a dragon,” she says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

“Oh, of course.”

“Well… it’s only one of the main forms of transport in the First, West. I thought you’d said you’ve been to the First multiple times.”

“I have, to Esamond. The major cities there are all no-fly zones.”

“Oh.”

I shake my head at her tone. Esamond sits outside the borders of the major Houses, wedged between the wider Maheras territory and the adjacent House of Moths. It’s multi-species, a republic, and both more progressive and grittier. There’s a large shifter population, because it was part of our traditional territories. “Have you ever been there?” I ask.

“No.”

“I thought not.”

“You sound very judgemental about that,” she says. She sounds defensive, but I’m not about to tell her that. Happy wife, happy life… I’ve heard enough humans and shifters alike say that over the years to know there’s some merit to that philosophy.

“You’re the one who said ‘Oh’ in that tone. I think — and I am not criticising you, but the institution you exist in — that you’ve spent far too long within your castle walls, and on your precious island. I know it’s beautiful there, but there’s so much more of the world to see. You do a disservice to yourself when you cut yourself off from that.”

Bronte remains quiet, her face turned away from me, and I know I’ve upset her. She needs to hear it. She needs to realise that we’re in a time of rapid change across both realms, and the way the Maheras have operated for centuries will only get them so far. I know magic is the true currency that makes the world go around in the First, but to me it seems like they hide behind that. Things are not the same as they once were. In this realm, networks between all the non-humans are strengthening as communication technology improves. My company is at the forefront of it. There’s so many of us that are sick of this fucking glamour. No one knows why the fuck we all hid from humans in the first place. If we stopped hiding, we’d be far more powerful than we are now.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” I prompt Bronte. “Tell me you haven’t felt trapped on Lykia all this time.”

She still doesn’t respond. I glance at her, adrenaline surging immediately at the sight of her slumped form, her sunglasses hanging off her face, her eyes open but blank. For a second I have the awful thought that she’s dead before I register the even beat of her heart, and the way her eyes are moving slightly.

There’s a loud honk of a car horn and I swerve back into my lane, too panicked about Bronte to care that I almost crashed the fucking car. I keep a hand on her chest below her collarbone, holding her upright as I look for the nearest turnoff. There’s vineyards all along this strip, and I pull into the first driveway I find, not caring that the sign says Closed. Brakes on, engine off. I unclip her seatbelt, pulling her across into my lap, yanking her sunglasses off her chin, cradling her in my arms.

She’s alive. Her breathing is normal, her pulse is steady. My heart is racing, and I feel like I’m going to have a fucking heart attack. She’s having a vision — it’s the same thing that happened last time I witnessed it — but that doesn’t make this okay. She talked about riding dragons — what if she has one of these episodes mid-flight and falls to her death? Or is driving a fucking car in this realm?

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I mutter, gently brushing her eyelids closed, glancing at my watch. This is already lasting longer than the first time. “Bronte,” I say, shaking her slightly. I get no response. “Bronte. Bronte!”

Not even an alpha bark rouses her.

“Fuck!”
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One minute I’m in West’s car, listening to him rant about the First and the universal glamour, and the next I’m falling, overwhelmed by the sensation. It stops as suddenly as it starts, and I’m laying on my back in a bedroom I don’t recognise, staring at the ceiling high above me. Another vision. Fuck. I haven’t even told him about the one from last night yet.

I push away the flash of guilt I feel over that — because if there’s a line to be drawn regarding sex when I’m in a vision, I think I skirted pretty close to it — and focus on orienting myself here.

West. I recognise his scent immediately, a delicious, heavy layer that is stronger than any of the other scents present, and when I turn my head, the pillow rustling beneath my ear, I’m not at all surprised to find him here in bed beside me. He’s laying on his side, staring, a thoughtful expression on his face that I can’t quite decipher.

We’re out of glamour; it’s dark in here, wherever here is, and the half moon hangs low in the sky outside the window, but I can see perfectly well. He looks almost exactly the same as the West I was just with, but his hair is cut shorter, and there’s a smattering of greys at his temple, silver flecks among the dark brown. It’s so fascinating to see him like this, having also seen him when his hair is very much more salt than pepper. I don’t know why fate is doing this to me — mapping out a future, leaving tiny breadcrumbs for me to follow — but from the start, every glimpse I’ve ever had of West has felt like a gift, warming my heart and setting my body aflame. I can’t help but skim my eyes over his big biceps and strong shoulders, and the sight of his muscular chest and the peek of washboard abs I can see above the comforter that covers us both turns me on as it always does. I can still hear his voice as he spoke into my ear last night, declaring I was so fucking wet for him. I was, just as I am now.

Mate, my wolf says, recognising that I’m here from the past, reassuring me that this is all okay, reminding me that he’s the same man, the same wolf. My mate and husband at every point in time.

He’s still wearing that same look on his face.

“Hi,” he says, his lips twitching with the barest hint of a smile. I freeze, because just like last night, he said that as if —

“I know, Bronte. I know you’re the past version of you right now. It’s always a nice surprise when you pop in for a visit.”

My mouth falls open in shock, and for a moment the only sound in the room is our heartbeats — his slow and steady, and mine a rapid staccato. “You know?” I whisper. “How can you know? How…?”

He is smiling now, eyes full of amusement. “I almost always know, sweetheart. You’re my mate. I know you. Come here, let me hold you.”

My breath is shaky, and I stay in place here on my side of the bed — the same side I ended up on the first night and have kept in the days since. He knows?

Visions are supposed to feel different from this. I’m usually a passenger in my own body, with the future version of myself moving my limbs, walking in the direction of her choosing, speaking the words she intends to say. I watch life through her eyes as she lives it. I feel it all, but I’m not an active participant in it.

Except I’m beginning to realise that this has begun to change, the first instance being when I spoke to our son and he responded to what I said, and then at the beach last night with the much older West. I’d been controlling my body in that vision, as much as I tried to tell myself otherwise, and here it is the same. The version of me from this time is still here, but she’s now the witness, the passenger in the backseat.

I don’t know what the rules are around this. What does it mean if these are more than just visions? What are the implications if I do something here, or if I tell West, or —

“Bronte.” I’ve been staring out at the moon through the window, but my gaze snaps back to West at the sound of my name spoken in that commanding tone of his. I feel like I can’t act normal about this at all. He knows already, anyway. “Stop spiralling. Breathe,” he orders, and I listen, sucking in deep lungfuls of air. “Keep breathing. You’re safe here. Listen to your wolf. She knows.”

She does. She knows we’re okay. Her instincts — my instincts — have never led me wrong.

“Come here,” he says again, still the same bossy man that I love. I sort of laugh-sob, caught between relief and fear over this new magic, and scoot closer to him, until he’s gathering me up in his big arms, holding me tight. I close my eyes, listening to the steady beat of his heart under my ear, breathing in his scent. Absorbing his calm.

“Is that the bond?” I whisper, the sensation strange and yet reassuring and right all at once. I’m suddenly aware of the mating scar on my shoulder again, the magic of our bond buzzing beneath my skin. West himself is in my heart, his feelings settling there as if he belongs, which he does. A fated, bonded pair — that’s what we are here at this point in time, whenever this point happens to be. “Am I filling you up with dread and panic right now?” I ask, realising that if I can feel his calm, he must feel my stress. “I am, aren’t I? Goddess, I’m sorry.”

I love all the sounds of his laughs — the sharp barks when I catch him off guard and say something he finds particularly funny, or ones like this now, a deep chuckle that rumbles through my head. “It’s fine, Bronte. You’re allowed to be shocked by what’s happening to you.”

I pause for a moment, trying to work out how best to articulate how I’m feeling. “It’s one thing to have no control over what I see, but this feels as if my whole being has been thrust into the future. Am I even back there at all? Am I dead?”

“No! Jesus fucking Christ, don’t say shit like that. You’re the one who always says words have power.” He squeezes me tighter, pressing his mouth and nose to my hair, inhaling deep. “Whenever you do this, it’s always the same on the other end. You’ll be blank… unconscious.”

“I’ll be giving you a fright.”

“Yes, I bet you are. I’m trying to work out when you’re from.” His hand strokes down my back, rubbing circles through the fabric of the top I’m wearing.

“You could just ask me,” I say. “Why are we wearing clothes in bed?” He’s got underwear on, my knee brushing the edge of what I assume are boxer briefs as I settle my leg over his.

“I have a feeling you’ll find out soon enough. Go on then, tell me what’s happening in your world right now.”

“We’re in the car...” I trail off as it dawns on me how dangerous it could be to have one of these episodes while on the move. I don’t know how to drive a human vehicle, but what if I was behind the wheel?

Recognition dawns on West’s face. “You’re in the car, driving down from the redwoods, and we’ve known each other for five days,” he says.

I tilt my head to look at him. This close, I can see the odd grey in his stubble, too. He is so breathtakingly handsome. “How did you know?”

“Because I’ve lived it. You went blank and slumped over in your seat. It scared the shit out of me and I almost crashed. Then you came back to yourself, and told me about this conversation that we’re having right now. I’m embarrassed it’s taken me so long to figure out when you’re from, but in my defence, it’s a real mindfuck whenever this happens.”

“You’re telling me!?”

“I’m telling you that it’s okay,” he says, one corner of his mouth pulling up in a smile. “I’m just having one of these cyclical moments. This isn’t the first time I’ve had this type of conversation with you, about knowing that you’re essentially beaming in from the past — time travelling, for lack of a better term — but I think this is the first time you’ve realised that this is what’s happening to you.”

I stare at him, trying to process all of this. “I’m not imagining it, am I? I’m truly interacting with you. This isn’t my mind playing tricks?”

“You’re not imagining it.”

I shake my head again, still trying to wrap my head around it. “I never had this as a child,” I say. “I’ve never had this before. I usually observe visions through my eyes, but I’m not part of them. And sometimes I’m not even there! I just see the vision, but my body isn’t present in the scene I’m observing.”

“I know. This is different. What you’ve described just now are three different phenomena, all powered by the same type of divination magic, but manifesting in unique ways. Or at least, that’s what my wife tells me,” he says, smirking. “There’s a fourth type that you practise now, too — tea reading, with numbers.”

“I do not do tea reading.” He can’t be serious, not when I’ve always hated the practice.

“You do. These days you practise all the divination arts that you can because you need to, Bronte. It’s helping you to learn to control this.”

I stare back out at the moon. “What is the purpose of these visions?” I ask. “What is fate trying to do?”

“We don’t know. Perhaps there’s no purpose, except to spice up our life, not that it needs it.” He grins, sharp canines on display.

“Weston. What are you implying?” I ask the question, but I know what he’s getting at. He’s talking about sex in this context. “This is a lot to process.”

He brushes my hair back from my face. “How does your wolf feel? She always knows what’s going on. The you from this time is still here inside you, and your wolf seems to bridge that somehow.”

It’s true. I can feel the version of myself that belongs in this time in the back of my mind, and my wolf has always known more about the future than I have, whenever I’ve had these visions. She’s calm and happy to be here with West, our mate, our husband. He’s safe. He’s our home. “She’s content,” I say.

“Good.”

“She’s happy I’m in your arms.”

He laughs quietly. “That’s a good segue into my next question. Do you think past me — the man you just came from — is happy for me, right here, right now, to fuck you?”

I pull back from him, my gut churning. “That’s a loaded question. Can you not ask yourself that? If you’re talking about past you, isn’t that just you? You were that man, and now you have… X many years added on top of that?”

“Six years. And you’re right, I already know the answer. You tell me every vision you have. I’ve got a follow-up question: what’s going to happen when you appear in a vision and the future version of you is trapped on my knot?”

“Has that happened?”

“No, but it could.”

Goddess.

“You don’t have to answer it now,” he says, “but I’ll tell you this. I don’t care. You’re my mate in any time or place, in any realm, in any year. It’s your heart and soul that’s mine, and to me there’s no difference whether you’re visiting from the past, or you’re the woman that’s been along for the journey. And no, you’ve never appeared and found yourself knotted, but we both know what I was doing to you in that vision before you even met me in real time. You will have sex with me when you’re… time travelling, for lack of a better term. I’m not going to tell you when, that’ll ruin all the surprises. I think you need to go back to your version of West and have this conversation with him, for your own reassurance.”

I think about what he’s saying for a moment. “Don’t you already know whether I do go back and have this conversation?”

He grins. “I did say before that this all feels very cyclical.”

“You don’t care if your mate comes back and says ‘I’ve just had sex with a different version of you’?”

“A future version of me. The way I see it, it’s delayed gratification. You can go back to your own time and ride my cock while you tell me all about it, and then I can look forward to living that experience myself some time in the future. This isn’t normal, Bronte, but you’re not normal. You’re the most powerful witch I’ve ever met. I’m not comparing us to other couples… I don’t give a shit about what others would do. This is about how you and I define things. Besides, that vision you had before you ever met me, where I finger fucked you? I thought about that for years after you told me about it. Jerked off to it in the shower every once in a while. I think I focused on it because I knew that for you, it was the first time I’d ever touched you. That vision finally happened last year — I could tell when past you appeared — and fuck, I’ve never come so hard as I did that night.”

My cheeks are flaming hot, and I pull the comforter up over my head, hiding my face. He laughs loudly, and for the briefest moment I feel a flash of annoyance from the other me — the version of myself who exists in this body. It makes no sense, but then I hear West say, “Ah, shit,” and I pull the blankets back down.

“What?”

“I was too loud. Have you met Lacey before?” I shake my head as he continues. “Of course you haven’t; you’ve barely had any visions yet. That one that you had of you pregnant? This is her, our second child.” He gestures to the door, and I can hear the sound of little footsteps approaching quickly. “Here she comes in three, two, one…”

The door, not properly closed in the first place, creaks open. A tiny little girl stands in the hallway, her big eyes reflecting the light from the moon outside the window, a stuffed teddy bear clutched in her hand.

“Mama, can I come sleep in your bed?”

Oh my goddess.

My heart is melting, bursting, growing too large for my chest. I stare at her perfect little face — round cheeks and button nose, wispy dark hair and beautiful amber eyes — and I’m frozen, tears blurring my vision.

“Come on up, baby girl,” West says, and I realise too late that she was waiting for a response from me. She’s already clambering up the side of the bed, slightly unsteady on her feet once she reaches the top, and for a moment I worry she’s going to topple backwards and onto the floor. Instead she half-runs over my legs, diving at us, a surprisingly solid little thing. I get accidentally whacked in the face by the teddy as she wedges herself between West and I like she’s done this a hundred times before, which, judging from West’s resigned look, she has.

She’s already yawning, burrowing under the blankets, saying “Wanna cuddle you, Dada,” a tiny little ball of a person tucked against West’s chest. Just like her brother, who must be down the hall, her scent is a perfect mix of werewolf and shifter. She’s a perfect mix, my little wolf. My baby.

I wipe at my eyes but fresh tears keep falling. It’s one thing to see West, but to meet our children, and to see West like this, being a father…

He reaches over with his free hand, brushing the tears from my cheeks with his thumb. Our little girl is already asleep, her breaths even, her tiny hand relaxed where it lays on West’s chest.

“Lacey? That’s her name?” I whisper. “Is she a daddy’s girl, then? She went straight to you.”

He nods. “She is,” he replies, just as quiet. “I don’t know why; I don’t deserve the honour.”

“You do,” I insist.

“I forgot I was supposed to try and keep her name a secret. When you go back and wake up, it’s one of the things we discussed — what you will discuss. I promised to try to not tell you, to test the bounds of this magic, and yet I just did. It gives credence to the idea that we can’t change things, even if we try.”

“This is why I’ve never enjoyed getting these visions. For starters, I don’t know what I’ll see.”

“You don’t enjoy this? Coming to see us?”

“You know I love seeing you. And look at her; she’s perfect.” I blink back more tears. “You really think things can’t be changed? Not that I want to change this, this is wonderful.”

“I would have preferred if she’d stayed in her own bed,” he quips, before shaking his head. “As far as I’m aware, it’s set in stone. Everything you ever see comes to pass eventually. It’s fate.”

“But why? Why am I having so many visions now?” I whisper. It is fate — fate and magic, tied together. I don’t know why fate is sending me here — is there a reason why I’m lying here in a bed of mine in the future? “I should be asking you about the stone! It only just occurred to me.”

His lips curl in a wry smile as he huffs, amused. “This is exactly how you described this vision to me. It’s all so fucking cyclical.”

“West.”

“They’re all connected — the alpha, the witch, the stone, the pixies, Elliot, Anita. Don’t trust her; she’s not your ally here. Anita’s new project, the loft apartments in SoHo. That’s where you need to go, two days from now. 6.15pm EST — that’s New York time, sweetheart. Book a room at the Ritz, portal there, use it as your base. Take Sam with you. Give them hell.”

“Weston.”

“I love you. I’ve loved you from the start. Please remember that, even when I’m an asshole, even when people try to tell you that I don’t. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and I’m so fucking proud of you.”

“West!”

I can feel myself going, and for the first time I try to stay longer. West does something, pushing feelings at me through the bond we have in this time, my soul filling with the most overwhelming feeling of love. “I love you too!” I whisper desperately.

“I know you do.” He strokes my cheek, concern crossing his features. “You need to come clean about the Maheras Stone, Bronte. I need to know.”

“Wait!”

I gasp, eyes open to the bright of day, West’s worried face hovering over me as I lay sprawled over his lap in the front of the car.

“Thank fuck you’re back,” he growls. “Don’t ever do this to me again.”
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“Iwish the future version of me could have elaborated a little more on our current situation,” I say, thinking about Anita and how I blindly followed her advice to head back to my pack and wait for further news of the stone. “It’s all connected… what the fuck did I mean?”

Bronte sighs into my neck as I run my hand back up the outside of her thigh, my fingers disappearing beneath her skirt. I grip her there, hugging her tighter against me. We’re still parked at the vineyard I pulled into, and thankfully no one seems to have noticed or cared enough to bother us. It had taken fifteen minutes for Bronte to wake up from her vision, and that had felt like a lifetime. Now I have her sitting on my lap in the driver’s seat — a cramped situation because neither of us are small, even under glamour.

“I don’t know,” she replies, “but it gives me some reassurance that you were more focused on our sex life than that… I think in the grand scheme of things maybe it’s not so important.”

“Says the woman who has been warning me that this stone is deadly.”

“In the wrong hands, yeah.”

There’s something in the tone of Bronte’s voice that sets alarm bells ringing; she has been cagey about this damn stone the entire time, but getting into an argument with her over it is the last thing I want right now. There’s so much other shit to worry about. I trust my mate enough to know whatever it is, it’s not going to harm me or my pack, and that’s all I really care about. “It’s nice to know I’m still alive and kicking when I’m older,” I say instead, only half-joking. There was a time, back when I was an enforcer under my old alpha, when I wasn’t certain if I’d make it to my next birthday given the violent nature of what we were doing. In the end my suspicions had been close, but I hadn’t been the one that paid the ultimate price. That my parents ended up as collateral for all the shitty decisions my alpha made — and that I followed despite my hatred for him — is something I’ll regret for the rest of my life.

“You’re very handsome in the future, too.”

“So you’ve said,” I say darkly. She freezes at my tone, a perfect little prey response, and I sigh, pressing my lips to her forehead. “Relax, Bronte. What you said, about these visions, or time travel, or whatever the fuck you want to call it… I’d already come to that conclusion anyway. If everything that you see comes true, then of course what you experienced with ‘me’ during the vision that you had before we’d even met was real. It’s already happened. There’s no point me getting pissed off about it.”

She lifts her head, looking me in the eye, and I can see that the moral dilemma of this really is eating away at her. “My wolf knows it’s you in every time that I visit. When I’m there, it feels like a gift to be able to connect with you, but if it upsets you here…”

“It doesn’t upset me.”

She doesn’t believe me; I can tell from the look on her face.

“I’m frustrated that I get the short end of the stick, at least at the moment. What I don’t like is almost fucking crashing the car because my mate has collapsed out of the blue. And then you come back and tell me about your sexcapades —”

“Sexcapades! There was no sex!”

“Yet. And I sit here listening, missing out. That’s what I’m pissed off about: that I don’t get to be there.”

“You’ll be there eventually.”

“Delayed gratification. Yeah, you said. Didn’t you also say something about riding my cock while you tell me these stories.” As it stands, my cock is already hard — something about this whole situation, about my mate fucking a different version of myself, is a turn on, even if it’s fucked up.

“That’s what future you said, yes.”

“Well hop on, then,” I joke, making a point to reach for my fly. She laughs, shaking her head, and though I was joking, there’s something I need to clarify. I bury my hand in her scalp, holding her head in place, and her lips part in a breathy exhale as her green eyes grow wide. “You will tell me when these things happen.”

“Yes, of course. I’m not looking to hide things from you, West.”

She’s still hiding something about the stone.

I push that thought aside. “I think we should have a rule that we recreate whatever happens.”

“You’re going to role-play as yourself?” she teases.

“I’m going to fuck my wife,” I growl, possessiveness kicking in. “If you’re gonna make me cuckold myself, I’m at least going to show you who you belong to every time you return to me. I think that’s fair enough.”

I expect her to nod or make some sort of witty quip about it. What I don’t expect is for her to lean in, crushing her lips against mine, her small whimper soft as she kisses me passionately. My hand is already under her skirt and it takes nothing to push her underwear aside to stroke at her wet folds. She’s fucking dripping. It’s a mix of her wetness and my cum from last night, and the car fills with the scent of sex as I finger her roughly. “Is this how I fucked you in that vision?” I growl in her ear. “Is this how I make you come?”

She whimpers again as I press against her g spot repeatedly, two fingers buried deep in her cunt. My thumb rubs her clit and that’s all it takes, her groan loud, her teeth on my neck as her pussy grips my fingers, pulsing against my hand. The whole thing is over in a minute flat, leaving my hand a slippery mess and Bronte breathing heavily against me. “You’re mine,” I tell her quietly.

“I’m always yours,” she agrees, clutching me tight. “In every realm, in every time. We were made for each other.” Her lips press against my neck. I kiss her forehead, breathing in my favourite scent in the whole world: her.

“We were. We are.”

The sound of a throat clearing has both of our heads whipping to the side. There’s an old human woman — the vineyard’s owner, perhaps — staring at us through the open passenger window, eyebrows raised, standing at a respectable distance from the car. The distance may be respectable, but the view of Bronte’s spread legs, with my fingers still stuffed inside her, is anything but. Bronte screeches, her thighs snapping shut around my hand as she scrambles to tug the fabric of her skirt down. I laugh. I can’t help it.

“It’s not funny!” Bronte hisses, climbing back into her seat.

“I don’t give a fuck what that human thinks, we’ll never see her again,” I mutter, wiping my hand clean on my jeans and starting the engine. I’d lick my fingers clean, but I don’t think our audience would appreciate it in the way wolves would. “We’re just going now,” I yell out the window, giving the woman a friendly wave, just to fuck with her. She looks like she’s trying not to laugh — she’s a good sport, then.

“Oh my fucking goddess,” Bronte whines, her face buried in her hands as I turn the car around and pull back onto the highway.

“It’s fine, just a little bit of live porn to brighten that woman’s day.”

“Weston!”

I’m laughing, even as Bronte shoves my shoulder playfully. “Hey! Come on, I see you smiling. Admit it, it’s funny. And put your seatbelt on, sweetheart. Safety first.”

“I’m so fucking embarrassed!” she cries, head tipped back, a huge grin on her face.
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The bell above the door of Rosemary and Thyme Apothecary chimes as we step through the threshold. My use of magic is limited to alpha barks and pack bonds, but even I sense the pull of the ward as we enter, fizzing against my skin. I probably shouldn’t be able to pass through right now — the whole point of wards is to keep people with negative and dangerous intentions out — but I have a feeling that Bronte has worked some of her own magic and disabled it somewhat.

“This place is cute,” Bronte murmurs, glancing around. “I love this song.”

“It’s about Elvis,” I mutter as the chorus of Black Velvet blasts over the radio that sits on the edge of the counter. The place is empty, and I cast my eyes around the shop. Like so many other witchy stores, it smells strongly of incense, and the walls are lined with displays of crystals and gemstones, packets of tarot cards, and other paraphernalia. I pick up a jar of salt, shaking it. “Do you even use any of this shit in your practice?”

“Yes,” she says, plucking the container from my hands. “Have some respect.”

“They’re just rocks and minerals.” I don’t actually think this; I’ve seen witches at work, weaving magic from seemingly innocuous items, but I like getting a rise out of Bronte. She’s always so pretty when she’s irritated.

“You are so offensive, and I know you’re just saying that, naughty man.” She pokes me in the centre of the back with a finger. “Remind me later, and I’ll show you what a proper salt circle can do. You’ll never joke about it again.”

“In this case I’m happy to remain ignorant.”

“Scared?” she asks with a grin.

“Of you? A little. I think the elf is very scared; she still hasn’t come out.”

“I think it’s you that she’s terrified of, West, and I think you know it.”

Good. She should be.

The moment I think about what I usually do to people who have put my pack in danger, the fizzing sensation of the witch’s ward around her store is back tenfold, no longer a gentle tickle but a thousand sharp pricks against my skin. Bronte and I both hiss and she grabs my hand, doing something that mitigates the elf’s magic after a moment. “Happy thoughts,” she says in a singsong voice between grit teeth. “Think happy thoughts, darling.”

“I’m trying.” We knew this was a possibility — that the ward wouldn’t let me through the door if I thought about murdering that bitc —

I grunt at the sting of magic and Bronte growls. I stare at her, realising that she’s suddenly dropped the universal glamour. She’s left me under it, my wolf trapped beneath my skin. It’s a smart choice. “Behave, Weston. For me, please. It makes my life easier if I’m not having to pour half my energy into keeping you inside the building without you bursting into flames.” She sees the look on my face and rolls her eyes. “I’m exaggerating. You’d just be a little bit crispy on the edges right now if I weren’t here, that’s all.”

Crispy on the edges… what the fuck does she mean by that? “I don’t know why you’re telling me this when you want me to stay calm.”

“Maybe you should wait outside like I suggested.”

“No,” I growl.

Bronte sighs, her brows drawn down in a deep frown. “Aenrellia, we know you’re here!” she calls. “Come out, we mean no harm! We need information, that is all!”

The door at the back which leads to Aenrellia’s office cracks open an inch. “Says the witch holding a rabid wolf at bay!”

Bronte snarls, flicking her wrist, and the office door flies open with a bang. I’ve only glimpsed this side of her once before, at the gala. It’s fucking hot. “I am the rabid wolf and your cowardice is pissing me off.”

Aenrellia stands frozen, her violet eyes wide, her pale skin taking on a pasty cast. Easy prey. She’s tiny — a foot shorter than Bronte, at least — and it’s clear that her magic is lacking when compared to the Maheras heir.

“I like your cute little store,” Bronte says. “What I don’t like is that you seem to have been involved in some sort of plot to murder my mate. Why in the world would you turn on a long-time client of yours? Perhaps I’m stupid, because I’m struggling to understand why you would lose the business of an entire wolf pack that regularly uses your services for this. Explain it to me like I’m a child, because there must be some sort of reasoning behind what appears to be the most idiotic decision anyone could ever make.”

Aenrellia opens her mouth and then closes it again, her eyes welling with tears. When her chin starts to wobble, I see the fire and fury drain out of Bronte. My mate is too compassionate, and everything that I’m not.

“Oh sweetie,” Bronte says, as if she’s talking to a child and not a two-hundred year old elf, “what did he do to you?”

Aenrellia sniffles, tucking her hair behind her pointed ear. In all the years I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her like this, as if someone has stolen all the wind from her sails. “It’s not the wolf,” she whispers, fat tears rolling down her cheeks. “It’s the pixie.”

“That sounds ominous,” I mutter, glancing back at the front door. Someone is approaching, the sound of heavy boots on the sidewalk preceding the appearance of a person dressed head-to-toe in black. A goth, from the look of them. I reach the door a moment before they do, their face falling as I flip the sign on the door from open to closed in front of their face. “We’re closed,” I say through the glass, crowding the door, driving the point home as they try to look over my shoulder. Both of the women behind me are out of glamour, and the last thing we need is a human seeing things.

“But it’s only two-thirty!”

“We’re closed!” I yell, and the human jumps in fright, stepping back, turning and hurrying across the road, almost getting hit by a car in the process.

“You just cost me a customer,” Aenrellia says quietly.

“You aided a lone alpha in attempted murder — of me — you’re crying over pixies, and that’s what you’re concerned about? Come on. My wife may be patient but I’m not. Hurry the fuck up and explain yourself. What do you mean, it’s the pixie?”

“All I did was remove the ward around your redwoods. I didn’t do anything else. I don’t even know what you’re talking about… attempted murder?”

“To remove a ward from a client’s property without informing them is highly illegal, and to do so at the request of someone who is not the property owner would indicate ill intentions on their part, so don’t try and act ignorant of the situation,” Bronte says. “You know I could quite easily report you to the Council of Covens, right?”

Aenrellia shrugs. “The pixie threatened me with entrapment within fae borders, so I figured risking a slap on the wrist from the Council was a far better outcome.”

“Pixies came here?” I ask.

“One did. She broke through my shop’s ward, the same way your wife is actively doing so now.” She gives a little self-deprecating laugh. “See, my wards aren’t that strong — I’m only a regular witch, not…” She gestures to Bronte. “If you want to ward off other witches, you need to find someone more powerful, which it looks like you have. So, since that’s settled, I think you can both leave now.”

I look to Bronte. I’d promised her I’d let her lead this visit on account of it being, as she put it, a witch issue, and it’s been refreshing to take a relative backseat, even if only for a few minutes. She’s trying hard not to smile now, and I can tell she’s having fun. She’s probably relieved I’m not killing anyone, either.

“No, I think we’re staying,” she says to Aenrellia. “You’re going to tell us everything you know, and then West and I will be deciding what to do about you.”

What ensues is half an hour of painful discussion. Bronte has the patience of a saint, extracting information bit by bit, wearing Aenrellia and her evasive answers down until we finally have a clear picture of what she knows. Victor, the former alpha of the Los Vegas pack, had come to her the day before yesterday with a pixie woman in tow, who had threatened her if she didn’t follow their requests to remove the ward around the redwoods and set a trap in place. Aenrellia had helped set the trap — “Just the one!” — on the property border, in a location she’d recognised from the description Victor had described to her, of a ridge where multiple old trees were standing on significant leans, at risk of falling and crushing someone.

I already know where Victor had gained that knowledge: from Rebecca. She’d spoken to him of the area being out of bounds on a whim, not thinking anything of it. He’d known that no one but me would go there in the foreseeable future. Being an alpha himself, he would have known it was likely that I would go there — in wolf form, the urge to survey property boundaries is strong.

He’d told Aenrellia that he intended to take over my pack, as if it would be that simple, as if no one would come looking for me until it was too late. He must have assumed that I’d barked the orders not to go near the area, and that my pack members would be unable to approach me. I hadn’t, because I don’t need to use my alpha bark for that sort of thing. I’d simply passed on the message to Sam and a few others, and trusted them to tell the rest and wait until I could hire someone in to fell the trees. My pack aren’t idiots; they listen to reason.

“Why?” I ask now. “Why would a pixie want to help him? What’s in it for them?”

“I have no idea. Truly, I promise I’m not lying about this.”

I don’t trust her. “How am I supposed to believe you after what you’ve done, Aenrellia? You put my pack in danger — what if one of my young wolves had stepped on that trap instead of me? You could have killed a child. I’ve already witnessed another alpha let things slide, and good people ended up dead as a result, so tell me what I’m supposed to do with you, now that the trust between us has been broken.”

Her face pales. “Please don’t kill me,” she whines. “I promise I’ll never do anything like this again. I know what you’re capable of. Believe me, I remember what you did to Frank. I had a pixie in my store threatening me; my hands were tied! I knew you’d be fine! It was a crackpot idea of his anyway.”

It was, but that’s not the point.

“I believe her.”

I look at Bronte, who shrugs. “I believe her, West. She messed up, big time,” she adds, frowning at the elf, “but we have enough things to worry about without needing to dispose of a body. That job is always so messy, but it’s you that was injured after all, so your call. I can take your glamour off if you need to let your wolf out.”

Aenrellia looks like she’s about to puke. Bronte gives me another look, her raised brows saying Have we scared her enough, yet?

I sigh. “Let’s go. Aenrellia, you’re lucky I have such a lovely mate. She’s a much better person than I am.”
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Bronte waits until I start the car engine before turning to me.

“So, who’s Frank, and what did you do to him?”

I knew this question was coming at some point but my gut still twists as soon as she asks. “Really? After all that, that’s what you want to discuss?”

She reaches for the radio, turning the dial, Cher’s recognisable voice playing her latest hit. Bronte wiggles in her seat, dancing along for a moment before answering. “Yes and no. Yes, because I think we’re getting to the point where people are saying things expecting your mate to know about this dark and mysterious past of yours, and I don’t have a clue what they’re on about. No, because I’m aware that we need to debrief about everything Aenrellia just told us. I have a hunch about it, but obviously there’s no proof yet, other than what future you said to me.”

“That Anita sent us on a wild goose chase? ‘Pixies have been spotted in Anaheim.’ The only pixie in Anaheim is fucking Tinker Bell.” I see Bronte’s confused look and add, “That’s where Disneyland is.”

“Ohhhh. Oh!”

“Yes, I will take you there sometime.”

She grins, sharp canines on display. “I’ve always wanted to go.”

I should tell her to put the glamour back on, but really, who will notice when we’re driving? She can wear her sunglasses.

“Who’s Frank?” she asks again.

I shake my head, because she’s right, she should know everything about my past. I just hate talking about it. “My old alpha. The one I killed.”

“Ah.”

“Aenrellia was there; I brought her to the redwoods and had her take the glamour off the entire pack for it.”

“You planned it, then?”

I know what she’s asking. “Every kill I’ve made has been premeditated. I meant it, Bronte, when I said I’m not a good man. All those bastards may have all deserved it, but I have enough self-awareness to recognise that it’s not normal to be so unbothered by these kinds of things.”

“You say this as if I haven’t been brought up under my grandmother’s thumb. She’s doled out the death penalty for many a crime. I’m a werewolf, not a delicate human girl.”

“Have you ever killed anything other than prey under the full moon?”

She shakes her head in reply.

“That’s what I thought. I’m not judging you,” I add with a bitter laugh. “I’m glad you haven’t had to.”

She’s quiet for a moment, staring out the windshield as she contemplates things. I know her well enough now that she’ll let me know her thoughts when she’s ready. Her face lights up for a moment, before turning sheepish, and when I spot the familiar golden arches up ahead I know why.

“I know this is terrible timing when we’re supposed be having a serious conversation, but I’m starving. Can we please go to McDonald’s? That’s another thing on my ‘Second Realm experiences’ list.”

“You have a list?”

“I do now.”
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I chew on a handful of french fries as we pull away from the drive thru. It’s a forty minute drive to my house — our house — if we don’t hit traffic, and enough time to fill Bronte in on things.

“By the time I was a teenager, Frank — the alpha in charge — had run our pack’s finances into the ground in a series of bad decisions, to the point that the redwoods property with all the cabins was at risk of being sold. I don’t know how it started, but he got tangled up in some bad business with humans. White collar crimes, money laundering, that sort of thing. The dirty money came from a range of criminal activities. Drugs was a big one.”

“Did he pull you into that world?”

I glance at her, and she holds out the fries again. I shake my head. “Give me the cheeseburger, but unwrap half first. Hey! That’s mine!”

“Sharing is caring,” she says around a mouthful of my burger. “I want to taste them all.”

“You’re a brat, you know that?” She gives me a closed-mouth smile as she hands me the burger with a huge bite missing. “Yeah, I know you know that. Remind me to spank you later.”

She scoffs, grinning. “Honey, you have no idea what I am.”

Well now I’m intrigued.

“Are you secretly a dominatrix or something?”

“Or something.” She grins again, her cheeks flushed as she shrugs. “I like to mix it up, that’s all.”

“You wanna spank me? I’ll let you.”

She giggles, and I laugh.

“You’re gonna need to be more confident than that if you want to be the boss in the bedroom, Bronte.”

“Oh my goddess! I’m allowed to blush!” She pushes my shoulder playfully. “Don’t laugh at me!”

“I’m laughing with you.”

I am. I can’t remember the last time — if ever — that my cheeks hurt from smiling. I’ve laughed more in the past five days than I have in years. I look at Bronte again and it hits me just how much has changed, how fucking lucky I am, how this woman dropped into my life out of nowhere and now everything feels better, brighter, lighter. I’m happy.

It makes my chest physically ache.

She’s looking at me as if she can read my mind again, wearing that emotional expression I see on her face from time to time. She leans over the centre console, planting a kiss on my shoulder, leaning her head against me for a moment. It’s a small gesture but fuck, suddenly I’m finding it hard to breathe.

We eat in silence for the next few minutes.

“You were telling me about Frank,” Bronte finally prompts.

“Yeah, I was. You asked me if he pulled me into his mess… he did. He pulled everyone with him; the pack was smaller back then, with fewer adults and more kids. The enforcers were involved first, but that tangled up their families too. We’d all be in glamour — no one knew he was a wolf — and in the later years he’d act like the big boss he thought he was, with Sam and I standing guard over him. Sometimes deals went sour, and he was greedy by that point. Even under glamour, we’re still far stronger than humans. It’s probably not something you’ve picked up on yet, but spend enough time around humans and you’ll realise how fragile they are compared to us. We don’t catch their illnesses, we don’t break our bones so easily…”

“I was thinking about that trap, actually. I think Aenrellia laced it with her magic to break your leg, because the metal alone shouldn’t have fractured it like that.”

“I should have killed her. You’re always stopping me from murdering people.”

“Hmmm, that’s probably a good thing?”

I scoff. “Possibly. I tend to go by a don’t leave people alive so they can come back and haunt you philosophy, but even then I break my own rule often. Sometimes it’s not practical or possible, especially now that I have a high profile in business.”

“Oh yeah, only murder when it’s practical, for sure,” she says sarcastically. I look at her and she shrugs. “Sorry. I joke because I can’t actually wrap my head around this aspect of the conversation, or you. How many people have you killed?”

“Four.”

“Oh, well that’s not so many. I know that’s a terrible thing for me to say. Were they bad? Did they deserve it?”

“Three of them did. The other one I killed under Frank’s orders, and I shouldn’t have.”

“Is that why you killed Frank? I thought that as an alpha, you would immediately hate the other alpha, and therefore not work for him.”

“I thought you studied pack structure and understood this dynamic.”

She growls, and I grin.

“When I was a kid I loved Frank and looked up to him. We knew what was coming, but nothing can prepare you for the changes that occur when you’re an alpha and you have your first shift. My wolf tried to go after him immediately, as if being the alpha at thirteen was even an option. His enforcers had to take me down, including my dad. It was fucking embarrassing. After that I hated him.”

“Just like that? Love to hate?”

“The love was still there. It was always there, but buried under everything else. I’ve never been able to shut off my alpha instincts, so I was already obsessing over the pack, and watching Frank pull our wolves — good people — into this underbelly of crime where they were put at risk drove me mad. When you’re the young alpha that’s been born into the pack, you still want to do right by the pack, and you’re still subject to your alpha’s barks just like anyone else. An order is an order. So I was an enforcer by the time I was sixteen, and by the time I was eighteen I’d killed a human man on Frank’s orders. That one deserved it; he wasn’t a good guy. Liked to hurt women.”

“That’s terrible.”

“Yeah. Sam was with me every step of the way, doing the same shit, stuck in the same mess. Money was flowing, but it was tainted. Bigger deals and bigger risks, and millions of dollars coming into the pack accounts — that was my early twenties. Then I pissed some humans off — I killed a man I shouldn’t have under Frank’s orders. The humans put a hit on me, but the people they used went to my parents’ address in San Jose instead. Doesn’t matter if you’re a wolf when you’re trapped in glamour and there’s a gun pointed at your head.” I swallow back bile and clear my throat. “They blew their brains out. Both my parents — gone just like that.”

Bronte is silent. I can’t blame her, there’s nothing that can be said to make it better.

“That was it. That was the moment. My parents’ deaths were on me but it all stemmed from the pack alpha. Decades of bad decisions led to that moment. Gambling money away. Putting the pack in danger. My pack, my family. There was a gathering up at the redwoods. I brought Aenrellia with me. I made sure all the children were gone — had my sisters round them up, and take them to the farthest cabin, out of earshot. The witch took off our glamour. I wanted to do it right; part of me thinks the fucker didn’t deserve it but I did it for me. I needed to fight his wolf. I tore through his throat. An eye for an eye. He had to be put down.”

I pause for a moment, thinking about how it had felt the moment the pack had transferred to me. The onslaught of emotions in my head, the weight of all those pack bonds. “I hadn’t been thinking about the pack, when I killed him.” I admit. “It wasn’t some noble thing. When I fought him, when I killed him, all I wanted was to destroy every part of him that ever existed. I wanted revenge. There’s something broken in my head; I don’t care about others if they’re not mine. If they’re not in my pack, if they’re not my mate…”

Bronte’s face is full of concern.

“Empathy fatigue is the term I’ve heard before,” I tell her, because I’ve told her this much; she might as well know it all. Part of me thinks she’s going to run screaming. “I don’t have anything left for anyone outside of my people. If you see me giving two shits outside of anything pack related — or connected to you — it’s likely performative, a means to an end.”

I wait for her to break the silence. When she finally does, it’s not what I’m expecting her to say. “Tell me about your parents. I liked the story you told me yesterday about how you were born. Tell me more of the good things.”

“Why?”

“Because you loved them, West.”

I hate this ache in my chest. I try to look forward, not backwards. If I don’t think about these things — all the goodness of my parents — then I won’t have to feel it.

“When my mother shifted she was the most beautiful wolf I’ve ever seen. Her coat was as white as snow, and my father’s was black as night, like mine. They would have loved you.”

Bronte nods, and I’m not at all surprised to see the tears running down her cheeks, her breath shaky as she breathes deep. She takes my hand, lifting it to her face, closing her eyes as she presses her cheek to my palm, her tears pooling there. “I would have loved to have met them.”

“That’s what you take away from all of this?”

Gold eyes open to stare at me, ringed with wet, clumped eyelashes. She’s beautiful, always beautiful, and far too good for me.

“I’ve taken it all in. I heard you. I am so sorry about your parents, and so mad. You and your pack deserved better.”

I refrain from telling her that I probably would have killed Frank anyway, eventually. We drive on in silence, the view changing out the window, until we’re passing new builds — mansions in progress, my new neighbours.

“Is this where you live?”

“Yeah, we’re almost there. There’s a lot of new money around here, with a lot of technology companies beginning to take off.”

“Like yours? That night we first met, which feels like a lifetime ago, not…” she laughs, shaking her head, not bothering to finish her sentence. I agree, it feels like a lifetime. “You were trying to impress me, obviously. You gave me the fancy version of West, the businessman, you didn’t mention how you started your company, just that you had one. I take it this all happened after you became alpha, or…?”

“It was after. As soon as Frank was gone, I severed all ties with any criminal activity. That was a challenge, to put it lightly, but we got there in the end. There may or may not be a few humans around that know I can turn into a huge wolf and will eat them if they dare to pull any shit.”

“You trust them with that information? You’re not worried about blackmail?”

“Who would believe them? And no, they’re criminals, they’re not looking to make a high profile for themselves in the media, or with law enforcement. They can’t say shit. Besides, I trust their fear.” They’d been terrified, and it had been a struggle to rein my wolf in and not kill them.

“I took the wealth that the pack had amassed, and invested it in legitimate business. Frank never had children, never had a mate, so it was easy enough to get control of his personal wealth, too. We’ve always been in the Bay Area. I paid attention to all the tech companies rolling in, and took a calculated risk. I found a guy with all the science skills I needed and baited him with the proposal to become my business partner.”

“You poached him?”

“I did. And conveniently, he married one of the women in the pack. He couldn’t make it to the redwoods because he’s been holding down the fort on the business end of things. But he knows of us wolves, obviously, and that helps. His mate actually bit him and formed a bond, so I know I have his loyalty for life. You’ll meet him sometime, his name is John. He’s a genius. A bit of an oddball, but he’s the brains behind our products.”

“And you’re the face of the company.”

“Mm. And we try to funnel as many pack members into our workforce as possible.”

“Smart.”

“I try to be.” I pull into my driveway, winding down my window so I can key in the code for the gate. It feels like forever since I was last here. The wrought iron gates swing open slowly.

I watch Bronte’s reaction, the way she looks around the property, eyes wide, as I drive towards the Tuscan-style three-story mansion, passing the tennis court on the way. “Welcome home,” I tell her.

She bites her lip, eyes full of excitement. “Wow.”
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If I ever had any doubts about Bronte’s abilities to accurately see the future, her stunned reaction when she steps into the master bedroom — one of the final stops on her tour of the house — puts them to rest. She turns in a circle slowly, face slack, eyes searching, stopping as she stares at a spot in the doorway.

“Have you been here before?” I ask, rolling my shoulders as if that will displace the sudden sensation of something crawling down my spine.

“Lacey was right there,” she points, her whispered voice breaking as she blinks back tears. “This is the room, West! I was here just hours ago.”

“Come here.”

She steps into my open arms with a small sob, squeezing me tight, her fingers digging into the muscles on my back. “I promise I’m not sad,” she sniffles, her voice muffled against my shirt. “Just emotional. And it’s so wonderful to see them, and then I miss them so much even though I’ve only known them for a few minutes. My wolf doesn’t lie. The instant I saw our children, I loved them. West, they’re my babies.”

“I know,” I say, staring at the doorway, the future on my mind.
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“I really do love this place,” Bronte says quietly as she stands at the window in nothing but her lace thong. I’m already relaxing in bed, enjoying the view of my wife currently bathed in moonlight; the curve of her hips and ass, the dip of the small of her back, the shape of her breast in profile as she stretches her arms above her head, yawning. She’s so beautiful, so sexy, and I grab my hard cock, pulling back the foreskin, touching myself slowly as I continue to watch her. I’m counting down the days until the moon will be full; its nearness is already making me horny as fuck, though it’s not hard to be that way around Bronte. It doesn’t matter how many times we have sex, I still want more; more of her mouth, of her hands, of her sweet pussy.

In the hours before that full moon rises I’m going to fuck my mate and I’m going to bite, claiming her and forging a permanent mental bond between us.

She’s going to bite me back.

Before Bronte I never wanted anything like this. I didn’t want to share my life with someone, never wanted them living in my space, sleeping in my bed, giving their opinion on the things I do. I certainly never wanted to have a bond with a mate — I told myself I already had enough other wolves in my head, pushed to the back of my mind, the pack bonds kept locked away for the vast majority of the time so that I don’t lose my mind.

Now I’m desperate to be bound to Bronte. I’m jealous of her and myself — my future self — and the moments she’s felt where that bond exists. I want her by my side, always. I’m going to struggle when the time comes that I actually have to go into the office and do my job. I don’t know how the fuck I’m going to concentrate now that she’s come along and taken over every corner of my mind.

I didn’t think I could love someone like this; I didn’t think I was capable of it. She is so perfect, and I don’t know why fate has placed her here with me of all people, but I’m never letting her go, never taking her for granted.

I try to have faith in the fact that she’s glimpsed our future multiple times, but I’m no fool. We’ve been focused on finding this damn stone — and I’m pissed off that Anita is apparently involved — but it’s what happens after we’ve retrieved it that I’m most concerned with. I’m not sure if she truly wants to be the High Witch one day, but what I do know is that the current High Witch of House Maheras doesn’t like shifters. She may have invited a delegation of my kind there twenty years ago — why, I don’t know — but officially, the borders of Maheras territory have been closed to shifters for centuries. I’ve visited shifters still living in the First, old ties to our pack, and they’ve never had anything good to say about the Maheras weres.

I’ve had weres sneer at me and I’ve snarled back, and so I am afraid for my perfect mate and her sweet heart, and what being with me may mean for her. I don’t want to ruin her opportunities, I don’t want to get in the way of the future she’s supposed to have — if she wants it — but I’m not giving her up. Not for anything.

She’s happy here. I can tell in the way she looks at the world here with wide-eyed wonder. She’s fascinated by humans and their culture, but I worry that at some point the novelty will wear off. What will it be like for her once eating McDonald’s is not some treat she’s always wondered about, or once she’d had her opportunity to visit a diner, or ride a rollercoaster, or do one of the other hundred things she’s told me she wants to experience? What will she do when blatant sexism slaps her — her, the woman in line to the throne of the largest matriarchal society in both realms — in the face? Am I going to be enough for her here? Is she going to be happy when she has to play human day in and day out?

She’s still staring out the window, hand pressed to the glass now, peering out into the distance. While the front of the house overlooks San Francisco Bay in the distance, this master bedroom is south facing to better capture both the sunlight and moonlight, and looks out onto the back three quarters of the property — the Tuscan-inspired pool and garden area that Bronte happily exclaimed reminded her of her Lykia, and the vast expanse of woods that stretches for acres over rolling hills. “I’ve purchased the adjacent lots so that we don’t ever have to worry about neighbours,” I tell her. “There’s enough space here to shift and run in peace. No human will ever know.”

“It’s wonderful.” There’s a dreamy note to her voice, and I can guess why.

“Thinking about the pups again?”

She nods, glancing at me over her shoulder for a moment before her gaze is drawn to the view once more. “They’re going to have two wolves. They’ll shift and change under the full moon. I can’t imagine what that’s like, but a place like this will be so good for them.”

“They’re lucky that they’re going to have a mother who can take them out of glamour so often.”

“I wish you could meet them.”

That she’s already met our children is the strangest concept, and one that I still struggle to fully comprehend. “I will, in time,” I tell her. “I just have to get you pregnant first.”

She grins, humming in amusement, and I pat the space beside me on the bed. “Come here.”

“Always so bossy,” she mutters, climbing over me to get to the side of the mattress that she’s already claimed as hers. The way she tucks herself against me, her head on my shoulder, is so natural that it’s as if we’ve been doing this for years. I don’t understand how I ever lived without her when she is now the best part of every moment in every day.

I wish we could stay here like this forever, carefree, lounging around, with nothing hanging over our heads. Instead we both know there’s a confrontation on the horizon, the words “give them hell,” from the future version of myself indicating that there’s going to be a fight when it comes to retrieving the stone.

Part of me doesn’t even want to take Bronte along, but I know that’s not possible — we need her portal magic — nor is it fair. My mate is strong, resourceful, and more powerful than I’ve had the opportunity to witness. She can take care of herself, even though I have the insane urge to protect her.

I don’t know what kind of stunt Anita is going to pull, but I have a feeling that it won’t be good.

“What’s wrong?”

Bronte is staring at me, her pupils large and shining, and I realise I’ve been grinding my teeth. “Nothing,” I say, forcing myself to relax my jaw. “I’m just contemplating the fact that the alpha that has been gathering allies for decades — the one that I trusted — wants me gone. I’m guessing that Anita is behind Victor setting that trap. She told me the stone was spotted in California and she ‘guessed’ that I’d head back to my pack territory in the redwoods.”

“Mmm. She led you in a very specific direction, away from the stone.”

“And set me up, through Victor.”

Bronte sighs, running the backs of her fingers down my arm and back again in a continuous loop. “I think it’s because of me. I’m sorry.”

I brush back her hair. “You’re worth it.” I hesitate, words stuck on the tip of my tongue. At the sight of the tears forming in her eyes, everything I’ve been thinking in the past day tumbles free. “You’re worth it all, and I’d give everything up to keep you. Even the pack. I need you to know that. You’re number one. You’re always going to be my number one.”

She leans forward, kissing me softly, her hand trailing down my stomach to wrap around my cock. I moan into her mouth, tasting the salt from her tears and beyond that just her, the woman I’ll never deserve and yet somehow managed to find.

Claim her.

I pull her tighter against me, wrapping my arms around her, my nose in her hair, my teeth aching with the need to bite as I thrust up into her hand. I didn’t intend to have sex with her tonight, not when she’s worn herself out with all the magic she’s used today, but when she makes that needy little noise in the back of her throat and tilts her face towards me once more it’s impossible to avoid the softness of her lips. “You’re too fucking tempting,” I murmur against her mouth a moment before she kisses me again, her long tongue curling against mine. I’m the luckiest man in this realm to not only have her, but to have her share her magic with me, a promise to be in my own true skin every night, to be able to knot my wife, to see her here in the dark as she climbs atop me, grinding against my cock through the flimsy fabric of her underwear as she does now.

I love seeing her like this, her lips parted, eyes shining in the moonlight. I love all the smooth lines of her body, the gentle curves and lean muscle of a she-wolf. Strength. That’s what she is. A fucking goddess. A queen. My witch.

What she’s doing — the slow roll of her hips, the way she cups her breasts, her eyes never leaving mine — is too good. “You’re gonna make me come,” I warn her, and she grins, readjusting herself so that she’s grinding against my swollen knot. “Fuck,” I swear, closing my eyes because this is the sweetest form of torture and my balls are aching from it. I could flip us, take over, dominate her the way I usually do, but I like this. I grab her hips because I can’t help myself, my fingers tugging at the lace she wears. “Fuck me,” I tell her. “Fuck me, sweetheart.”

She knows what I’m not saying. Somehow she always does, even after so little time, and I fucking love that about her. She pushes my hands away gently, taking control, hooking her own thumbs under the edge of her thong and tugging hard enough to tear through it like paper.

“Fuck yes, give me that pussy.”

She grins in response. “On your face?”

“Yes.” I’ve never been more certain of anything in my entire life. I lift her by the waist, groaning as she settles above me, smothering me with her dripping wet cunt. Who needs to breathe anyway? This is fucking glorious. I love her scent, I love her taste, I love the way she feels on my tongue.

She moans when I lick at her messily, and when I fuck my tongue into her she begins to grind in earnest. I grip her ass, pulling her harder against me, encouraging more even as my lungs begin to burn. I fucking love it, gripping my cock with one hand, squeezing my knot, fucking my fist. I pull in deep gasping breaths when she eases up for a moment, a small mercy before she rides me again, grinding faster now, until her thighs are tensing around me, crushing me, cunt pulsing against my lips, her cry the most perfect sound.

She lifts herself, peering down at me, her lower lip caught between her teeth, her heart beating fast in her chest. “Should I ride your dick, too?”

I nod wordlessly, breathing heavily. Yes please. Her laugh is soft and her face flushed as I lift her once more. Her hand is braced on my chest, another on my cock, guiding it within her. Wet fucking heat. It feels too good, and I grip her hips once more, taking control for a moment, pressing the head of my cock in, only to drag it out again, teasing myself and her in the process. She growls, her hands over mine as she sinks down onto me in one smooth motion, swallowing me whole until my knot kisses her cunt.

“I’m yours.” The words are out of my mouth before I can think about what I’m declaring, what I’m asking her to do. I want her in control. She’s an alpha in her own right; not a shifter, but a leader. I want to see it. I want to feel it, what it’s like to be under her. I take her hand, moving it to my neck, curling her fingers around my throat. Her mouth hangs open in a perfect ‘o’.

“Are you sure?”

My Adam’s apple moves against her palm as I swallow. I’ve never asked for anything like this. I’ve never wanted it. Until now. “Yes.”

She hesitates for a moment before leaning down to kiss me, and we moan together as she tastes herself on me. I shiver as she kisses along my jaw, down the side of my neck, her canines scraping my skin. “Do you trust me?” she whispers, nipping at my earlobe with her teeth.

“Yes.”

“Good. You feel so good, West. You’re so good to me. I’m going to make you come so hard.” She’s already rocking herself on me, her pussy so tight and wet and perfect, as she switches to her own language. It’s one reserved for witches in her coven, flowing like water from her lips, and my breath catches in my lungs as she touches her free hand to my wrist. A gold, transparent band of her magic forms where her fingers brush. A magic cuff. “Okay?” she asks, as the weight of the magic settles on me, the band comfortably tight. I nod, and with a wave of her fingers my arm is slowly lifted through the air until my wrist is pinned just above my head.

Holy fuck.

“You still okay?” She’s so beautiful, pupils luminous and round, twin moons, and I’d do anything for her. I nod silently, at a loss for words as she applies her magic to my other wrist, my arm moving in slow motion, lifted by her magic, until it’s locked in place above me. Her hand tightens around my throat experimentally before her grip loosens once more. “Good?”

“Good,” I rasp, my pulse thundering in my ears, my wolf oddly calm within me.

She leans down, kissing me once more, tucking her free arm under my neck as she clenches her pussy around my cock. I moan into her mouth. I’m going to come too soon if she keeps this up. She applies the slightest pressure on the sides of my neck, just enough to tease, and when she breaks our kiss her expression is so vulnerable. I know mine is the same.

I’ve never been submissive to anyone in my entire life.

She kisses me once more on the cheek, her eyes shining with unshed tears as she pulls back once more to look at me. “I love you,” she whispers. “So much.”

I turn my head, straining against the bonds to reach her lips, to kiss her passionately, to pour everything that I’m feeling into her.

“You’re so damn beautiful,” I whisper. “So perfect. I’m yours.” The word love is trapped somewhere between my lungs and my tongue, but I have to trust that she knows. I think she does.

“Oh Jesus fuck,” I say as she rises above me, a moment before her hand tightens around my neck. There’s no easing up now. Pressure, blood thundering, and the tightness of her cunt as she fucks me in earnest, the snarl on her face and the growl in her throat. She is the wolf goddess brought to life, consuming me, and for a moment I’m convinced she’ll bite.

She doesn’t, but she takes other things. She gives no mercy and when I’m certain I’ll pass out she lets go, the sudden rush of blood leaving me euphoric, a choked groan spilling from my lips as I spill into her, coming messily as she bounces on my cock, the magic around my wrists holding me in place. All I can do is watch her fuck herself on my cum-coated shaft, my unused knot red and swollen beneath her, her hand finding her clit.

She looks me in the eye as she comes, lips parted, teeth sharp as she sinks down on my cock one final time. It’s too late to knot her — I’m too swollen, or at least that’s what I think until she begins to rock her hips, her head tipped back, her fingers now playing with her breasts as she eases down slowly, slowly, the pressure of her tight cunt as it stretches around my knot too fucking good.

“Fuck,” we say in unison, my knot sliding into place within her. Her fingers are on her clit again and she comes once more, squirting across my abdomen with a stilted inhale. I’m coming too, giving her more than I thought possible, my hands suddenly free from their binds. I pull her down for a kiss, growling into her mouth, nipping at her lips, her neck, her shoulder.

Bite, my wolf urges, my teeth beginning to shift within my mouth, but I won’t do it until she asks. Not until she’s ready, I growl back at him, ignoring the clawing, snapping sensation within me.

My arms are around her, my nose buried in her hair. “I love you,” I murmur to her.

She hums in response, already half asleep.
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“Ihate this shit,” Sam mutters under his breath as I begin to open the portal. We’re in West’s — our — mansion, in the largest of the living rooms, a huge open-plan space with high ceilings and an interesting apricot colour scheme. I hear West growl something low in response, but I’m too focused on making this magic work to pay proper attention to what’s being said. When the portal — the only magic of mine that glows blue rather than gold — is just big enough for us to pass through, I motion to the men, taking West’s hand.

“Come. I’m not holding it for long.”

West nods, grabbing Sam by the shoulder and propelling him forward, into the portal, before picking up the large overnight bag we packed earlier. Sam lets out a stream of curse words as he falls through, and we quickly follow behind him, stepping into the same suite at the Ritz that we were in earlier this week. So much has happened since we last left this room that it feels like we were here months ago, not a matter of days.

“I’ll go check us in,” West says as I close the portal. I give him a nod, fighting the urge to say I’ll come along too, and when he pauses in the doorway, turning his head to stare at me, I can tell that he’s also struggling. Since we first met we’ve barely been apart, and it’s almost physically painful to think about ever being separated from each other for any length of time. Logically I know West is only popping downstairs to pick up the keys to the room and make our stay official, but my wolf still whines about it, reluctant to see him go.

When we were choosing exactly where to portal to in New York, we decided that the least risky location was here, inside the hotel. Yes, we already had the instructions from future West, but it was good to confirm for ourselves that this was the best option. There’s no hidden cameras in this room, no witnesses, and we figured that it was unlikely that security would notice West heading down to the lobby before he checked in.

With West out the door, I take a seat on the couch in the living area, while Sam walks around the space, peering at the art on the wall and knocking on the wooden table, muttering something about it being “new since I was last here,” before fixing himself a drink from the liquor cart. Whiskey, neat, the same way West prefers it.

“Does everyone in your pack drink whiskey?” I ask as he settles into the adjacent armchair. Unlike West, we’re both out of glamour, and Sam’s bright yellow eyes are striking as he meets my gaze, shaking his head.

“It’s a habit we both picked up from Frank, back in the old days.” He takes a sip, watching me over his glass. “You do know about Frank, right? And what happened to him?”

“I know. West told me everything.”

“Good.”

If there’s ever an opportunity to talk about this with Sam, it’s now. “He said he doesn’t care about anyone outside of the pack.”

Sam cracks a wry smile, shaking his head before taking another sip. “He’s still saying that same old bullshit, huh?”

“You don’t believe him?”

“No. He’s lying to himself. Now, I’m not saying that he’s not ruthless, because he absolutely can be. He can be a real asshole to those that get in his way. But I think you need to separate what the man says, and what the man actually does. Actions speak louder than words… He doesn’t just do things for the pack. Look at what he does for his employees — even his human ones. A lot of big corporations treat their employees like shit. Weston makes sure every single person at the company is taken care of.”

Yesterday West and I had spent the day together, not thinking about the stone, Anita, Elliot, and everything else. Instead we swam in the mansion pool, had sex on the outdoor furniture, took a trip to view some commercial properties with the intention of purchasing them under my portfolio, and had ended the day with a quick visit to West’s office where I’d felt like I’d stepped onto an alien planet as I walked past row after row of grey cubicles. West had repeated the line “This is my wife, Bronte,” at least two dozen times, and we’d ended the visit with West sweeping aside the stacks of papers on his desk to make room for me to sit upon it. He’d pushed my skirt up and removed my underwear in an agonisingly slow tease, before telling me to keep quiet and proceeding to eat me out, one flimsy wall separating us from an entire floor filled with his staff.

“You could say treating employees well is self-serving,” I say now. “It’s good for business.”

“Yeah, it is, and that’s exactly what he tells himself, I’m sure. That he just does it for the business. That he’s some cold-hearted killer that doesn’t care. That’s why you’re so important. You get to remind him that he’s not.”

“I think you’re right.”

“I know I’m right,” Sam says. He twirls his glass around in a circle, the liquid making the softest sloshing noises as he does so. “He’s only ever killed for good reasons or because he was ordered to, but he tells himself that he doesn’t care, that he’s broken,” he adds, tapping his temple for emphasis, “and then I think it’s easier for him to stomach what he’s done. As an enforcer, and then as alpha. I would know,” he adds quietly, his eyes focused on his drink. “I tell myself the same thing.”

“You’re a good man,” I say. “I can tell. And you have a very sweet little girl.”

“Yeah, Lucy…” he says with a soft smile. “She’s a great kid. It’s hard work, having a pup, but they’re worth it.” He looks at me again, his demeanour suddenly growing serious. “I know you said you’re going to have kids with Weston and it’s all one hundred percent a done deal between you two, but I need you to know that I can tell that you’re being intentionally vague about this stone. I don’t like that you’re still hiding shit from him. He’s my alpha. I’m here to protect him.”

Stay calm, I warn myself, doing my best to keep my breathing and heart rate even, despite the sudden — and accurate — accusation. “Are you threatening me?”

“No. I like being alive way too much to do that. That’s why it’s bothering me so much that you’re still lying to him. Three decades of friendship with the guy, and I know he’d drop me like a hot potato if he had to decide between you or I,” he says, gesturing between us.

“He loves you,” I say quietly, knowing it to be true. “You’re good for him. He’s not dropping anyone.”

He nods, eyes narrowed. “I see you. Even what you just did — that’s mastermind evasiveness dressed in pretty compliments. You’re not as innocent as you act. You’re a Maheras — the Maheras. You grew up in that court, right? You’re slated to take the throne. No one grows up in that environment and doesn’t know how to bullshit, but the thing is, you can’t bullshit a bullshitter. Weston knows too, you can guarantee it. We’re just waiting for the other shoe to drop. So you might as well tell what you’re hiding about this stone.”

I’ve never heard of this shoe saying before, but I understand the sentiment. “I’m not hiding anything,” I lie. I want to talk to West about it first, not Sam. I know I’ve left it too long and I feel ill about it.

“That’s a load of crock.”

“What is?”

We both turn at the sound of West’s voice. I’d been so caught up in what Sam was saying, guilt roiling in my gut, that I didn’t even hear West enter the room.

“That she’s not keeping things from you,” Sam says, his voice just a little less bold than when he was talking to me. Just like every other shifter, he doesn’t have the drive to fully stand up to an alpha, and when it comes to West, I can’t blame Sam for his caution. Even now, West has grown still, his face neutral, and yet I can feel the danger rolling off him in waves. He’s very, very skilled at being scary when he needs to be.

Something sails through the air, and Sam catches it with ease. A keycard. “Your room is two floors down,” West says. “You can go now. I’ll call you when it’s time to get moving. Be ready.”

Sam nods, getting to his feet. “Did you hear what I said?” he pushes, and I have to re-evaluate how brave he is. “She’s keeping shit from you. There’s no way that we’re going to all this trouble — that Anita helped to arrange some sort of fucked up murder attempt on you — for a rock that only amplifies magic. So what is it that she is keeping from us? I’d like to know.”

“Samuel,” West warns as Sam approaches him.

“Ask her. That’s all I’m asking for, alpha, is for you to ask her, but if you’re too pussy-whipped then —”

“Get out.” There’s enough of a bark in those words that Sam can do nothing but nod in compliance, though he shoots me a sharp look on his way out the door, and the lump of guilt in my gut grows heavier as West and I are left alone.

“It’s time to come clean about the stone, Bronte,” he says, remaining where he is, and those words — an echo of what future West said to me — have me feeling frozen.

“West.”

“Why would Anita want it? Why would she, of all people, need to steal from you. She’s been to Lykia before. She witnessed your abilities when you were a child… Surely she’d have more of a sense of self preservation than to take something that’s clearly so important to House Maheras.”

I may have kept calm enough for Sam, but I can’t hide around West. My heart is pounding wildly in my chest, a dead giveaway of my guilt. He can hear it, and I’m certain he can smell the fear in me. His jaw is so clenched I’m worried he’s going to crack a tooth, but it’s the long, hard look that he levels at me that makes me feel sick. “I’ve known this whole time that you’ve been hiding its true purpose, Bronte. So, tell me what it does,” he says slowly, the uncomfortable, scraping sensation of his alpha bark travelling down my spine.

I grit my teeth against it, growling.

“Bronte!”

“Don’t bark at me!”

“What am I supposed to do?” he asks, crossing the room. I get to my feet, facing him, and like this — with West in glamour while I’m in my true body — we’re almost the same height. “I’ve given you all week,” he continues. “I’ve let you know multiple times that I know you’re not being forthcoming with the information. Am I your mate and husband, or not? I’ve put my pack’s safety on the line, I’m putting my second’s safety on the line, I’m about to walk into a fight for a fucking rock in a few hours… don’t you think I deserve to know what it does?”

“It’s not even that big of a deal.”

“If it’s not that big of a deal, why all the secrecy? Why hide it from me?”

Because I am afraid you’ll hate me for it…

“It’s a moon,” I say. He’s right, there’s no way around it but to tell him, and I don’t know why I thought I could ever keep it a secret from him. He was never going to let it go. “Its other name is The Moonstone.”

“A moon,” he parrots back, frowning. “What do you mean? What does it do?”

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. On the one hand it’s simple, and shouldn’t be that controversial, not when it comes to werewolves and its use, but on the other… “When used with the right spell, the Maheras Stone acts as an artificial full moon. When activated, it can trigger the transformation for werewolves, and it will affect other species in the same way that the regular full moon usually does. The form of magic used is very ancient.”

West’s frown is pronounced now. “There’s a myth,” he says quietly, “whispered by some of the elders that still live in the First, about the War of Wolves. I’ve never believed them, because what they said was absurd. Werewolves can’t change at will. That’s what makes us different from them; we have access to our wolves while they remain trapped.”

“They. You mean me,” I say, placing my hand on my chest.

He stares at me, his jaw clenched. “The elders I spoke to said that this story had been passed down for generations… that during the war, the shifter army had been poised to attack on the new moon, when werewolves were at their weakest.”

“And if they had succeeded, it would have been a massacre, a huge amount of losses for the werewolves. I’m aware of the story,” I say. “I don’t know how your elders know it, because they’re not supposed to. It was the new moon, and yet the werewolves suddenly took on their wolf forms, and were able to defeat the shifter army. The outcome was the exact opposite of what the shifters anticipated,” I say gently. “A lot of lives were lost in that final battle, but overall there were far more casualties on the shifter side. The Maheras Stone is the reason why. The very first High Witch to lead House Maheras — my ancestor — is the woman who used it. She activated the stone, and every werewolf on that battlefield was able to change, just as they would under any regular full moon. The Moonstone does amplify magic, and the werewolf army was full of magic that night. She focused the magic on them. Faster, stronger, bipedal wolves with clawed hands —”

“Don’t you dare imply that your wolf is superior to mine,” West sneers.

“I would never,” I say, tears pricking at the backs of my eyes. “And if you think I would, you don’t know me well enough. I love your wolf! It was the magic; it made them faster, unnaturally so. They ran the shifter wolves down, they tore them apart with their hands and their teeth. That was the battle that won the war, I —” I inhale sharply, trying to hold the tears at bay. “West, I hate that our peoples have this terrible joint history. Look at how good you and I are together. And our children are wonderful. But the war seems to hang over everyone.”

“It’s not the war, Bronte. The war was only the start.”

“There’s been peace throughout the last five reigns.”

“There’s been peace because there’s no united shifter population anymore, because House Maheras made sure of that. Divide and conquer. The vast majority of shifters are here in the Second Realm. There’s no room for us in the First. We need territories — that’s how our packs function. The war enabled your people to encroach on mine. You can’t mobilise a divided people.”

“Is that what you wish would have happened? That shifters had mobilised again? That there was a second war?”

West is quiet. I hate this.

“If this is the history of the stone,” he says after what feels like an eternity, “tell me why no one seems to remember it. It seems like a big fucking thing to forget. I’m struggling to believe that werewolves have been able to keep this a secret for so long — in my experience, weres love to rub their superiority complex in our faces.”

“Is that what you think I do to you?” I snap, hurt and upset and defensive because I’ve witnessed weres do that. I’ve heard enough talk around the castle about lesser wolves, and I’m embarrassed and horrified, and at the same time I know shifters say this shit too. Elliot called me a dog, and said things about true wolves.

“That’s not the problem here, Bronte,” West says, doing that thing where he talks quietly and it’s somehow more intimidating than if he yelled. “How is it that people aren’t talking about this stone?”

That question is, at least, easy enough to answer. “When it was all over, the High Witch used dark magic to erase the memories of everyone left alive on that battlefield. The stone itself enabled this.”

“By amplifying her magic. Right.” He clenches his jaw again, brown eyes looking me up and down as if he’s seeing me in a new light. Perhaps he is. This is what I wanted to avoid. I’m not the enemy here. We’re not enemies of each other. “Can you use it? The stone?” he asks, and I can’t quite interpret the look in his eye. Dangerous, my wolf supplies. Not to me, but there’s danger in that gaze, and I can only imagine what his wolf might be doing within him.

I’m past the point of lying to him, and nod. “I know the spells. My grandmother knows the spells. We’re the only ones with the knowledge of what it does, or how to use it.”

“Well we know that’s a lie, don’t we? The pixies have stolen it for a reason.” He shakes his head, and this is what I hate the most, the disappointment in his eyes. “I hope you understand how fucked up it is that you’ve had me searching for the weapon that was the decisive element when used against my kind.”

I do. I can tell myself that there’s always a losing side in a war but it feels wrong. “I didn’t know how to tell you,” I say. “I don’t want to use the stone, ever, and certainly not for anything that would cause harm.” I’ve known you a week, I want to say, but it’s a flimsy excuse. I’ve known him a week and I will know him for a lifetime. He’s the father of my children. He’s the man I love. He’s a shifter, and I don’t know how to make this right. I should have told him earlier. I should have given him the option to decide what we were going to do about the stone. “We’re searching for it so that it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands,” I tell him. “It’s only a weapon if it’s used in that way.”

“The wrong hands?” he asks, his voice bitter. “You think your grandmother is the right one?”

“The fae are the real danger.”

“I don’t give a fuck about the fae, Bronte. What I care about is that I look like a fool, bringing my werewolf mate around, trying to find a stone that is the root cause of the serious power imbalance that’s existed for centuries. Fuck. You knew this and you still wondered why Anita seemed to turn against us?”

“She’s not supposed to know.”

“Yeah, well I’ve got some news for you, sweetheart. People talk. People are shit at keeping secrets. You can’t trust anybody but yourself.”

“Don’t call me sweetheart in that tone,” I say, and I hate the fact that I’m a crier because here I am getting upset when I have no right to. This is an awful thing. It’s not about me. “I wish the stone didn’t exist! At its core it’s an innocent thing and an innocent spell — you can be a wolf at any time, so what if I could too? I wish I could change at will! It’s the way it was used that made it evil, and yet if it wasn’t used that day in that way, we could very well be in the opposite situation right now. It was so long ago. War is awful, always. My grandmother knows this. She may be many things, but she’s not a fool. She avoids large-scale conflicts at all costs because the price is too high. And the fae will use it in some other way; they’re amassing their power, West. The stone will be safe within werewolf territory.”

“Right, in the way that it was safe last week, when it was stolen from your fucking throne room.”

I shrug, crying quietly. I don’t have the answers. I think the stone is safest where it belongs, but I understand why he’s upset. He stands there, arms folded across his chest, his whole demeanour closed off, and I don’t know what to do to make this right. “Will you still come with me to retrieve it?” I whisper.

“I don’t know, Bronte. Perhaps this is where the future changes from your visions.”

I sob, because what does he mean by that? “Are you leaving me?” I ask, and watch his face transform to horror as I’m hit with that awful falling sensation at the worst fucking time, and —

I’m somewhere else, in a different house, in a kitchen that looks unlike anything I’ve ever seen before; white marble countertops and cupboards, everything sleek, and huge windows looking out to an ocean view I don’t recognise. The Second Realm. It’s obvious that I’m not in the First.

Waves lap at a shore directly beneath this place, and voices I don’t know — teens and children — filter in through an open glass door, the sound too distant for me to make out what they’re saying. The air from outside smells fresh and sweet, similar to the air I scented in the vision at my son’s house, but I don’t think I’m in the same place. I do recognise some of the scents within this house — West, Lacey…

I make a distressed noise, thinking about West and how he said the future would change from what I had seen, and immediately feel a twinge of worry through the bond — it’s still there! — the scar on my shoulder aching. The sound of a chair scraping over tiled flooring comes from the next room, followed by West’s familiar footsteps. A moment later he rounds the corner, his face full of concern. Brown eyes set in a slightly older version of his strikingly handsome face, and hair that’s greying at the temples — that’s all I manage to register before I burst into tears, a ragged sob ripping from my throat. My heart is breaking and I shouldn’t be here right now. I wrap my arms around myself, crying harder, embarrassed and ashamed. I can’t act normal here and this West is going to be just as upset with me, when all I want is to be held and —

West’s strong arms wrap around me, pulling me tight against him and I cry into his neck.

“Shhh, Bronte, sweetheart. It’s alright. It will be alright. I have you. You’re fine. Shhhh.” He rubs circles on my back, his body a solid presence for me to fall apart against. He’s the one I’ve hurt, and I sob harder.

“Bronte,” he says, his lips against my ear, his tone firm and gentle all at once. “It’s fine. I’m almost certain that I know what this is about. I know what’s going on in your world right now. I’m telling you sweetheart, you’ve done nothing wrong.”

I’m at that crying stage where it’s hard to speak. “I should…” I suck in another hiccupping breath. “Should have told him!”

“This is about the stone, right?” At my jerky nod, he continues. “You’ve known him a week. You’re not at fault. He’s being an asshole.”

“He’s you! And he’s n… not. He’s upset. He’s allowed to be.”

“I always understood that you needed more time than a day or two before you shared all your secrets. I should have anticipated that it would be something like that; it was kind of fucking obvious, once I looked back. When you wake up in your own time, I’ll be going with you to get the stone. I was never going to leave your side. I shouldn’t have implied that I wouldn’t go.” He squeezes me tighter, his face pressing to my neck. “I was an idiot back then, Bronte. I’m still an idiot now. I say stupid things I don’t mean sometimes, so please listen to me, you gorgeous, fucking perfect woman.”

I squeeze him back, my deep breaths still punctuated by the odd sob. “I’m listening.”

“You’ve. Done. Nothing. Wrong.”

I take in another shaky breath, pressing my wet face closer against West’s neck.

“I can tell you right now, past me is regretting every single grumpy fucking word he just said to you. He’s sitting there on the hotel floor with his unconscious mate cradled in his arms, wishing she would wake up so he can apologise for being such an ass.”

“But he’s not wrong. You weren’t wrong.”

“Hmmm,” he hums in a tone that makes it clear that he doesn’t quite agree. “You’re his mate. You’re the mother of his children. He loves you. Trust me when I tell you this, Bronte. He’s loved you from the moment he laid eyes on you. I’ve loved you for all that time.”

My face is still pressed to West’s neck. “I don’t know,” I say quietly. “Wasn’t your first thought something along the lines of, ‘Who is this crazy werewolf bitch running through the middle of New York traffic?’”

He huffs a small laugh against my hair. “No. It was more like ‘This woman smells fucking amazing, and she’s beautiful, and I want to bury my face in her cunt.’” I snort, and he continues. “She’s the prettiest, smartest, kindest, most capable woman that I’ve ever met. There’s no one better than her. She is perfect. She is my world… I was thinking something like that.”

The wracking sobs have gone. I take deep breaths, my eyes closed, still pressed against my mate, enjoying the comforting scent of him. “I love seeing you. I love these glimpses of the future… but this is really shitty timing.”

“Mmm, maybe, sweetheart. Or maybe it’s what you needed to clear your head.” His lips press to my hair once more. “Like I said, somewhere out there, there’s a version of me right now holding you tight, and hating himself for making you cry. When you wake up, everything will be alright, I promise.”

“It worries me that it’s been happening so frequently. I’ve had clusters before, but never like this.”

“It’s fate.”

I look up at him, staring into his brown eyes. He’s noticeably older — and under the universal glamour, his age will no doubt be more pronounced — and just as handsome as in his younger years. Mate, my wolf says, purposefully reminding me that this is the same man, as if I didn’t already know. He’s still my mate, and I love him just the same, despite how unconventional this all is. “You’ve really bought into the fate thing,” I comment.

“How could I not? When it comes to you, at least, I have. Fate is magic, right? That’s what my wife tells me,” he adds with a roguish smile that crinkles the corners of his eyes. I prod him in the stomach with my finger, and he chuckles.

“Is that what she says? I’ll have to consider that concept… I’m joking,” I add after a moment. “In case that wasn’t obvious.”

“I know. I know you, Bronte.”

I hum contentedly, feeling much more calm than I was five minutes ago.

“You’re in a very intense cluster of divination episodes,” he murmurs, his hands stroking up and down my back on either side of my spine. “But it’s going to ease soon. That’s what I meant by fate. You and I have discussed this many times, that it seemed like the universe was doing everything in its power to not only throw us together but to reinforce the fact that we should be. You get upset with your mate? Well, suddenly fate is sending you here, to an older — and hopefully wiser — version of him. To remind you that he’s not a complete asshole, or at least not to you.”

I squeeze him tighter. “I don’t think you’re an asshole. When will it ease? This cluster.”

He’s quiet, and I think he’s debating how much to say. “A few days,” he finally answers. “And then you’ll just have the occasional one. But you’re going to have your grimoire, and you’re going to study your divination spells, and build up control until we’re both certain that you can get behind the wheel of a vehicle without putting your life at risk.”

“So I do learn to drive.”

“You do,” he answers, his tone unimpressed. “Don’t remind me of that fucking nightmare. We almost needed marriage counselling after that shit show; I don’t know why the fuck I got it in my head that I should teach you myself.”

I grin. “Really?”

“Really.”

I take the time to really stare at West. I want to remember his face like this. “Is it going to be okay?” I ask. I don’t really know what I’m referring to — the stone, our relationship, our unconfirmed living situation. In almost every vision I’ve had, we’ve been in the Second Realm, and the only time we were in Lykia, there were guards watching West from afar.

“Yes.” He presses his forehead to mine, and all I can see is the brown of his eyes. The colour may change, his golden eyes hidden behind glamour, but the way he looks at me hasn’t. The overwhelming love that he pushes at me through the bond fills my chest until it steals my breath and has fresh tears burning at the back of my throat.

“You still love me after all this time,” I whisper, because it’s one thing to hear him say it, and another to feel it this way.

“Always, sweetheart.”

Kissing him feels so natural because it is; this is my mate, my husband, my West. I sigh into him, allowing him to take the lead, to walk me backwards as we moan into each other’s mouths, until my back hits the edge of the kitchen counter, boxing me in. He trails kisses down my neck and over my bare shoulder, jolts of arousal running straight to my nipples and clit as he circles a particular spot with his tongue, leaving me gasping. In glamour, as I am right now, there’s no permanent marks of his bite, but I can feel it all the same.

“Glamour hides it,” West says quietly, brushing his lips over the spot. “But our bodies remember, as do our souls, and our wolves.”

“They definitely do,” I whisper, suppressing a moan as he sucks on the patch of skin there. I can feel myself growing wet, and his cock is rock hard against my hip. “Where is yours? Where’s your bite?” Mate, my wolf whines, urging me to find out, and I grip his broad shoulders.

He doesn’t answer, freezing in place, and as the sound of voices grow closer he curses under his breath. “I swear, Lacey has some sort of internal alarm that goes off specifically for this purpose: time to cock-block Dad.” He frowns as he takes a step back, rearranging himself and his clothing so his erection is no longer obvious.

“You didn’t know this was going to happen?”

He shrugs. “I knew; you told me this is how it goes, though it has been twenty years so my memory is a little fuzzy on the details of what you’d described. I was hoping for some sort of miraculous change in the timeline, but I think we both know this is all set in stone; what you see always comes true.”

Twenty years. I want to ask more, but two sets of feet are thudding over what sounds like wooden decking outside, close now. I look out one of the windows and see two teenage girls walking past — one blonde, the other with hair as dark as mine. Both girls are wearing bikinis, towels wrapped around their waists. My baby, my wolf says.

“She doesn’t know,” West whispers in my ear, low enough that Lacey won’t hear. “This has always been our little secret; I’m the only one that can tell when you appear from the past. Hey,” he adds, drawing my attention to him. He kisses my forehead, murmuring against my skin. “I need you to remember something important. You’re always the most powerful person in the room. This isn’t some sort of motivational corporate bullshit; this is a factual statement. You are the most powerful person in the room, my little witch. Always. They all pale to you. Even your grandmother.”

The glass door adjacent to the kitchen slides open. In steps my daughter, tall and beautiful, barefoot, sand clinging to her tanned legs. I can see both West and I in her. “Mom, Ellie is gonna stay the night, okay?” She looks directly at me, clearly expecting an answer. Shit. Ellie must be the other girl, a petite, pretty little human who glances cautiously at West.

“I see we’re at the stage where you’re not even asking, just telling,” West says.

“I learned from the best,” Lacey retorts, grinning with the exact level of snark I’m used to seeing from her father. There’s no doubting that she’s his child.

“It’s fine,” I say, the words coming out of my mouth, but it’s not me speaking — it’s her, future me, the woman that belongs here in this body pushing through to the surface. This suddenly feels more along the lines of the visions I’ve had in the past, where I am the observer only. It’s the strangest sensation. “You know you’re always welcome, Ellie. We’re going into Whangārei for dinner and I assumed you’d be joining us; I already included you in the reservation. Lacey, you girls need to be dressed by six-fifteen, alright? We’re out the door at six-thirty.”

“’Kay. We’re gonna watch a movie.”

When they’re gone, their footsteps fading into the distance, West says, “It’s always fun seeing you, sweetheart.”

I turn my head, opening my mouth to speak, but then I’m falling again…

… and waking up with my head in West’s lap, his brown eyes filled with concern as he stares down at me.

“Bronte.” The relief in his voice is palpable.

“West.” I lift my hand to his cheek and he closes his eyes, long lashes dusting his cheeks as he turns his head slightly, kissing my palm. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

“No. I am.”
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It’s still daylight when we leave the hotel, all three of us out of glamour and wearing sunglasses to cover our eyes. Humans passing by stare at us as we stand on the sidewalk while West waves down a cab, a clear reminder that the average wolf — were or shifter — is considered unnaturally tall and muscular by human standards. Not that I would ever call West average; among wolves he still stands out, both handsome and intimidating all at once, like a god among mere mortals.

The fact that the human world isn’t made for larger species is emphasised once our cab pulls over, the driver begrudgingly allowing Sam to sit in the front passenger seat, a hint of stress and fear lacing his scent once all three of us are in the car. West has said before that he’d love for the universal glamour to end, and I can understand why, but I do wonder about the impact on humans if such a thing were to occur. They often seem so full of fear, like this man here, nervous now that he’s subconsciously registered that he’s trapped in a vehicle with three beings that aren’t like him, though I doubt he’d consciously understand why our presence is bothering him so much. Still, the realisation that I’m going to be spending a great deal of my life pretending to be human just because I’m choosing this realm dawned on me yesterday morning as I lay in bed, and I’d spent a good deal of time reflecting on the past week, trying to analyse just how much energy I extended with each spell to take us in and out of glamour, and how it would feel to do that day in and day out.

For decades.

It’s obvious to me that my future lies here in the Second Realm. Meeting my teenage daughter and seeing the way she so seamlessly interacted with her human friend really hit home that this is the way things are going to be, but I’m not sad. How can I be, when all I feel is freedom when I look out the cab window at the city passing by, or when I think about the house in my latest vision, and the stunning views of the beach and ocean? Lykia is beautiful, its beaches and crystal clear water coveted, but here in this realm — and with West’s wealth — it feels as if the entire world is within reach. I don’t think there’s anywhere we couldn’t go. Selfish, silly little brat… I’m almost certain that’s what my grandmother will say when I tell her this, and I do feel guilty but I want to live in this realm with West. The glamour is a pain in the ass, but that’s all it is. With my magic I can take it off at any moment, I can take us into the First Realm whenever I want.

I have more freedom here with my mate.

There’s a big part of me grappling with the fact that I am probably (definitely) being ungrateful. That thousands wish they could be in my position, with political power already mapped out for them. Another part of me loathes that I’m going to give up that future, and give it up for a man no less.

Does that make me a shitty feminist, when it’s not my fault? The reality is that if West were a werewolf, I wouldn’t be worrying about choosing one over the other. I would have my mate and my children, and I would not be giving up anything, but I already know what the coven will say, and what my grandmother will deem unacceptable. It won’t matter that I can move back and forth between realms with ease. She won’t accept that my mate is a shifter, and she won’t accept that I’ll need to spend time in this realm. Our female-driven policies only extend so far — you can have a mate, but if that mate is a man, he needs to be the right kind of man. I can hope that I’ll be mistaken, but I’m no fool, and I’m preparing myself for the worst.

And I suppose that’s what bothers me the most, because in giving up my opportunity to lead House Maheras in the future, I’m giving up my ability to create real change, and there are so many things that I would change about my House and the way it functions. Whether I’m the right person for the job is another question entirely, but like all the old Houses of the First, House Maheras is not and has never been a democracy, and so merit is only one factor in the decisions made around succession.

I’m so lost in my thoughts that when West reaches over and places a hand on my knee I jump in fright. “Sorry, I was thinking about…” I try to think how best to sum up the frustration of knowing that your House puts forward the public facade of being matriarchal and female forward, without ever accounting for the very real phenomena of fated mates, or even just love. “My grandmother,” I finish lamely, though she’s only part of the problem, and I’m beginning to wonder if she ever wanted to have it all in the way that I want the mate, the children, and the freedom to move between realms.

Knowing the way that she is, it’s hard to imagine that she could have ever been like me, and that’s also part of the problem. I’ll never lead like her, anyway. I am too soft and too caring, and she’s reminded me of that a hundred times at least.

“I’ll be with you, when the time comes to confront her,” West says, and I take his hand, squeezing it in thanks.

“I know.”
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Seeing West and Sam in action is at once both exhilarating and horrifying. While I already knew about their old enforcer days, the discussion we had yesterday while planning this upcoming confrontation emphasised the violence of their younger years in a way that was impossible to ignore. The casual way in which they discussed witnesses and bodies and weapons (two hidden firearms and one knife for each man, plus two knives for me) had shivers running down my spine.

Now we’re casually approaching the back entrance of this old brick building — a former factory that Anita is converting into apartments. One of West’s hands is on the small of my back as he glances around, the other one held loosely at his side, and I know he’s prepared to whip out his gun in an instant if he needs to. Sam carries himself in the same way, two steps behind us, protecting his alpha’s back like any good second would.

Oh so quietly — wolves have great hearing, after all — West tries the handle on the old wooden door. I hold my breath, letting it out in a deep sigh as the unlocked door opens.

Logan did his job.

West gestures with his head and Sam takes the lead, entering the building, pulling out his gun as soon as West closes the door with the quietest click possible. West pulls out his gun too, and with his free hand gestures to my jacket, worn open over a tee. Right. My knife.

My magic should be enough to defend both myself and these men — I’ve learned plenty of tricks over the years — but there’s something reassuring about holding a very sharp thing in my hand. West and Sam had debated whether to give me a gun, and in the end I had told them both I didn’t want one, anyway. I’ve never used a pistol before, and the last thing we need is me accidentally shooting my own husband in the back because I don’t know how to aim.

We follow Sam through the empty lobby, stepping around various pieces of construction equipment and materials — cans of paint, stacks of wooden planks, crates filled with brass bathroom fittings — and locate the internal stairwell exactly where we expected it to be. The acoustics are far too good inside the concrete space, the sound of our breathing even appearing to echo, and we move as quietly as we can, single file up the stairs, West leading once more, with Sam at my back.

We stop on the eighth floor, West checking his watch, and with a nod he steps forward, giving the door a single tap. West’s gun is aimed directly ahead, ready to shoot, and I have to remind myself to breathe. This is part of the plan. A moment later the door opens slowly, a gun pointing directly at West’s chest, and even though I know this is supposed to happen, I feel sick seeing someone aim a weapon like that at my mate.

Logan, the young, lanky enforcer we saw singing Sinatra at the gala last week, steps through, and for a tense moment no one moves.

“Alpha,” Logan whispers, lowering his gun, and I close my eyes, sending a quick thanks to the Goddess. Yesterday, in the most fortuitous timing anyone could ever ask for, Logan had reached out to West, calling him on the number reserved only for pack members. It wasn’t a secret that Logan was in a long-distance relationship with one of the young women in West’s pack, but Logan’s request to formally join the Livingston pack was a surprise. I’d listened in, eyes wide as West had told Logan he would call him back, shaking my head in disbelief when West hung up the phone.

“He’s one of Anita’s enforcers, isn’t he?” I’d asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you trust him?”

“I do,” West had replied, “and my wolf has never let me down, when it comes to these things. Logan will have the information we need.”

He did have all the information, and hearing the words, “The stone is being traded at exactly six-fifteen tomorrow in Anita’s new SoHo apartments,” had made me feel euphoric. Not only did it confirm the legitimacy of my time-travelling visions, it also gave us the peace of mind that we could trust this guy to pull through for us.

West had called Anita an idiot over the fact that she hadn’t used her alpha bark to ensure loyalty from her enforcers. “It’s fine to have that stance that you want every enforcer to have full control over their decisions if you’re an alpha that’s doing everything above board, but the moment you start doing dodgy shit, you need to lock those enforcers down. I can’t believe Anita hasn’t done that yet.”

Without an alpha bark to keep him loyal, Logan was happy to admit that he would betray Anita if it meant he could join the pack and officially claim his girlfriend. It was Logan who made sure the door downstairs was unlocked. He’d told us he would excuse himself from the group assembled on the ninth floor to ‘take a piss.’ Instead, just as we’d planned, he’d waited here on the eighth floor for his new alpha to arrive.

And now the madness is about to begin.

“Alpha,” Logan says again, and I immediately feel the change in him, the shedding of his old pack ties, and the gaining of his new ones — to West, and to his new pack. Just like the other day at the redwoods, I can see the web of ties that West has to his own pack, including this newest connection.

But if West has gained a connection which he can sense in his mind as alpha, that also means that Anita has lost one, her young enforcer no longer hers at all. That will be noticeable, and I’ve got no doubt that she’s currently panicking, wondering what the hell is going on.

West wastes no time in using his bark. “Logan, you will remain loyal to me, your alpha, unless I tell you otherwise.”

“Yes, alpha.”

It was quiet before, but now the sound of raised voices is coming from above. “Bronte, his glamour,” West prompts, before turning his attention to Logan. “Elevator or stairs?”

“Stairs,” Logan answers as I quickly remove the glamour from him. Logan’s true eyes are the prettiest shade of pale yellow that I’ve ever seen on a wolf.

West is already turning, moving fast up the stairwell, trusting us all to follow at his pace.

“Get ready,” he warns, pulling me close behind him a moment before he opens the door, his gun ready. I see a blur of movement out of the corner of my eye, but West is already prepared, dodging the punch thrown by the guy on the other side of the door, before kneeing the man in the gut and landing a series of heavy punches, leaving him slumped on the floor. “Sorry Jerry,” Logan mutters, stepping over the man. We’re in a long hallway, a single window at the far end providing natural light. “They’re all in there,” Logan says, nodding at the door.

We can hear them, which means they can hear us. “How many are armed?” West asks.

“Ten.”

“In glamour?”

“Yeah. No one can shift.”

West looks at me. “The guns.”

I nod. “Just be my eyes while I focus.” West already knows how vulnerable I sometimes am when I’m mid-spell, particularly when I have to ‘see’ elsewhere, and he wraps his arm around my waist.

“I have you, sweetheart.”

I nod. I’m no expert with telekinesis, but I push my senses out, searching through into the next room, using magic similar to divination and astral travel. I can see the people standing there — the three pixies I chased just a week ago, Elliot, his second, Anita and her husband, another wolf who looks like an alpha, other wolves waiting for us against this closest wall, their guns held ready, even more wolves scattered about the place.

In my mind’s eye I look for weapons, attaching just a tiny bit of my magic to each one. “Ready when you are,” I whisper.

“Do it.”

With a burst I push at all the weapons — guns, knives, even a set of knuckle dusters — tearing them away from the bodies that hold them, concentrating on moving them through one spot in the air. The sound of smashing glass is loud over the collective yelling as the weapons all fly out the window that faces a small alleyway.

“Let’s go!” West barks, and we all move, bursting through the apartment door into the open space, still very much a construction zone. Concrete floors, brick walls, numerous tall windows, and the Maheras Stone sitting on a small table at the back — that’s all the impression I get before I’m dodging a punch and stabbing my knife into a man’s shoulder, lifting my leg to kick him in the chest, sending him flying backwards. Sam catches the guy, landing a hit on the side of the man’s head that knocks him out cold. Logan has already knocked out another of his former pack mates, but it’s West that makes everyone in the room stop.

“Hold back your men or I’ll blow her brains out.”

He holds the smallest of Anita’s enforcers against him, one arm across her chest, the veins on his forearm bulging as she struggles, attempting to free herself. His other hand holds his gun to her head, his finger on the trigger. He presses it harder against her temple now, and she whimpers. “Stop moving if you want to live,” he warns darkly and she stills.

At the far end of the room, Elliot, his second in command, and man I assume is Victor — the rogue alpha who set the hunter’s trap for West to walk into — all stand frozen, their expressions curious.

“Stand down,” Anita says, using her alpha bark, though she sounds dejected. Almost every wolf in the room takes a step back away from us, their hands dropping to their sides. “Weston, let her go. She’s only nineteen.”

“She’s an enforcer?”

“Yes.”

“I was an enforcer at that age, too. That’s on you, Anita, as her alpha. It’s on you if she gets hurt. Don’t make children enforcers if you’re not willing to accept the fact that you’ve put them at risk.”

“You weren’t supposed to be here.” Anita eyes Logan, and if looks could kill, he’d be a dead man right now. “I never thought I’d see the day when one of my own betrayed me in this way. You’re going to be responsible for the death of your pack sister. How do you feel about that?” she asks Logan directly.

Logan shrugs. “I think you’re wrong. She’s not going to die, because you’re going to hand over the stone we want, and we’re going to go on our merry way.”

“Now wait right here,” Elliot says, taking a step forward. “I’ve not come this far for things to turn to shit at the eleventh hour. I actually agree with my buddy Weston over there. If she dies, she dies. Go ahead, West. Shoot her.”

West remains still, giving Elliot one of his very quiet looks.

Elliot laughs, glancing back over his shoulder, talking to the two men behind him. “Now watch him; he’s gonna do the opposite of what I say, just because. He’s like that annoying little brothe⁠—”

A gunshot rings out, and Elliot jumps with a shout as bits of concrete floor scatter beside his feet. “Shut the fuck up, Elliot,” West says, the gun already pressed back against his captive’s temple. She’s crying now, shaking, fat tears rolling down her cheeks. “Next time I’ll aim for your crotch.” West says. “You seem to think you’re in a position of power here. You’re not. Remember the last time we met? I was out of glamour back then, too, and you acted like the scared little shit that you are.”

“We have three pixies here.”

“I don’t give a fuck about pixies. Look at them.”

The pixies, still in their human form, have kept their gaze trained on me the entire time.

“They’re scared shitless of my mate. I think that tells you all you need to know about the current situation.”

“I’ll tell you about the current situation, Weston,” Anita says. “I was willing to help you, until I found out what the true purpose of the stone was. About the history of it.” She turns her attention to me. “You should have told us what it can do. He doesn’t know, does he? He doesn’t know what it’s responsible for.”

“Actually, I do, and I don’t give a shit,” West growls. “What I do care about is that someone I considered an ally sought to have me killed, put my pack in danger, is working with fucking pixies, and trading an object around in messy exchanges rather than treating it with the respect it deserves. You think it’s bad? You’re setting yourself up for it to be taken by the fae, and then we’ll all be fucked.”

“That stone is responsible for the deaths of so many of our kind!”

“Five hundred years ago. Yeah, it is. If you give it to the fae, I’m pretty sure we’ll all end up dying, so why don’t you think about that for a moment.”

“It’s not going to the fae, it’s going to me.”

“And who will protect it? The elf witch old Victor used?” West asks, gesturing with his head to the man at the back. “You should have seen the way she cowered when my wife walked into her little store. They’re in another league, Anita, when it comes to magic. I’m yet to meet a shifter with the same abilities as the Maheras wolves. I’m not convinced that you can keep it safe. My wife wants it, so I’m going to help her take it back. You know what they say: happy wife, happy life.”

Anita rolls her eyes, shaking her head, before staring at me. “I travelled to Lykia twenty years ago, and I was happy to make an alliance with your grandmother, but over time I became extremely disillusioned by the fact that she very clearly looked down on us shifters, and there was no real partnership. And then I met you again last week, and you seemed so refreshing and innocent, and for a moment I had hope that perhaps something could shift politically between shifters and werewolves. Do you know how horrified I was when Elliot told me the truth about what your precious stone does?”

“Because it’s so horrifying that I might turn into a werewolf outside of the full moon? Right. You sound like a hypocrite, Anita.”

“It’s unnatural. It’s not right, and your people used it to murder mine.”

“It was a war.”

“And so is this.”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t have to be. Look at West and I.”

She does look between us, clucking her tongue. “You do know he doesn’t love you, right? I’ve seen it time and time again. It’s not love with fated pairs, it’s just lust. It’s biology. You don’t actually care about him, and if there was a way to cut that fated connection you’d have nothing in common. You’re a werewolf, for crying out loud.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say. I’m not going to tell her what I know, what I’ve seen and felt and experienced with my mate. I don’t owe her my explanations or proof of the love that West and I have. We don’t owe her the knowledge about our children. “What happened to all your friendliness at the gala? We could have been allies.”

“You, and this. You have no right to a power like this.” She grins, and too late I realise that the pixies have been casting their own spell, every shifter in the room dropping the universal glamour. “We’re going to make sure you don’t ever get your hands on the stone again. You’re not walking out of here alive,” Anita says, before she shudders, shifting into a huge russet wolf.

Absolute pandemonium ensues as every conscious shifter in the large room shifts, filling the space with huge wolves. My men are suddenly outnumbered and therefore outmatched three to one, and I shriek as the closest wolf leaps at me, jaws snapping, West’s bigger wolf knocking him over, fighting, fur flying until the smaller wolf falls limp, a huge tear in his neck.

I know West has some interesting ideas about honour and fighting as wolves, but I don’t give a shit. I focus on the enemy wolves, beginning the spell to put them back under universal glamour, but find that I’m blocked. I try again, cursing under my breath when it doesn’t work. I meet the gaze of one of the pixies, now out of glamour, and she gives me a sharp-toothed smile. Bitch. Pixie magic is fae-based, operating on a different frequency to mine, and she’s somehow managed to prevent me from altering these wolves out of their natural state.

The rich iron tang of spilled blood is thick in the air, the noise of all these wolves fighting deafening. I spot all three of the other alphas still standing at the back of the room, observing as the others do the dirty work for them. Cowards. West wouldn’t do that. He’s here now, fighting with his pack members, protecting me. He left most of the pack at home because he wanted to keep them safe.

I need to get the stone.

West is busy fighting the next wolf, Sam is fighting two at once, and Logan is doing the same. I see another wolf — the female enforcer — attempting to attack West from behind and send a blast of magic in her direction, knocking her back. She tries to get up again, yelping when I repeat the same move, sending her flying into the brick wall.

The wolves are all occupied with fighting each other. The pixies, on the other hand, are now doing exactly what I expected them to — attempting to take off with both the stone and a suitcase. It’s almost laughable, because if my guess is right, that case is full of cash, just like in any of the many action movies I’ve watched over the years. I send a blast of magic at them, knocking them off their feet, and the case falls open as it hits the concrete.

My goddess, I was right. Wads of bills tumble out onto the ground, and the pixie holding the case makes a pained noise, one of her iridescent wings bent at an odd angle. I have no idea why they need so much human money, but I don’t have time to think any further, my attention drawn by Elliot’s grey wolf. Up until this point he’s stayed back, out of the fray, but now he stalks towards me, hackles raised, ears back, and teeth bared, growling ferociously, and I may not be a shifter but I can read that body language perfectly.

If he gets any closer, I’m screwed.

I didn’t need to worry. West leaps in front of me, mimicking Elliot’s stance. I stare at his back, holding my breath, praying to the goddess as they begin to fight. I look across and see both Logan and Sam still occupied, both backed into the same corner by a number of the other wolves, including Anita. The only other wolf I haven’t accounted for is —

Victor seems to come out of nowhere, snarling, biting down on West’s back leg, my stomach sinking as I realise it’s the same leg that West never let me fully heal. Swept up in everything else, I’d forgotten to check it over the last two days.

West turns his head to bite at Victor, and that’s when Elliot leaps on him. “No!” I yell, watching my mate being overwhelmed, fighting two alphas at once. I shoot a blast of magic at Victor, and then Elliot, knocking them down temporarily, but I’m panicking, and it’s not enough.

“Give them hell.”

The memory of West telling me about this in the future comes to mind. He’d been speaking to me when he said that.

What needs to be done is so fucking obvious.

I run at the pixies, who, caught between Logan and some other wolves, and the door, are still trying to escape. I’m bigger, taller, and stronger than them, and I tackle the one with the stone to the ground, the large raw crystal tumbling away from us both.

“Move back!” I yell at one of the other pixies, and I’m not even sure what language I’m speaking now as I fire a blast of magic at her, knocking her off her feet. With that same magic I create a physical loop, a golden rope that wraps around the stone, and with a tug it is sailing through the air and into my hands. “Give me the power,” I command it, feeling the first spark. It needs the spell, it needs…

“Give me the power of the Goddess Divine, of the moon in full, of stars aligned, our celestial bodies that rule all realms, give me the power of the planets combined, let the Moon Goddess come alive! Bring her to life! Bring her to life! Bring her to life! Bring her to life! Bring her to life!”

I’m panting, my throat hoarse from screaming, eyes transfixed on the Moonstone floating high above me, shining bright as a star, as a moon, as the full moon, the power of it filling me deep within my soul, my wolf growling as she breaks free. Bones growing, skin stretching, fur sprouting. I am all jaws and teeth and the urge to bite everything.

The moments immediately after the change are always disorientating, a battle between myself and my basest instincts, and in that small period of time it’s always tempting to lose oneself completely to the madness. I see the big grey wolf cornering my mate and I don’t care that I can’t recall his name; he is the enemy, regardless.

Kill.

I’ve never been so sure of something in my life than this moment and my need to wrap my teeth around that wolf’s throat, my lips curling back in a snarl as I picture it. Blood will be spilled, and I spring forward in a rush, the grey wolf so transfixed on his opponent that he notices too late. I slam into his side, knocking him off his paws, his yelp echoing in the room. I don’t stop, snarling as I slash at him with my clawed fingers. He leaps to his feet, teeth snapping at my shoulder, but I am stronger, shoving him back with a growl and my own bites. I tear through flesh with my teeth, biting and pulling and ripping, growling, feeling the wolf grow limp, the life draining from him. He slumps to the ground, his yellow eye looking up at me as his blood pools beneath his head, the taste of it on my tongue, and in those final moments I feel like a monster. I don’t want this. I don’t want our kinds to kill each other when we are all wolves, when we’re not the ones to watch out for. This, everything about this fight, feels like a distraction, a way to cause division for future generations, pulling our attention away from our real enemy: the Unseelie Court, and the fae that rule it.

A sharp chill pricks at the back of my neck and I whip my head around.

The pixies.

They’re creating a portal to escape, but another wolf — Sam — is onto them, biting down on the arm of the first one, and the portal fizzles out into nothing as the pixie screams. There’s a yelp from Sam as another pixie jumps on his back, stabbing him repeatedly with a knife, and West leaps into action, tearing across the room, biting at the pixie’s leg, dragging them off his second and tossing them onto the floor.

“I curse you!” the pixie screams at West as he stands over her, her voice a frantic high pitch, and I can feel the magic behind her words. “I curse you and your first bor —”

West’s teeth are around her neck, cutting off her words and her spell, and with a shake of his head her neck is severed through, her lifeless, headless body landing limp on the ground, her head following a moment later with a loud thump.

West stares directly at me, his muzzle dripping with red blood, his chest heaving as he pants. He’s exhausted.

Sam rises to his feet, but I don’t like the way he’s limping or the way his head slumps. Still, there’s no time to rest — the sharp feeling is back, the third pixie making a second attempt at escape. Logan’s wolf takes him out, barrelling into the pixie, tearing into his chest with a level of violence I know will give me nightmares in the months to come. West had warned me that Logan had a mean streak, and he wasn’t wrong. All around us wolves lay injured, dead, or dying, the concrete floor painted red with blood. The one pixie still alive slumps against a wall, holding the stump of her arm that Sam bit clean off.

Only Anita and Victor are left standing. While Victor snarls, his hackles raised, Anita looks defeated, cowering, so different from the powerful alpha I met a week ago.

“I didn’t want this violence,” I say to her. In this form of mine I tower over them all, and my voice is a deep rumble. I look directly at Anita, but I feel the eyes of all the other wolves in the room. “It’s unnecessary.”

Her gold eyes are filled with hurt, and I don’t think it has anything to do with her physical injuries.

“I can still save them,” I say, gesturing with my clawed hand to the wolves laying on the ground. A few of them are whining in pain. “I can heal wounds. I can save their lives, but you have to promise me that the stone is mine, and that you will hold them back. They can’t attack us.”

Anita nods, but Victor leaps at me, biting my arm, and I scream in pain as he cuts through layers of skin and muscle. West and Sam are on him in an instant, and he lets go to fight them. It’s short-lived, and I turn away as West finishes him off.

All of this violence over a single item.

My arm is on fire, and I’m not so noble that I’ll sacrifice myself first. I place my good hand over the wound, doing my best to ignore the stench of death as I tap into my healing magic, the puncture wounds on my arms closing slowly. The bare minimum is what I allow myself — I can heal myself more later, but I need to fix these other wolves.

“I know you think this stone is bad,” I say, kneeling beside the first injured wolf. He has a series of bites to his flank, and more on his back leg where the bone is snapped. “But I wouldn’t be able to heal this many wolves without it. It gives me the power to fix them all.”

I move about the large space, kneeling and healing, each round making me feel weaker, lightheaded, nauseous, but I need to keep going. West barks at me and I know he thinks I’m doing too much, but I can’t stop, not when I can save them.

“He’s also going to need a long recovery,” I say, lifting my claws from the fur of the wolf I’ve just worked on. “I’ve stopped all the life threatening issues, but I don’t have the energy to fully heal his bones, even with the stone’s power helping me. All his ribs were broken.”

Anita walks over slowly, whining, licking the face of the wolf before me, and I realise that he’s her mate. It’s enough to make me begin to cry, whining along with her.

I’m exhausted, and West barks at me, more insistent this time.

“No,” I say, standing and pushing him away when he tries to prevent me from walking to Sam. “He was stabbed, West! Let me fix him!”

West growls and huffs angrily, but I ignore him, moving to the empty corner of the room, where Sam has settled, far away from the others. He’s laying on his side, breathing heavily, and I know he’s worse than he initially let on.

“Oh Sam,” I say, whining as I sense just how extensive his wounds are. Punctured lungs, bruised ribs, bites across his back. “You’re lucky that pixie missed your heart.”

I heal him slowly, giving it more than I really should, but he protected me today, and more than that, he’s my friend.

West is the very last one that needs attention. He shakes his head, stepping backwards.

“No. Come here,” I say. “Don’t make me chase you!”

He gives a dissatisfied snort, but there are multiple sets of eyes on us now, and he reluctantly complies.

“You should have let me heal your leg properly the other day,” I growl at him. He huffs, and I give him a proper snarl, baring all of my teeth. “Listen to your wife next time.”

I fix his leg, all the bites he sustained, and three broken ribs. “You might scar,” I say, as quiet as I can in this form, and I can’t help the whine that escapes my throat.

I’m ready to collapse, but I need to have the stone in my hands first. It still floats near the high ceiling, and I force myself to walk over to it, lifting my hand up and retrieving it. I manage to sit myself on the ground near Sam before the spell wears out completely, the stone no longer glowing. Without that power, I begin to change, growing smaller, my fur disappearing, leaving me naked and shaking, and I collapse forward, the stone rolling out of my grasp. I reach for it, but I’m too tired to move the final distance. My hands are stained red with blood.

West’s wolf collapses beside me, whining at me, licking my face. “I’m fine,” I whisper, using what little energy I have to reach up and grab at his fur, scratching at his ruff in what I hope he knows is a reassuring gesture. “I love you.”

He whines again, licking my neck, crying more in his canine way and I know he’s spotted the wound on my back that I didn’t heal.

“It’s fine,” I whisper, my eyes closed. “It’ll be fine, darling. I just need a little sleep, then I’ll be fine.”

I’m too tired to move, but I feel it, the moment more magic appears in this space. My grandmother. I whimper, but my tongue feels too heavy. I can barely keep my eyes open as I watch West’s wolf stand, setting himself between me and the multiple portals appearing. He’s growling, head down, teeth bared and hackles raised, and I can do nothing but watch as the High Witch steps through, her expression one of distaste as she surveys the mess.

I see the face of my mother, worried and shocked as she spots me.

“West,” I whisper. Don’t fight them. I can’t tell if I’ve spoken the words out loud.

My vision grows dark, and I’m falling again, being pulled away into —
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Home.

The smell of my grandmother’s chambers is instantly recognisable; musty yet sweet, and somehow warm. It smells like nostalgia, which is fitting, because nothing has changed in here since I was a child. A huge four poster bed dominates the second half of the room, adorned with glyphs in our ancient language, telling the tales of the moon goddess. When I was little, in the rare moments when her tongue was less sharp, I would curl up beside her and fall asleep to the sound of her voice as she recounted those stories. I learned to read the glyphs from those marks etched into the wooden posts. I can still close my eyes and see them in my mind.

The room is empty now, and though her scent is here, it’s stale, possibly a few weeks old. I look around, taking in the tapestry-lined walls, the ornate fireplace, and the huge stained glass windows that depict the moon and the goddess. “Gran?” I call, though my instincts tell me not to expect an answer.

My wolf is quiet within me, but there’s a sense of melancholy that surrounds her and it sets alarm bells ringing in my head.

It’s not like my grandmother to spend any length of time away from Maheras Castle.

I take a step forward, and only then register the sheer weight of the clothes that I’m wearing and the sensation of something on my head. I look down at the billowing skirt of my black dress, stitched with intricate gold and silver patterns of the moon and our magic, and I feel sick. It’s a dress fit for a queen — or the High Witch.

With a sense of dread and my heart and lungs in my throat, I cross the room to the floor-length mirror, my stomach sinking at the sight of myself.

I’m wearing my grandmother’s diadem on my head, a halo of pointed gold spines, made to represent the rays of magic-laced moonlight. It is the Crown of the High Witch, worn by generations of women who have all led House Maheras. The dress I’m wearing is beautiful, with a strapless, figure-hugging bodice that flares out into a wide princess-style skirt. My grandmother wore this exact dress on the day of her coronation, when she vowed to serve the House, her coven, and the Goddess.

I stare at my reflection in stunned silence, not believing what I’m seeing, and not wanting to believe what I see. If I am here in this room, wearing the clothes of the High Witch, with my grandmother’s scent fading, it can mean only one thing. I shake my head, for once strangely calm. There’s no tears — this shock is too fresh — just a numb sense of understanding of what has happened.

My grandmother — who always seemed all-powerful, who seemed like she’d live forever because she has always been too much of a force of nature to ever die — is gone.

She’s dead.

I step closer to the mirror, examining the lines around my eyes and mouth that don’t yet exist in my time, and the slightly different colour to my hair. Dye, probably to cover greys. This is the far-off future, I know that much.

West’s bite is there on my shoulder, a silver scar, mimicking the moon. I can feel the hum of our bond, centred on that mark, and when I prod at it in my mind our connection flares to life. There’s a sharp sense to it, almost as if he’s asking a question. I don’t know what he senses from me, but suddenly I’m flooded with the warmth of reassurance and love, as if I’m already in his arms.

Of all things, it’s that which breaks the dam and I let out a small sob, staring at this queen in the mirror who doesn’t yet feel like me. I’ve never felt so adrift in the future before.

I’m coming.

I don’t know if he actually says it through our bond or if it’s only the sense of urgency that I’m picking up from his mind, but I cling to that feeling like it’s a lifeline. A minute later the door opens and my mate steps through.

“West.”

He is my mate, different and yet the same. With neatly styled grey hair, cut short on the sides and longer on the top, and lines around his eyes and mouth, he’s similar in age to the West I met here on the beach below the castle, and just as devastatingly handsome as he is in his youth.

“Sweetheart.” He crosses the room, his stride is the same as always, his shoulders wide, his figure as tall and imposing as I’m used to. He’s clean shaven and dressed in a sharp business suit, the fit of the dark blue fabric perfectly tailored to his body in a way that’s so very different from the way human men dress in 1991. He reaches for me and I sigh into him, his forehead pressing to mine as I close my eyes and breathe in deep, Mate, my wolf reminds me, as if I didn’t already know.

“I’m here,” he says. “I’m here, sweetheart.”

“I know. Thank you,” I whisper. I keep my eyes closed, even as he kisses my cheek, my jaw, my neck.

“What’s going on in your world at the moment?” he asks, his voice a low murmur in my ear. It’s always the same question, and I’m beginning to realise that it’s a deliberate decision on his part, a script, a pattern, a familiarity that’s as grounding as the way his big hands grip my hips, holding me steady.

“Don’t you already know?” I ask.

“Mm, I do, but it’s been about thirty-six years… remind me again.”

Thirty-six! I pull back, looking him in the eye. “I just killed Elliot.” I don’t know why that’s the first thing that comes to mind, but West nods.

He looks as if he’s trying not to smile.

“What is it?”

He does grin, his eyes crinkling, and a deep sense of pride surges through the bond. “You were glorious. You always are.”

“I’ve never killed anyone before.” My voice is as small as I feel. I may be dressed as a queen but I’m not one right now, and I don’t know how I’ll ever be ready. “West…”

“I’m here.”

“What if I don’t have it in me to do this job?” I’m not the force of nature that my grandmother is… or was.

He kisses my forehead once more, before levelling his intense golden stare at me. “Trust me, Bronte. You have it in you. And here in this time, you’re more than ready to let it out.”

“Okay.” I’m suddenly feeling dizzy, closing my eyes, clinging on to West’s arms. “I think I’m going.”

“I know.” His lips are soft when he presses them to my own. “Sweet dreams, sweetheart.”

I groan, my head aching. The bed I’m in is my own, the scent of my chambers comforting in its familiarity. West. He’s missing from here, but try as I might I can’t get my body to move, and I fall into a sleep filled with nothingness.
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Iwake in a dark jail cell. Old stone slabs line the floor, cold and damp beneath my fur. It smells wet here, stinking of stale water, moss, piss, and shit. There’s also a fuck ton of shifters in this place, the smell of blood and damp fur thick in the air.

Underlying all of that is the scent of many, many werewolves. We’re definitely not in Kansas anymore.

Where is my mate?

She’s certainly not in here. Logically, I know she’ll be fine — I assume we’re in her castle on Lykia — but logic doesn’t stop the sick feeling that I have at being separated from her.

Sam lets out a small bark, and I lift my head immediately, barking back to him, prompting some of the others in here — wolves from Anita’s pack — to growl in response. I rise, my claws clicking on the stone floor as I approach the iron bars at the front of my cell, and spot Sam across the wide aisle, a couple of cells down. Logan is with him. I don’t know how the werewolves knew to keep my pack separated from the others, but with the murderous snarls I’m getting, I’m grateful that they did.

I have no idea how we got here. The last thing I remember is that I was standing between Bronte and the werewolves coming through the portals they opened, growling in warning, wanting desperately to protect my mate as I looked into the cold eyes of the High Witch. I knew she was Bronte’s grandmother immediately. The resemblance was a dead giveaway, but more than that, it was the sense of absolute power that she exuded. I shudder, shaking my head and shoulders, trying to dispel the uncomfortable knowledge that the High Witch somehow made us all sleep with her magic alone. I can believe it; if her granddaughter can harness the power of the moon and bring people back from the brink of death, then I have no doubt that the High Witch is capable of many things.

Sometimes I hate that this is the way the world is — that there are those out there with innate power that I’ll never have. I know people say that about me — shifters, jealous of the power that I have as an alpha, humans and others jealous of the wealth I’ve amassed — but these werewolves have a level of magic that is rare and terrifying. I don’t think there’s any shifters out there that come remotely close to that level.

My children might.

I bark loudly. Muffled sounds travel through the stone ceiling above us — it’s obvious that we’re in a dungeon of some sort — and if I can hear them, they can hear me too. I don’t think anyone will come down here just because a shifter demands it, but I’m still going to make myself heard, if only to annoy the shit out of them.

They better be treating Bronte well.

She was amazing in her werewolf form. I knew she would be. Ridiculously tall and thick with muscle, she’d torn through Elliot like he was paper. I know it was the power of the stone making her stronger, but I’m so proud of her for utilising everything she had to her advantage.

The other shifters continue to snarl at me from their cells, though Anita and her mate have remained quiet. I know they’re in here somewhere; I can smell them, even if I can’t see them.

They probably think I’m a traitor to our kind. I don’t give a shit. I don’t owe them anything. I’m pissed off at Anita for what she did — why the fuck did she listen to Elliot? I meant it when I said that she doesn’t have the capabilities to protect the stone. I don’t know if we’ll ever find out the true motivation behind what those pixies were doing, but I can only assume that they were trying to cash in on both the shifter money and favour from the fae. There’s no way they’d truly trade such a valuable item for so little.

Now Anita has lost a handful of her enforcers, killed in a fight she shouldn’t have been involved in, and look where it got her: trapped in a werewolf prison. I’ll be shocked if the High Witch lets her live, but that’s not my problem.

No one has bothered to shift back into their regular forms. I doubt their wolves would allow it; I know that when the time comes I’ll likely struggle, given the fact that we’re in the heart of enemy territory. I always feel most powerful when in my wolf form, despite knowing that it doesn’t always serve me to be shifted like this.

There’s no way to know how much time passes, and I grow increasingly impatient. They haven’t supplied us with food or water, and while I assumed that these werewolves were just making a point in a fucked up power play, at least when it comes to me, I’m beginning to worry that they actually mean to keep me prisoner.

Fuckers.

I worry for Bronte. The fact that she hasn’t come for me is concerning. I know my mate, and as I watch some of the wolves begin to shift back, limping as they disappear into the shadowed corners of their cells to use the rudimentary toilets, I know she wouldn’t stand for this.

She wasn’t in a good state when the werewolves found us, and I feel sick over it. I should have stopped her from healing the others. She was using far too much energy, and I’m a bad mate for not doing anything about it.

What if she’s hurt. What if…

I tip my head back, howling for her.
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I’m lying on the damp floor again, my head between my paws. “Sulking,” my mother used to say, on the rare occasions she’d catch me like this while in my wolf form. She’d find me the next day, hands on her hips as she gently berated me for not making the most of the mere hours we had every few months to let our wolves be free. “You should be out running, Weston. When we shift, your wolf should always be moving.”

She hadn’t understood how hard it was to be the younger alpha. No one had, and at the time I didn’t dare tell them I was avoiding Frank’s wolf out of fear that I would lose control if I came too close to him. I knew I wasn’t ready to be the pack alpha yet, but my wolf disagreed. Sometimes it was just easier to sulk, as she said, at least until I was sure Frank had run a good distance away, and I could be certain that we wouldn’t cross paths in the night.

Am I sulking now? Probably. Preserving energy is what I’ll tell anyone that asks. All of the wolves have settled down; Anita has been almost completely silent since I woke up, but she barked at her pack a while ago, and they’d all grown quiet.

My ears prick as I hear something other than the steady drip of water. The sound of a door opening, feet walking confidently down a stone stairwell. I shift back into my regular form, somehow knowing who it is before she even appears.

The High Witch is alone. She stops in the centre of the dungeon, turning her gold eyes towards me. There’s very little light down here, and her pupils shine bright. She’s a beautiful woman, and the resemblance to Bronte is obvious. With my upbringing in the Second Realm and the day-to-day reality of living under glamour, I have to actively remind myself that she’s not in her mid-fifties as she appears to be by human standards, and is actually in her eighties.

I imagine she’s very wise. She’s definitely very dangerous.

Her black lace dress may look out of place here among the general filth, but the way she carries herself makes it obvious that she is in absolute control.

“You,” she sneers, and that single word says so much. “What’s your name?”

I smirk, knowing exactly how to answer this question. It’s going to make her mad, and she won’t be able to do a thing about it. It’s her custom, after all. I know all my kind are listening, and I’m sure they’ll have things to say about it, but I don’t care. “West Maheras.”

My grin widens as her eyes narrow, her mouth — already unhappy — turning down in a frown. “You’re a little shit, you know that?” she spits, and I can’t help but laugh. I know she’s the most powerful person in this room. I know I’m currently trapped naked in a jail cell. I know she could probably smite me on the spot with her magic. I don’t give a shit, because I also know that she’s not going to, she knows I know it, and I’m going to have my fun pissing her off.

If she’s here, personally visiting the dungeon to seek me out, she already knows who I am.

I’m right. “Weston Livingston,” she enunciates, saying every syllable as if my name is dirt on her tongue. “I know all about you. I cannot believe, that of all the men in the two different realms, it’s you. Undeserving. That’s what you are. Undeserving of my granddaughter! She could do a hell of a lot better than you.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I say, all humour gone from my voice. “She’s a thousand times better than me, and she always will be. She’s good. Pure. Sweet.”

The High Witch remains silent. We’re at an impasse, and for once, I’m going to be the weak one that breaks the silence.

“How is she?” I ask.

There’s a flash of emotion in the High Witch’s eyes, and my stomach drops, my wolf panicking within me. He’s already desperate to be let out again.

“She’s still resting. She’ll recover. She overexerted herself, that’s all.”

I find myself nodding.

“You should let her go, Weston. She belongs here in Lykia.”

“No.”

She stares again.

“Her and I are fated. She’s mine.”

“If she leaves with you today, she will never be welcome back.”

She’s wrong. Bronte has seen us here on Lykia, but I’m not about to spill our secrets. “You would deny her the right to access her own land?” I ask instead. “I shouldn’t be surprised; it’s what you Maheras have always been known for.”

“Oh, so now you’re not a Maheras? You’re so quick to drop your wife’s name when it doesn’t suit you. Let me guess, in the Second Realm you’re not Mr Maheras at all, are you? She’s Mrs Livingston, isn’t she?” She shakes her head, her face full of disgust. “I have no idea why she wants to live in a world like that.”

“You’ve spoken to her?” I force myself to stand still, to not grip the bars of this prison and beg to be let out. I already sound desperate enough.

“No. She hasn’t woken yet.” Her lips press in a flat line, before curling back in a snarl. “You’re not the only one with a seer. Your children will be werewolves, you do know that, don’t you?”

She knows the future.

“I know what they will be,” I say. “They’ll be the best of all of us.”

The entire dungeon is silent. The High Witch turns her back to me, leaving the way she came without another word.
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I was wondering just what the High Witch would do to satisfy her need for dominance over a situation outside of everyone’s control. That’s the crux of the matter; Bronte and I are fated to be together, and it gives the High Witch very little to stand on when opposing our union.

I should have known that she’d go down the public shaming route. After another long wait that feels like hours, two male guards appear in the dungeon, snarling at me in warning that I “better not shift or we’ll end you.” While my usual response would be something snarky followed by a fight, I comply for Bronte’s sake. These are her people, after all. For all I know, these guards could be some of her brothers.

My arms are bound behind my back with magic not dissimilar to the spell Bronte used on me the other day — I have to force myself not to think about that at all, because the last thing I need is a fucking boner right now — and I’m marched naked on a very long and winding route through the castle, people’s stares ranging from confused and concerned all the way through to outright derision as we pass by.

I ignore them and I focus on the fact that I’ll see Bronte soon enough. This will upset her, and that’s what I hate the most. I don’t give a fuck about these werewolves and their mind games, but they’re going to make my mate cry, and that makes me want to beat the shit out of them. The High Witch will know this, too. She knows what her granddaughter is like.

Fucking bitch.

After an endless amount of detours we finally arrive at what I assume is the Great Hall, walking past a huge open archway that leads into it from the side. I recognise it immediately from Bronte’s descriptions of the huge cavernous space, reminiscent of the big cathedrals in Europe, all marble and gold and huge stained glass panels that depict the Goddess Lykia and her moon magic. That’s the only glimpse of it I get, because I’m marched further down a corridor and out a small wooden side door, stepping onto pavers that burn my bare feet, my eyes shut against the bright sunlight, until I’m prodded in the back by my guards.

The castle stands at the top of a huge cliff, the wind from the bright blue ocean negating some of the heat. Lykia is known for being dry and hot, I know that much. It always baffles me that werewolves chose an island — albeit a big one — as their seat of power, but it’s clearly worked well enough for them.

“Ah, fuck,” I mutter, when I realise what they’re doing with me. I’d held up hope that maybe they were taking me to some sort of outdoor gathering, or down to the beach that Bronte told me about from her vision. Instead I’m marched around to the huge wooden doors at the entrance to the Great Hall.

“You don’t just want to toss me over the cliff?” I joke, and the guard behind me laughs.

“Believe me, I’d fucking love that. I’m sick of staring at your naked ass.”

I grin. “Not the day you had planned, I take it.”

“No, definitely not. Now shut the fuck up. We’re entering a sacred space. You will be respectful, and you will keep your head bowed before the High Witch.”

No, I don’t think I will.

The doors open slowly, the guards waiting for some sort of unspoken cue before I’m prodded again and we begin moving forward.

It’s surprisingly open and light, even with an upper gallery filled to the brim with werewolves here for the show. I grit my teeth, reminding myself that this doesn’t matter. I have a feeling we won’t be coming here often. Who cares what these people think when I’m never going to see them again?

Except I do care. I care that their derision stems from the fact that I’m not the right kind of wolf for them. I care, because they’re going to hurt Bronte’s feelings by association, and I’m beginning to realise that they’ll view my children the same way. Elliot had used the word mutts. I have a feeling that these weres will say the same thing.

I think about the little girl Bronte described, and my son. She uses the word perfect and I know what she means — that they are just as they’re meant to be. Bronte’s grandmother thinks I’m going to be bothered by the fact that my pups will be werewolves. Why would I be? I hope they’re like their mother; kind and caring, honourable, all the things that I’m not.

The cumulative effect of hundreds of murmuring people in a huge building designed for the acoustics is a continuous low hum, an odd drone to walk down the long centre aisle to. There’s a throne at the other end, and upon it sits the High Witch, now wearing a golden crown that fans out from her hair in a series of sharp spines, like rays of the sun.

I’m halfway down the hall when there’s a bang, a wooden door somewhere flying open. Bronte. I see her in the far corner, her face transforming from shock to fury, a growl ripping through her throat that silences the onlookers.

“How dare you,” she snarls, rushing forward, and I know she’s not speaking to me but to the woman on the throne. I’m not sure if the crowd knows that yet — I think they’ve been assuming that I’m some sort of political prisoner, not the mate of their beloved princess.

“Move!” she snaps at the guards, but she’s still some distance away, and they hesitate. “Move away!” She flicks her wrist, dissolving the bands around mine, and I suck in a deep breath, rolling my stiff shoulders. I open my arms wide as Bronte throws herself at me, burying her face in my neck as the crowd erupts in noise.

Now they understand.

“Are you alright?” I ask, ignoring the onlookers. She nods, and I press my nose to her hair, breathing in deep. Home. That’s what she smells like. My life. My future. I kiss her cheek, then press my lips to her neck. There’s something slightly different about her scent, and hidden behind her hair as I am, I dare to dart my tongue out and lick her quickly. She laughs quietly, and I squeeze her tighter. I don’t know how much time has passed since we were in New York, but I do know that I never want her out of my sight again.

“What about you?” she asks. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Please tell me you weren’t in the dungeon.” She lifts her head, staring into my eyes, seeing the answer there. “Who else?”

“Everyone is down there. Sam and Logan. Anita and her pack.”

“Shit.”

“I’m quite happy to leave Anita’s fate to your grandmother, but I need my men.”

She nods, her eyes darting up in the direction of the gallery.

“Ignore them.”

She shakes her head, a determined look on her face. “Here, put this on. I had a feeling you wouldn’t have clothes. I’m sorry, it’s the only thing I could find in a rush. I’d rather not make announcements with you completely nude.”

It’s a scarf, the lightweight black fabric slung over her shoulder isn’t part of her outfit as I had first assumed. I wrap it around my waist, tying a knot at the side so it forms a very short skirt. “Does it even cover my junk?”

She rolls her eyes. “Yes, you’re fine — just.”

“Good. I’ll start.”

“Start wha —” I cut her off with a bruising kiss, growling into her mouth, my tongue sliding against hers. The volume in the hall is deafening, the outrage from our onlookers palpable.

“You naughty man,” she chastises as I smile against her lips. I kiss her again before stepping back, lifting her hand to my lips. “Make your announcements, sweetheart. I’m ready to get out of here.”

She steps beside me, keeping hold of my hand. “I ask for silence while I address the Great Hall!”

The crowd quietens, but doesn’t fully settle.

“Silence!” the High Witch snaps, and the crowd grows quiet immediately. She rises from her throne. “Bronte, you had something to share?”

I squeeze her hand reassuringly, and she takes a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. Good.

“This is Weston,” Bronte begins, addressing her grandmother directly. Her voice carries in the now-quiet hall. “He is my fated mate, and I will be residing with him in the Second Realm for the foreseeable future.”

The High Witch stares at us for an uncomfortably long time. “I’m disappointed in how quickly you would abandon your House and coven.”

“I’m not abandoning House Maheras. I can visit —”

“You cannot!”

“I —”

“I will not have you back, Bronte. If you choose to leave today, that is your choice, and you will not be welcome here any longer.”

The quiet murmuring in the crowd is back and I can’t help but think that it would be better to have this conversation in private, but I’m not about to get in the middle of two werewolf women having an argument.

“I think you missed the part where I said he was my fated mate. Fate has brought about our union. It’s not changing, and I love him.”

“It’s not love. It’s never love when it’s fate, child.”

“I’m not a child, and I know what I’m feeling.”

“There are spells that can undo a mating such as yours, you know that. You need to leave him before you wind up pregnant.”

“That’s dark magic, and I’m not interested —”

“She’s already pregnant.”

Both women turn to stare at me, identical looks of shock on their faces. The crowd is loud once more, and I can hear multiple people saying “Shhhh!” to others in an attempt to catch our conversation.

“I can tell,” I say quietly to Bronte. “I just realised that your scent has —”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” the High Witch snarls, looking between us.

“You already indicated that you were expecting this,” I remind her, and she rolls her eyes.

“I hope that shifter knot is worth it, Bronte, because it just cost you your future. I cannot believe you would make such foolish decisions. What is wrong with you?”

“Nothing is wrong with her, Lenora,” I growl. “I’m not going to let you talk to my mate that way.”

“You will address me as High Witch. You have no say in what goes on in this House. You do not dictate what I do, shifter.”

I don’t know how to deal with this fucking woman. She’s pricklier than I am, and her magic scares the shit out of me, but I’m not going to let her know that.

“You are taking the very best of our daughters, I hope you know that,” she says, and for the first time I can see not just her anger, but her hurt.

“Bronte would happily visit.”

“It does not work that way! It is one or the other!” She turns to Bronte. “Is this your final choice?”

“Yes.” Bronte pauses, tears welling in her eyes. “I wish you would be more flexible on this, Gran. You’re going to miss out on my family because of it.”

“Do you expect me to rejoice when I see twenty years of effort disappearing because my granddaughter wants to play happy families with the first shifter boy she meets? You have so much potential, and you’re throwing it away for a dog.”

I begin to snarl — that word always feels like a physical blow — but Bronte’s growl overshadows mine, dark and menacing and loud as it is.

“Don’t you dare speak about him that way! I will not tolerate it in this Hall! I will not tolerate it in this House!” The crowd around us falls silent as Bronte’s voice grows louder. “No one, no one, has a right to speak about any wolf with that language. Take a look in the fucking mirror! We are descended from the same ancestors! I have the power of sight, and I will tell you all what I have seen! I have seen my children, full grown, they are werewolf and they are shifter, and they are perfect as they are!”

There’s a rumble of murmurs from the gallery. Bronte is fierce, her cheeks flushed, her eyes wild with fury.

“I have met my mate across time, and I know I will love him for all my life!”

More rumbling murmurs, but the voices are cut silent by Bronte’s next words.

“I have seen myself as the High Witch!”

There’s not a single movement in the hall, but I’m not paying attention to any of them. I’m looking at my wife, and seeing the truth in her words. When did she have that vision?

“You can cast me out today if you must, but I will return,” Bronte says, her voice quiet, but no less bold.

“You will never lead House Maheras.”

“Well that’s the thing, Gran,” Bronte says, tears rolling down her cheeks, strong and soft all at once. “You can declare that now, and your declaration will stand while you are here on that throne, but the dead do not speak. I love you with all my heart. I don’t want to sever my connection to House Maheras or to you, but I will not sacrifice my family, my children, for your need to control me.” She wipes at her tears, pursing her lips as more come. “I wish this wasn’t so, but one day you will be gone, and I have seen what comes next. Take that as you will, but I have no reason to lie about this. I do return. The future is set. It will happen.”

With that, Bronte turns to me, offering me her hand. “Come. Let’s get our pack members, and get out of here.”
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The Maheras genes are strong. As Bronte leads me out another door and down a long, narrow corridor, a woman runs after us, yelling her name.

“Mom!” Bronte calls back, and I’m struck by how similar this new woman looks to both Lenora and Bronte. Her mother.

“I’m so sorry, baby,” she says, hugging her daughter tight. “I’m sorry you’re joining the great disappointments club.”

“Yeah,” Bronte says, blinking back fresh tears. “I tried to be good for so long.”

“You are good, my darling. She’s the bad one.” Bronte’s mother kisses her daughter’s cheek, but her eyes are trained on me. “Now tell me how it is that you met this man and decided you were going to have his babies.”

“Can I tell you on the way to the dungeon? I need to get our pack members out of there.”

“That’s a good idea.”

We all turn at the sound of an elderly voice. The werewolf at the end of the corridor is old, her back hunched, shoulders curling in on herself. “Bethyl,” Bronte says, her voice full of relief as her face lights up with a smile. “You lied to me,” she continues teasingly as she wraps her arms around the old woman. “You told me that the future isn’t set in stone. I have very good proof that it is.”

Bethyl laughs, her eyes on me as she speaks. “I heard. But you lied to me too, my darling. You told me that you hadn’t seen anything, yet apparently you were visiting naked men in your dreams, hmm?”

“Who told you that?!”

“Oh, fate and magic.”
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The blue portal spins, the patterns in the centre nausea-inducing if you spend too long looking at it.

Anita and her pack are the first to leave Lykia, stepping through in quick succession, guards holding their weapons ready until the last of that pack have gone. I have no idea what deal Anita managed to strike with the High Witch, but for some reason she’s allowed to walk free, despite being one of the parties involved in taking the stone. The portal closes behind them, leaving them at Anita’s property in New York.

Bronte lifts her hand again, hesitating. “Do we go back to the Ritz, or…”

“To the redwoods,” I say. Logan’s mate is waiting for him there, and I know with all of us missing, many of the pack will have assembled there. “I’ll call the hotel later and tell them to mail our things back to us.”

“Okay,” Bronte says, her eyes darting to the guards. Their weapons are lowered, but I know she’s upset that they’re here at all, as if she’s a criminal. She creates another portal, and I repress a shudder at the tearing sound. I understand Sam’s aversion to this kind of magic; when you think too hard about it, it’s terrifying.

Sam and Logan step through first, each carrying multiple bags filled with Bronte’s belongings, and then it’s our turn. “Hey,” I say, and Bronte turns her attention towards me. There’s so much I need to tell her — how proud I am of her, how amazingly vicious she was in her wolf form, how strong she was when she confronted her grandmother in the Great Hall. “I love you,” I say, and she grins, stretching up to kiss me.

“I love you too.”
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Ifeel a strange sense of hollowness, stepping back through my final portal. We’ve already said our goodbyes to Sam and Logan, leaving both men at the pack’s redwoods property. Now we’re in the living room of our mansion, my portal shrinking behind our backs.

West places my packed bags on the ground cautiously, and I do the same. Logan had flung the few he was carrying on the ground, and I’m embarrassed at the way I’d snapped at him for it, but he’d been so careless when I’d specifically said I had items of value in there. Glass jars filled with herbs, precious stones, my grimoire… My entire life, packed away into as much as we could carry through a single portal jump.

And now we’re here.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes,” I lie. I turn my head away, my chin wobbling. I’m so happy to be with West, but I’m so devastated that my grandmother cast me out the way she did, even though I had a feeling that it was coming. I was fierce in the moment, but now I just feel deflated. “No,” I say quietly.

West’s arms come around me, and I cry into his shirt, trusting that my mate will hold me in all my sadness.

He does.
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I wake to a bedroom bathed in sunlight, humming contentedly at the softness of the pillow under my head and the warmth of the blankets covering me. Like everything in this house, they smell like West, and I could spend all day lounging in this bed.

That West is equally affected by my scent is never a question — especially now. There’s a man-shaped lump buried near the foot of the huge bed, and I sigh, my legs falling open at the swipe of a tongue through my sex. I’m pretty sure that’s what woke me up.

“Fucking love your taste,” he growls, his voice slightly muffled from the blankets. He licks again, slow and languid, and I can’t quite tell if he’s doing this for my pleasure, or for his. Regardless of his purpose, it feels amazing.

“Are you alright down there?” I ask.

West mutters something. I catch the words fucking perfect, his fingers sliding into my cunt, and figure that he’s more than fine where he is.

Mate, my wolf says, restless within me as my husband teases me with his hands and tongue, bringing me closer and closer to the edge. I pull the blankets away from us both so I can watch him, his eyes on mine as he licks my clit.

Tonight the full moon will rise, and we both know what that means.

This evening it will be time to bite.
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I sink down on West’s cock with a groan, leaning forward until his mouth latches around one of my nipples. He sucks hard, thrusting up into me at the same time, a growl in his throat, his hand squeezing my ass hard enough to bruise. “Yes,” I say in a choked voice as he bites at my other breast, before pulling me down, kissing me roughly. I growl into his mouth, our tongues intertwined, grunting as his cock hammers into me, hard and fast. “Fuck me,” I hiss, and he rolls us, continuing at his unrelenting pace, rutting into me until I press my hands to his chest. I hook my ankles over his shoulders as he leans back, fucking me slowly, his gold eyes intense as he watches me.

“This is my favourite sight in the world,” I tell him, loving the way his cock feels, the slow backwards drag of it before each hard thrust an agonising tease. “Look at you, you god of a man.”

It’s true. He’s beautiful in the most masculine of ways, all hard muscle and pretty gold eyes rimmed by long dark lashes, his full lips slightly swollen from all our kisses.

For a man that’s so confident in himself, he’s terrible at taking compliments. He leans forward once more, kissing me passionately in response to my words. I bury my hands in his hair, stroke them down his broad back, squeeze his ass, worshipping every inch of him that I can get my hands on. I lose all sense of time, caught up in West — his scent, his taste, his touch, his knot, his cum.

I love it.

It feels so good to be able to indulge, to spend all day in bed fucking, to have endless orgasms and be filled by his knot again and again. It’s the moon, driving us mad with need; lust is always heightened at this time of the month, but having a fated mate to share this with makes it so much better.

“I don’t know how humans can partner with wolves,” I say at one point as West fucks me slowly from behind, pressing down between my shoulder blades until my head is on the mattress and my ass is high in the air, his big hands gripping my hips. “I don’t know how a human could ever survive, let alone keep up with a wolf on the day of a full moon.”

“With great delicacy on the wolf’s part,” he says, and it’s a reminder that he has slept with human women before. I snarl, pushing back against him, impaling myself on more of his cock.

“I don’t need you to be delicate,” I growl over my shoulder.

He slaps my ass hard. “I know.” I shiver in anticipation as he bends over me, so that my back is flush with his chest, his hands on either side of mine. My big wolf. “I was just savouring the view, sweetheart,” he murmurs, his arm wrapping across my middle in a tight grip. “But if you need me to fuck you hard, all you have to do is say so.”

I lose all track of how many times we’ve been tied, but as the sun begins to dip lower, entering the last quarter of the sky, something changes in the air between us.

The moon is coming.

Soon I’ll be a wolf. It’s time.

“Show me your teeth,” I demand. Mine ache more than they ever have before. I hook my legs around West’s waist, drawing him deeper inside of me, until his knot kisses my cunt. We’re back to the tried and true missionary position on the bed, and I don’t give a fuck what people say, there’s a reason why it’s so popular. Sometimes I just want West’s big body on top of me.

“You want my bite,” he growls in my ear, and there’s something threatening in that tone, his voice deliciously deep. He doesn’t lift his head to show me, but when he drags his teeth down the column of my neck I can feel that they’ve shifted.

So have mine.

“West,” I say, a warning growl in my voice.

“You want it?”

“Yes.”

He smiles at me, his teeth dangerously sharp, and I grin back.

“You’re beautiful,” he says. “My fierce she-wolf.”

His hands are around my back, and suddenly he’s lifting me, until he’s on his knees, fucking into me, all raw power. I cling to him as he hits just the right spot repeatedly, growling “Come for me, sweetheart,” in my ear in exactly the right tone that it sets me off, coming around his cock. He growls again, thrusting harder, his knot popping into place. “Bite me!” he demands, coming.

“Yes!” my wolf crows within me. “Claim him!” I don’t hesitate, biting down on the meat of his shoulder, cutting through layers of flesh, listening to him grunt, his hot blood coating my tongue. West is groaning in pleasure, and I can feel it, our bond blooming, a wonderfully beautiful, vulnerable thing, though it’s currently lopsided.

“Do it!” I cry.

Still knotted, West lowers us to the bed, his teeth trailing down my neck, stopping to press a kiss to the spot where I know his bite will be. When he does bite down I cry out, the sharp flash of pain quickly subsiding into the most euphoric joy I’ve ever felt in my life.

West is in my head and my soul, love, love, love bouncing between us, and I know I’ll never be lonely again.
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“It’s almost moonrise,” I say as West’s cock slips free, his knot finally deflated enough for him to climb off of me. I reach down, placing my hand over the mound of my pussy.

“Are you healing your cunt?” he asks, and it’s not just his scandalised face at the sight of my glowing magic that makes me laugh, but the utter shock I feel from him through our new bond. We’ll learn how to control it more in time, but for now there’s no hiding from each other.

“Look, you can choose not to shift, but I’ve got no say in how I spend the next eleven hours; I’ll be a werewolf. I want to be in top condition for that, and she’s had a lot of use today. Don’t hassle me for giving her a little extra maintenance.”

He snorts. When he bends his head, kissing my upper thigh while murmuring “I’m sorry I hurt you,” to my pussy, I lose it, breaking into uncontrollable laughter until tears are leaking from my eyes and my belly aches from it. Eventually, I’m calm enough to get up off the bed.

“Are you going to heal our bites, too?” West asks.

I shake my head. “Not yet. We need them to scar. That’s the point, after all.” The permanent bite is far more significant than any wedding ring, at least to us.

We walk naked through the house, hand-in-hand as we make our way down the stairs and out onto the courtyard by the pool. I’m just in time, my hands already beginning to change into claws, my wolf rejoicing as she is freed. The change is always a strangely satisfying sensation, growing and stretching, finding this deeper part of myself.

My mate shifts, stepping beside me, his tail wagging just as much as mine.

“I’ll race you,” I say. “A loop of the property. First one back gets a foot rub tomorrow.”

He barks and takes off, leaving me sprinting after him. “Hey!” I yell, “You cheat!”

His absolute joy pulses through our bond.

I know the feeling; I’m bonded to my mate, and I’ve never been happier in my life.
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At sunrise West carries me inside. I’m too exhausted to even lift my head.

“How did you normally get yourself home post-change?” he asks. I can sense his mild horror, a good reminder that he’s always worrying about me being physically vulnerable. He’s probably going to worry more now that I’m pregnant.

“With great effort. We all drag ourselves to bed, then pass out.”

He carries me up to one of the guest bedrooms near our own. I can smell the scent of sex from down the hall, so it’s a good call — I’m pretty sure the bed will be soaked through, and while the primal part of me loves our combined scents, I have no desire to sleep in cold, wet bedding.

“Stay with me,” I say, and he nods, tucking us both under the blankets, cuddling me close. I’m almost asleep when I start falling, feeling West’s jolt of panic as —

— I’m back on Lykia, swaying on my feet slightly from the shock of it, catching myself before anyone notices because I am very much not alone right now. There’s a huge crowd behind me, guards around me, and a very long procession in front, filing into the huge arched entrance of the Great Hall to the beat of drums. It takes me a moment to realise that I’m the last one in line, alone, and suddenly the odd weight on my head makes sense, my hand lifting to tentatively check that yes, I’m wearing the diadem of the High Witch. I glance down, finding exactly what I expected based on everything else: the coronation dress.

Fuck.

West senses my panic through the bond, sending back the same reassurance he did when I was last in this outfit. I don’t know where he is, and I have no choice but to follow inside after the others, into my own coronation ceremony, past row upon row of people standing on either side of the aisle, plus the crowd in the upper gallery.

Everyone is staring, because of course they are. I’m the star of the show, after all.

The scents of a thousand bodies is near overwhelming, despite the large, open space. It’s not just werewolves here today; there’s a surprising amount of shifters present, and smaller numbers representing almost every species in the First. Even fae.

And they’re all watching me.

West. The moment I pick up on his scent is one of immense relief, and he feels it through the bond. He pushes more reassurance and love at me, followed by a hefty dose of pride.

Our children are here, too, their scents noticeable over the rest. My four babies, my wolf coos reverently.

Four!?

I don’t understand the bittersweet joy that I get from her in response, and I don’t have time to examine it. I spot West standing near the empty throne, tall and broad-shouldered, silver haired with smile lines, looking deliciously sexy in the same fitted suit as he wore in my last vision, and I sigh in relief. He mouths “Hello sweetheart,” at me, and I can’t help but grin. He knows I’m here from the past, and I trust him to not let me make a fool of myself.

My eldest son — a small extra detail my wolf supplies — stands on the opposite side of the throne. Just as tall as his father, he’s West’s twin in so many ways, his gold eyes serious, his stance strong and unyielding. He wears the traditional clothes reserved for men who directly serve the High Witch, all black tailored fabric, complete with a cape and ornate gold detailing, but it’s the image stitched over his entire front that I focus on. It’s a bastardisation of the sigil of House Maheras, the snarling werewolf head under the full moon now accompanied by a cousin: the head of a shifter wolf.

That’s one hell of a statement to make.

I hear more than one whispered comment as I approach the throne. “Never thought I’d see the day,” and, “This is the beginning of the end,” but then I take another step and someone else says, “It’s about time something like this happened.”

This, thankfully, seems to be one of those hybrid visions, where I feel very present, but the future me is still an active participant, moving my body, making sure I perform the tasks I’m supposed to.

I ascend the steps to the throne, turning and standing before the crowd as the drums reach a crescendo, the coven, now standing in a group behind the throne, all beginning to sing an ancient song, an ode to the Moon Goddess. I cast my eyes over the front rows, not really seeing anyone, though my gaze snags on a pair of blossom-covered antlers near the front. They belong to a pale man with bright blue eyes, ice blonde hair, and long pointed ears. Theodore, my wolf supplies, as if that name is significant. His fae magic rolls off of him in waves, the feel of it so different to the magic that runs through me.

The presence I find most surprising is Anita. She sits in a seat reserved for the most honoured of guests, right at the front, the closest seat to the throne. She looks almost exactly the same as how I know her in my time. Part of me wants to look around, but I find that I can’t turn my head. I’m not in control of my body right now. I’m just another witness here.

The music ends abruptly, and the Great Hall falls silent. I remain standing, my mouth opening, and I’m shocked by the words that come out, my tone just as loud and commanding as my grandmother’s ever was.

“I welcome you all here. Today signifies the formalisation of a change in direction for us all. One that was already begun many years ago, but is now necessary more than ever before. The Unseelie threat is upon us. They have forced our hands. They have stolen our children! We will not stand for it any longer. I welcome you all here as witnesses, as House Maheras formally extends its hand in partnership with the Alliance of Shifters. This is the dawning of a new era. This is the Unification of Wolves.”
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Eight months later

There’s a rustle of blankets and a quick flash of cool air on my skin. A warm hand runs down my side a moment before my mate’s body presses to mine, his chest to my back, his knees tucking behind my own, and the hard bar of his cock a welcome sensation against the curve of my ass.

“Hm?” I hum, not fully awake. The scent of the forest clings to him; redwoods and fern, fresh air and leaf litter. Love, happiness, and contentment flow through our bond and I sigh, leaning back into him.

“Shh, keep sleeping,” he whispers, pressing a kiss behind my ear. His fingers dance over my round belly, and inside my little occupant moves, a lazy press of a limb or two. I slide my hand over West’s, adding gentle pressure, laughing quietly when I feel a strong kick against West’s hand in response.

“That’s my boy,” he murmurs as I turn my head, our lips meeting in a slow kiss that quickly deepens. Outside the dawn chorus of birds welcomes another day — the day of the full moon. I can feel it now, the pull of it bringing my wolf closer to the surface of my skin, and with it the restlessness and arousal, despite my current state.

“Please,” I whisper. It’s cold out, but this baby is like my own personal furnace, and I’ve been sleeping nude under the blankets. Lifting my leg in invitation is all that’s needed; West presses further against me, his hand guiding his cock home.

“Jesus,” he says, “you’re so fucking wet.”

“Yes,” I agree. I always am for him. I’m too big now to do anything but lay here, enjoying every stroke of him within me, his hand wrapping under the huge swell of my belly to a place I haven’t set sight on in months. His fingers stroke through my folds, teasing, almost-but-not-quite circling my clit. “West,” I whine, lifting my hips, bucking as much as I can. “You’re so cruel, teasing a pregnant lady like this.”

“Am I?” His hand leaves my pussy completely, gripping the soft flesh of my thigh instead, and the repetitive drag and thrust of his cock slows, making me whimper. Each time he pulls out as far as he can without slipping free, and it feels so good, but it’s not enough. I’m too hot now, and throw back the blankets, breathing a sigh of relief when West takes over the job, tugging them away from my body. His hand smoothes over the curve of my hip again, then over my belly and up to cup my breasts. They’re so sensitive now, nipples aching. Everything is sensitive; I feel like an overripe fruit, skin ready to split. I am being split open, my mate whispering obscenities like a prayer as he fucks me slowly, reverently, worshipping me as if I am the moon goddess, the wet sounds of sex filling the air. “So fucking beautiful,” he growls in my ear. “I’ll never understand how you’re mine.”

Fingers dancing over my nipples again, teeth on my neck, lips and tongue kissing and licking a path along my shoulder. His bites at the mating scar he gave me and I cry out at the jolt of pleasure that leaves me aching everywhere all at once, needing to be touched. “Please.”

“Soon, sweetheart. What’s this?”

He pulls his hand away from my breast, lifting his finger, the tip of it wet with a single drop of clear fluid that smells overly sweet. I laugh as he lifts it to his mouth, eyes growing wide as he tastes it, his pupils shining in the dim light. “I only noticed it for the first time when I used the bathroom earlier,” I say. “I think I’ll start leaking more from now on. Look.” Another bead of colostrum is already forming on the same nipple, gold-tinted liquid, not yet true milk. I laugh again as West leans in over me as far as he can in our position, his hand cupping and lifting my breast towards him, his long tongue extending out to cover the last of the distance. He groans, eyes closing, while I reach back to grasp at his hair. “Weston,” I say sternly. I’m not at all surprised that he would find my milk erotic — it’s very much on brand for him — but I’m done playing. “You have teased your pregnant wife far too much. I need to come, and I need to come now. Hurry up.”

He pulls out of me and I make a disappointed sound, but he’s kissing down my back, dragging me over the mattress into a better position for him as he turns and lays upside down in front of me, lifting my leg and settling his head between my thighs while I remain on my side. His head and neck have disappeared behind the great sphere of my belly — if I wasn’t pregnant I could pull him closer, get his cock in my mouth, but as it is I settle for grasping his shaft, still slippery from me, sliding my hand down to squeeze his knot hard. He grunts, cock twitching in my hand.

“I’ll crush you,” I whisper as he pulls my thigh down against the side of his head, urging me to settle the weight of my leg on him.

“Then I’ll die a happy man. This is my favourite place in the world right here. Now relax and come on my face.”

He knows exactly what he’s doing, and he’s teased me long enough that I’m primed, over sensitive, gasping at every lick of his tongue, already so close. When he presses his long tongue into me I know that’s for him; he loves eating pussy, loves the taste of me, is obsessed with fucking me in all the ways he can. Fingers replace his tongue, his mouth now on my clit, licking, sucking, a perfect pace and —

I groan, cunt spasming against his lips, the orgasm strong and deep, my whole belly growing hard for a moment. I’m still coming down from it when he switches positions again, behind me once more, and in one smooth thrust he’s buried deep inside me.

We’re past the point of words now. His pace grows faster, his breath ragged, his grip tight on my hip. Our flesh slaps together, and if anyone were to wander by the cabin right now there’d be no doubt about what we’re doing. “Gonna knot you,” he grunts, thrusting hard. “This pussy is mine.”

I grasp at the sheets beneath me, clinging on, letting go, another wave of pleasure catching me by surprise.

“Fuck!” He gives one final thrust forward, knot filling me, my already pulsing cunt filled even more, feeling so fucking good as I squirt in a spray of fluid that soaks the bed while his cum spurts hot within me.

I grow breathless so easily these days, all my organs crushed by this huge pup inside me, and I suck in deep breaths now, eyes closed, enjoying the afterglow, the feeling of utter satisfaction bouncing between us through the bond.

There’s contractions too, not painful, but strange, my stomach growing hard again, the sensation odd. West feels it, grunting in surprise at the difference beneath his palm, a pang of concern flitting through the bond before he pulls it back, and I know he’s holding all his worries in. For much of this pregnancy I’ve felt like the goddess herself, relaxing into my new curves, a symbol of fertility and the future, growing another wolf for this pack. Now, with the onset of these Braxton Hicks — false contractions as my body readies itself for birth, my belly has begun to feel like a ticking time bomb. Everything is going to change.

West pulls me closer, burying his face in my hair, his voice so quiet as he whispers, “I love you.”

“I love you too, my darling. So much.”
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Tonight when the moon rises the Goddess will shine upon us, and I will transform. It should be the penultimate full moon before our son is born, but in the past two weeks my belly has grown so quickly, my skin stretched taut, stretch marks snaking all the way past my belly button, and I’ve heard the whispers in the pack.

I think she’s carrying an alpha, that baby is coming early.

No, it’s not possible.

And, the worst: Logan did say that the pixie cursed them.

I’ve met our son, and I cling to the fact that in all the visions of him he was either with his father, or mentioned him. There was no animosity between them. He won’t be an alpha.

I tell myself this, but in my heart I don’t believe it. That’s the problem with divination; sometimes fate will tell you things you don’t want to know.

I do know one thing; West would do anything, everything, for our family.

This pup shouldn’t be coming yet, but I know in my heart that he is, and so I pull out the dress I took from the First, made from beautiful cream lace, with long, dramatic sleeves. It’s supposed to be used in only the most special of moon ceremonies, but this is what is most special to me. I’m welcoming my child into the world, my child with a shifter, and I’m proud of us.

Wearing it is my fuck you to my grandmother.

The pack is already out in force, every member capable of shifting running in the forest, already in their wolf forms. I walk barefoot across the clearing in front of our cabin, following the path worn over the years by many feet and paws, singing to the Goddess as I go. I travel much slower now, my walk more of a waddle, but I feel alive here among the great trees, my magic sparking beneath my skin. A huge black wolf appears on the track before me, his tail wagging, and I smile, throwing my hands to the sky, singing louder for the Goddess and for my mate, my skin glowing gold with my own light. There are no drums here, but I don’t need them. I have a pack of wolves, so different and yet so similar to me. They join in the singing with their howls and barks, their own version of worship.

West’s howl is the loudest, one of my favourite sounds, his head tipped back to the darkening sky. He nuzzles my hand when I reach out to him, and I steady myself at his side, resting my forehead against his fur and listening to the deep, steady thump of his heartbeat.

My body, like all werewolves, is so connected and driven by the moon that I know exactly when she begins to rise over the horizon, out of sight but certainly not out of mind. I press a kiss to West’s fur and then stand tall, one hand on the shoulder of my wolf mate, the other held in front of me as the change begins, fingernails turning to long black claws, my skin now a deep charcoal grey, the change stretching up my arms, fur sprouting, skin stretching, bones changing, control slipping. The fabric of my ceremonial dress tears apart at the seams, falling to the ground in pieces as I grow tall. In this form, with so much more room inside my torso, my pregnant belly is all but a small bump, hidden behind fur. Aware of the moon in the way all pups are, my child stirs within me, little kicks letting me know he’s wide awake. Though his little body doesn’t change, the magic still moves through him, and I know he won’t sleep until dawn.

The magic moves through West, too. His wolf is always happiest when the full moon is high. I stroke my claws though his soft fur, scratching behind his ear, my sharp-toothed grin matching his. Tonight we’ll hunt together with the pack, running down game, teeth tearing through flesh, blood hot in our mouths.

We are wolves, after all.

I throw my head back at the same time as my mate, the magic of the moon surrounding us.

Together, we howl.
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Silicon Valley, USA, December 1993

I’m sitting on the couch, parenting, though thankfully it’s been fairly low-effort for the past twenty minutes. A little gremlin has been busy dismantling the Christmas tree that his mother has already redecorated five nights in a row, and I’m quite happy to let him continue his game if it means I get to sit here and read through these reports on land values in relative peace. Cameron, the only real estate agent I trust, faxed them through earlier today with a suggestion that Bronte and I begin diversifying our portfolios a little more. From what I can see, he’s right.

I look up as little feet toddle over to me. Van will be two in January, and I have a lot of mixed feelings about that. Two years have gone by in the blink of an eye, despite the fact that some days have seemed to drag on forever. Two years brings us closer to thirteen, that dreaded age when he’ll have his first shift.

He’s an alpha, like me.

He shouldn’t have been. It shouldn’t have been possible; there was only ever the one case of a parent and child both being alphas in all of known shifter history. Some say it’s the werewolf genes interacting with the shifter side that’s caused it. Others, thanks to Logan’s big mouth, whisper about Van and I being a cursed duo on account of what that pixie had said to me almost three years ago, but I’d killed her before she could finish her sentence.

Bronte and I never speak of it.

“Gnn,” Van says, holding up a green ornament in his chubby hand, grinning like he’s won the lottery. Here in the safety of our own home, we live out of glamour, and Van’s sharp little canine teeth look overly large in his small mouth.

“Green,” I say, taking the ornament he’s offering me. His eyes are the same colour as Bronte’s, and they shine with joy. “Thank you.”

He turns around, running back to the artificial tree where it stands in the corner of our living room. The real pine that we purchased at the start of this holiday season had lasted a single day before Bronte had screwed up her nose, asking if the smell was always going to carry that far through the house — all the way to the bedrooms on the third floor — and I’d had to bite my tongue from saying I told you so. We’d gifted it to a local community hall, and ordered a new one the following day.

“Lello,” Van declares, handing me a yellow star.

“Yellow,” I repeat.

The game continues, until I’ve amassed a wealth of ornaments next to me on the couch, like a dragon with his hoard.

“Boo.”

“Blue. Thank you, Son.”

He grins again. It takes so little to please a child at this age. “Dada,” he says, bending his head to press a noisy kiss to my knee, and it makes my heart ache.

“Good boy,” I say, my voice thicker than usual, grateful that he’s too young to pick up on the fact that his dad is getting emotional.

I watch him wander off to pick up one of his toys — a musical ball, the most infuriating fucking toy ever invented — his little body swaying as he performs an extremely uncoordinated dance. I struggle to imagine him as a teenager, or an adult, though Bronte has met him as both and described him to me at length.

I struggle to think that I could ever dislike the kid, but I know how these things go. We’re alphas and we’re cursed.

He’s my boy. He’s my little buddy. I need to remember that, when the time comes. We need to remember that, I snarl at my wolf, who always remains particularly silent when I think about these things.

We need to get along after Van has his first shift.

Frank couldn’t do it, and neither could I. I’m terrified that it’s going to turn out the same way, but then Bronte reminds me of the things she’s seen in our future — adult Van telling her that he’ll “call Dad,” on his phone, or standing beside me at a Christmas function, and it gives me hope that we can be different.

We will be different. We have to be, because I love my son far too much for that to ever change.
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With Van asleep for (hopefully) the night, Bronte and I head to the kitchen for a drink.

“So, I got called a trophy wife today.”

I choke on my mouthful of whiskey at Bronte’s words, and she rounds the kitchen island to whack me in the back, using a little more force than necessary. When I’m done clearing my throat, I dare to look at her. She’s got one of her unimpressed faces on, her lips pursed in a way that’s reminiscent of the looks her grandmother always gives me. We have been allowed to return to Lykia to see her parents and brothers, and although the High Witch says she has no interest in seeing Bronte, on our rare visits she always seems to appear at the right moment to have a conversation with her granddaughter, or cuddle her great-grandson.

“Did you let them live?” I ask Bronte now.

“No, I stabbed her to death in the middle of the Happy Baby Dance Studio parking lot.” Her gaze has a dangerous gleam to it, but after a moment she rolls her eyes with a dramatic sigh. “To be fair, it was an attempt at camaraderie by this human woman… She’s Jason Knight’s wife.”

It takes me a moment to place the name. “Ah, that douchebag. The web forum guy.”

“Yeah, him.”

Bronte and I attended a Christmas function last week hosted by one of our major parts suppliers, and we’d ended up trapped in a conversation with the man, listening to him drone on about emerging web forums as the way of the future. I’m sure they are — technology is improving at an exponential rate, and my company is benefitting from it — but the last thing I want when I’m forced to attend these things is to have someone over-explaining shit to me.

“So she calls herself his trophy wife?” I ask.

Bronte pours herself a glass of red wine. “And thinks of me that way.”

I make a scoffing noise. “They have no idea.”

“They have no idea,” Bronte agrees. “But I guess that’s the way it looks to everyone from the outside.”

I open my arms, and she sighs into me. “I’m sorry,” I murmur in her hair. I know she’s bothered by this kind of thing. She may still be Bronte Maheras to the non-human community, practising her witchcraft for exclusive clientele and aiding me with both pack and inter-pack business, but to the humans she’s Mrs Livingston. “Just remember, you’re the future High Witch. I’m a nobody compared to you; just an accessory on my wife’s arm.”

She huffs, tilting her head to kiss my neck, and I set my glass down on the counter.

“Fuck me,” she whispers, biting down on my earlobe.

She doesn’t need to tell me twice.
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Christmas comes and goes, and the damn tree remains standing in the living room. I turn on its lights again as it goes dark, and for the twenty-seventh night in a row, Van plays with the ornaments. We had to switch them out for plastic ones after he started smashing them, and his latest game is booting them across the room like they’re soccer balls. I’m sure human parents would have some sort of rule about no kicking toys inside, but I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing as a father. He seems happy enough, so I just leave him to it.

While Bronte puts him to bed, I sip on my whiskey and stare at the fucking Christmas tree, contemplating the future and whether Bronte’s visions are wrong after all. The reason the tree is still up on the 30th of December is because we’ve been waiting, anticipating past Bronte’s arrival, both of us growing more antsy over it by the day. In this particular vision she’s seen Van at this age, and seen the Christmas tree here in our house. While at first it was hot and fun to anticipate this time travel where we apparently have sex — something that I’ve never experienced before when Bronte beams in to me from the past — for the last few days I’ve grown more and more anxious.

We’ve made life decisions based on what Bronte’s seen. We’ve relied on them. It’s going to rock our world if we have to change our thinking around them.

“West.”

I turn, hoping it’s her, past Bronte, but it’s just my regular wife. That’s a terrible fucking thing to think — I’m obsessed with my woman, and she’s the same woman even when she comes in from the past — but I need this magic of hers to work. I’ve had a fucking boner every evening at eight o’clock because I already knew that she would be coming here at some point after Van’s bedtime, and all I’ve been able to think about is the sex she’d described.

And yeah, of course we’ve both managed to fuck our frustrations away every night, but this is next level edging. I’m probably already leaking precum in my underwear.

“I’m sorry I’m still just me,” Bronte says now, her eyes wide and voice snarky.

“I love you,” I say, recognising the danger I’m in. There’s nothing scarier than a pissed off werewolf witch.

“I just… maybe I was wrong,” she says, scratching at her head, a sure sign that she’s amped up over it. “Maybe my visions don’t work and half my life is a lie.”

“Or maybe we leave the tree up until March because we’re stubborn fucks and we just wait for past you to appear.”

“We’re not leaving the tree up. It’s meant to be bad luck if we leave it up past tomorrow night.”

“Says who? We’re wolves. We don’t even fucking celebrate Christmas.” The only reason we’d thrown up the tree in the first place is because Bronte had seen it, but since then she’s really gotten into the idea of making Christmas special for our kid. She even dressed Van in a miniature Santa suit and took him to the mall for pictures “I still can’t believe you made us start off with the pine tree when you had a vision and we clearly didn’t have that one.”

“I wasn’t focused on the scent of the fucking tree in the corner when I was choking on your dick, Weston!” she snarls, before she takes a deep breath, closing her eyes.

“Practising your yoga?” I tease, and her gold eyes snap open, glaring daggers at me.

“Trying not to lose my shit,” she says, and the wobble in her voice has me switching gears immediately.

“Hey, sweetheart. It’s gonna be fine.”

“What if my vision was wrong? What if they’re all wrong?”

“They’re not. And there’s still tomorrow night.”

She nods, taking another deep breath. “I’m going to go shower, and dress in a fresh pair of my PJs.”

“Alright.”

I watch her go up the stairs, her ass looking perfect as always, even while wearing a set of the same damn PJs she’s been wearing every night since we put the tree up, anticipating. She was braless in the vision, so come sundown every night, she’s been putting on the same outfit, whipping off her bra in the process.

“This is fucking ridiculous,” I mutter, eyeing the Christmas tree again. Normally she isn’t able to place a date on her visions — she can describe my hair colour as a date reference, and the location, but she doesn’t usually know the time of year, and it means we don’t spend our life anticipating it. This is the anomaly, and I’m over it.

I go to pour myself another whiskey when I hear her footsteps approaching again. She’s only been gone a minute, way too quick for a —

“West.”

“Sweetheart.” I don’t know how to describe what it feels like, when her past self comes in. It just feels different. I can sense it through the bond. “Come here.”

She practically runs down the stairs, leaping into my open arms, and I kiss her. “Bronte,” I murmur against her ear. “Tell me what’s going on in your world right now.”

She leans into me, hugging me tight. “I’m pregnant.”

“How far along?” I already know the answer — I was there when she passed out — but I find starting this way, in a familiar pattern, calms her down.

“Six months.” She hums in amusement, reaching down to grasp my cock. “You’re happy to see me.”

You wouldn’t believe how fucking happy I am. I consider telling her the date — then we could maybe avoid this mess — but I don’t, because I’m scared it’ll screw things up, break the universe or something like that. This magic isn’t just exciting; it’s scary as fuck.

“I’m always happy to see you, sweetheart, but especially tonight.” Her gold eyes are filled with nervous anticipation.

“You know what’s going to happen here?” She bites her lower lip. Fuck. I think she already has an idea.

“Yeah. I’m gonna take you down the hall, and show you our little munchkin who’s currently sleeping. Then we’re each going to have a drink, and after that I’m gonna fuck you. Repeatedly.”

Her mouth hangs open for a moment, before she bites her lip again. “That’s quite an eventful vision.”

“Yeah, it is, or so I’ve heard. I’ve been looking forward to it. Come on, let’s go see the pup. We have to be quiet — we do not want to wake him.”

I take Bronte’s hand, pulling her down the hall to the daytime nursery. We spend most of our life down here on this level of the house, so often put Van to bed down here, before transferring him upstairs to the room next to ours when we’re ready for bed.

“I think we lucked out with him,” I whisper, pushing the door open and gesturing for Bronte to step inside. “He’s a really heavy sleeper. From what I’ve heard, the next one we have is the opposite.”

“He’s so gorgeous,” Bronte whispers, tears already forming in her eyes as she peers at Van in his crib. “I want to touch him.”

“Go on. On his back. You should be fine.” He’s a side sleeper, his cute little face relaxed in slumber.

“He’s just like you.”

“Yeah, he is.” I don’t tell her that he’s an alpha. We were both surprised, and horrified, by that fact when he was born, and I’d been mad at myself at the time, because clearly my future self knew and never warned Bronte. But I’ve had time to think about it and realise that I never want to tell her about anything bad that will happen. I can’t have my mate spending her life anticipating disasters and awful moments; it would eat her alive. I want these visits to be something she finds magical. I want her to still be able to live her life in the moment as much as she can, not wait around for a future moment to occur.

“Let’s go back to the living room,” I whisper in her ear.

She sucks in a deep breath. “Okay.”
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Bronte finishes the last of her glass of red, and sets it down on the coffee table. “What now?”

I get up, offering her my hand, pulling her to her feet. I’m done with waiting, and I can tell she’s ready. I spin her around, until her back is flush with my front.

“What are you going to do to me?” she asks.

Her heart is racing, and her nipples are stiff peaks beneath her shirt. I grind my dick against the curve of her ass and cup her breasts, pinching and kneading until she’s breathing heavily. “Nothing that you don’t want me to do.” I kiss her neck. “Do you want it?” I grind against her again, making sure she knows exactly what it is.

“Yes.” She arches her back, reaching behind herself to thread her hand in my hair. “I want you to tell me what we do,” she whispers breathily. “I want you to describe it to me, the way I described it to you. Then I want to do it.”

Fuck.

“You’re going to suck on my cock until I come down your throat,” I tell her, remembering all the things Bronte told me. “I’m going to suck on your tits and then fuck you with my tongue until you squirt on my face.”

She’s so fucking wet; I can tell from the smell of her arousal alone.

“Then I’m going to fuck you hard, and knot you. Twice.” I bite at her earlobe, her neck, her shoulder, and she whimpers when I pull the edge of her shirt aside to suck at her mating scar.

“You wanna know the best part?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“You’re going to take off that little pregnancy suppression spell you’ve put around yourself. Ask your wolf to confirm it. No protection, no more pussy ward,” I growl. “My wife and I have already discussed it.”

She gives a shaky little laugh. I’d love to know what her wolf is saying right now.

I press my lips to her ear, growling low. “I’m gonna fucking breed you.”
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Northland, Aotearoa New Zealand, January 2001

I’m snacking on strawberries in the kitchen, listening to the children play outside and thinking about one of the early visions I had, where I met Ellie here long before we ever purchased this holiday home, when West wanders in, shirtless and damp from the pool, squeezing my ass before wrapping his big arms around me.

“You smell like chlorine,” I say, wrinkling my nose, but I still lean back into him, allowing him to take some of my weight. My back has been aching, and I’m ready to put my feet up.

“Sorry, I’ll go shower in a minute.” He kisses my neck, rubbing his hand over my pregnant bump. Baby number three popped much earlier than the first two, and I swear I already look eight months pregnant when I’m only six months along. It’s made me nervous that I’m carrying another alpha, but West has assured me that that, at least, is truly impossible. There are only ever one or two alphas per pack at any given time, and fate and magic never allow for more.

Still, I even went as far as digging out my old textbook on shifters, just to check what that had to say about it. West had caught me reading over the notes last month before we flew out here, and I think if I weren’t currently an emotional pregnant lady he would have teased me much more about it. Instead he’d made only one mumbled comment about me “studying pack structure,” giving me a look to check that I was listening to his remark.

I’m biting into another sweet strawberry when we hear a particularly loud screech from outside, making us both wince. It’s Ellie. It’s always Ellie when it’s that loud.

“I don’t know how the fuck such a small child can be so fucking noisy,” West complains.

“She’s human, she doesn’t have ears like wolves,” I say. “Her tolerance level is much higher.”

“The screeching drives me fucking insane.”

I pat his arm in sympathy. “Amaia is coming by in an hour to take them all ’til at least nine tonight — she called just before.” We travel with a nanny — our current one is a middle-aged orc woman who loves the privileges of working for a household that lives the glamour-free life behind closed doors — but she had to go back to the States early due to a family emergency, so I’ve been swapping playdates with Amaia, Ellie’s mom, in order to get West and I some time alone.

“Good. I’ll go shower before she gets here.”

I step out onto the large deck, taking a seat on one of our big daybeds, and watch as the kids continue with their water fight across the back lawn. I love it here. I love the warm summer weather, the smell of the ocean, and the placement of this house atop a cliff at the end of the bay. I get to fall asleep to the sound of waves crashing below each night, and it’s as if I’m back on Lykia.

My pups have barely seen the First — we’re still not truly welcome there — but coming here for six or seven weeks each year means they get to have the experiences I had as a child. Running outside to go swimming in the ocean that’s on your doorstep, playing on the beach... it’s important to me that they do these things, and I’m grateful that West understands that.

He also knows that coming here is a break for me, a chance to exist away from the sometimes-stifling life as the pack alpha’s mate. I never feel judged by our pack for being a werewolf, but that doesn’t mean I’m not aware of what I am and what I’m not when existing in these shifter spaces. I know West never feels relaxed when we’re on Lykia — he’s always in full alpha mode, looking over his shoulders, ready to shift at any second — so we both know what it’s like.

When we come here to New Zealand, we carve out time for ourselves where we can just be. West and I can be a couple without the weight of various wolfish expectations, and the kids can be themselves — both werewolf and shifter, without doing the mental check of which culture do I follow right now?

West joins me on the daybed after his shower, cuddling close. I take his hand, pressing it into the spot where the baby — another boy — was just kicking. “He might move again,” I tell him. “He’s been disco dancing in there all day.”

“Hmm. I hope he gives you a break tonight.”

“Somehow I doubt it,” I mutter, leaning further into my husband. I’m exhausted — this little one likes to kick all night — and under the warm afternoon sun I feel myself quickly growing drowsy. “Are we going to stay here, or portal back home?” I ask him, yawning around the end of my sentence.

“Stay here,” he says. “I don’t want you wasting your energy unnecessarily.”

It’s my magic that truly enables us to live here for two months of the year, despite the fact that West’s pack is on the other side of the world. While we have to fly into New Zealand on an aircraft — with West’s company, we’re too famous these days to get away with using portal magic to jump around the planet — I do open up a portal for West every few days, aligning it with the timezone back home, sending him through to the redwoods so that he can satisfy his need to stay connected to the pack.

I yawn again, readjusting myself on the furniture so that I’m resting on my side, my head on West’s lap, a small outdoor cushion tucked under my baby bump, a second in the small of my back, and a third between my knees. West’s fingers run through my scalp in a repetitive motion while he pushes love at me through the bond, and at some point I fall asleep.

I hear voices before I fully wake. West’s deep tone, explaining to someone that “the baby kicks every time she lays down for bed,” and the sympathetic noises the other person makes in reply.

Amaia.

“Kia ora Van, Lacey. Come on kids, grab your things, you’re coming back to ours. We’ll give your mum and dad a break for a few hours, eh?”

“Can we bring our GameBoys?”

“Ae, you can bring them. But we’re only using them after tea, okay? First we’re gonna play on the beach — the tide’s out so the paddling pool is there.”

“Yay!”

“Thank you for doing this,” West says, and I crack my eyes open, watching him chat to my friend. There’s very few people I trust with my children, but Amaia, a down-to-Earth Māori woman, is one of them.

“No problem,” she tells West now. “Thank you for having Ellie all day.”

I watch both Van and Lacey sprint past me, heading inside, returning a moment later with their GameBoys and a handful of other toys stuffed in a beach bucket. “Have fun, darlings,” I say quietly, and both of them turn around, surprised that I’m even awake. I blow them each a kiss, and sweet little Lacey blows one back. Ellie is already standing by her mother, waiting to go. I smile as I watch her crouch down, her blonde hair blowing in her face as she stares at something on the lawn. She’s obsessed with bugs and plants, and always seems to spot the tiny details.

“Be good for Amaia,” I say quietly.

“We will,” Van replies. I believe him. He’ll be nine in three weeks, and he’s already so responsible.

It’s because he’s an alpha.

I don’t know where the time has gone, and I want to slow it down. Four more years. That’s what we have, before his first shift. Before his wolf fully awakens, and with it the animosity between the two alphas in this family.

Lacey is already across the lawn, chatting away to Ellie, but Van hesitates.

“Are you okay, Mom?”

“Just sleepy. You go have fun. I love you baby,” I tell him.

“I love you too, Mom.” He heads off, pausing halfway across the lawn, before sprinting back towards West.

My mate crouches, catching our son with ease as Van barrels into him. Van’s “I love you, Dad,” is muffled in his father’s shirt as West squeezes him tight.

“I love you too, Son. Never forget that. I always will, no matter what happens.”

When Amaia and the kids are gone, West turns around to find me crying quietly.

“It’s just the pregnancy hormones.”

“Of course,” he says gently, and it’s obvious he doesn’t believe me. He carries me inside, laying me down on top of the bed. He’s always the big spoon now that my belly is in the way, and I sigh as he tucks himself behind me.

It’s at that moment, right as I’m ready to sleep again, that I feel the falling sensation that hasn’t hit me in so long. “West!” I often suppress it these days, but something is telling me that this one is important.

“Go,” West says. “I’ll be here when you w —”

I’m on a vineyard. I’ve been here before in my visions, enough times now to recognise the place, and the view across the water. Auckland City.

I walk across the wooden deck. It’s empty apart from a single table, where two near-identical men sit together in comfortable silence, each sipping a beer. If it weren’t for West’s grey hair they’d be twins. West turns his head sharply, and I know he’s realised that I’m not from here. “Sweetheart,” he says, patting his knee. “Come join us.”

I let him pull me onto his lap, his body strong and solid beneath mine, and smile at Van. He’s out of glamour — we all are — and I know from other visions that this is a permanent thing — at some point, the universal glamour disappears, thousands of years of hiding from humans undone for good.

Knowing what I know of my future as the High Witch, it makes me nervous, though I know that this is exactly what West has been hoping for his whole life.

“What have you two been up to?” I ask. Van shrugs, and it’s such a West gesture that it makes me grin. “Not much,” he says, but I’m only half listening, focusing on his appearance. He has smile lines around his eyes and mouth, and a smattering of grey hair at his temples. He’s in his early forties, then. “— and then Dad said that you two were going to do further renovations on the Wānaka house. If you need a place to stay when things get noisy, I’ve got the property down there. You’re welcome to use it.”

I have no idea what Van is talking about, but thankfully West does. “That sounds good. You’re happy, right, Bronte?”

“Yes, I’m happy.” I have no idea what I’m supposed to be happy for, but I am happy to see these two alphas sitting together, chatting away with no indication of any animosity between them. I smile at West and he grins back, sharp canines and all. He’s just as handsome as the day I first met him in a vision, his face simply more weathered now. I bite my lip as he pulls me further onto his lap, the hard bar of his cock a welcome presence under the curve of my ass.

“You two aren’t subtle at all, just so you know,” Van says, taking a swig of his beer. “On that note, I’m heading in for the night. I’ll see you both in the morning.“

“Enjoy the long trek home,” West jokes.

“Yeah, it’s such a hike. Don’t know how I’m gonna make it down the hill,” Van retorts, nodding down said hill to the house at the base of the sloping vineyard. From this angle I can just see the corner of the wooden deck that wraps around the back. That’s where I was standing when I first met Van, mere hours before I conceived him.

Fate is the strangest, most wonderful thing.

West and I watch our son walk home in silence. I sigh as he kisses my cheek, and when he whispers, “So what’s going on in your world right now?” I grin.

I twist in his lap so that I can stare at his face and look into the depths of those gold eyes.

“I’m pregnant.”

“How far along?”

“Six months. It’s another boy,”

“Ah.” His lips turn up in a self-satisfied smile.

“What?” I ask nervously.

“Wait ’til you see this one, that’s all. If you think Evander looks like me… the next boy has my hair colour, too.”

“I should have known. I’m always cloning you.”

He lifts his hand to my hair, stroking it back from my forehead. “You gave all of our children your heart, Bronte. They may look like me, but all their best features are from you.”

I don’t have the words to reply to a statement like that, so I kiss him softly, though it quickly deepens until I’m breathless. I think it’s almost deliberate.

“Are you avoiding telling me about the future?” I ask as he kisses my neck.

“Never.”

“I think you are. I want to know more about how the High Witch can be sitting here in the Second right now.”

West’s eyes crinkle in the corners as he smirks, chuckling to himself. He knows what I’m talking about. “I don’t think it’s very ethical for me to give you all the answers now, Bronte.”

“When have you ever cared about ethics?!”

His laugh is just the same, just as deep and rich, and my heart will always feel as if it’s about to burst with the amount of love I have for this man. He lifts his hand to my face, wiping away my tears of joy with a calloused thumb. “When it comes to you, sweetheart, I care about everything. You know that.”

“Am I happy? At least tell me that.”

West hums, kissing my neck, gently pulling back the collar of my shirt to reveal the scar on my shoulder. He kisses me there, over the mark of his bite, lighting my body aflame with a single touch. “You should ask yourself,” he whispers, a soft murmur in my ear. “Your wolf always knows. Are you happy, Bronte?”

He’s right. My wolf always knows the bigger picture, even when I don’t.

Am I happy?

I can hear teenagers playing in the distance, the male voices not yet deep enough to be full-grown men. There’s a splashing sound that I recognise immediately as the pop of a water balloon, followed by a feminine shriek, and lots of laughter. “I’m going to get you, Rowan!” a teen girl calls, her voice echoing over the hills.

“Love to see you try!” That boy has a Kiwi accent, the sound of it instantly recognisable. He’s definitely a wolf, though, his growls loud.

I hear multiple sets of feet running on the grass, the growl of a she-wolf, and another splashing pop. “Ah, fuck! Damn it, Jen!”

“You deserve it!”

I don’t know these pups, but something in my soul tells me they’re mine somehow. They must be grandchildren.

Am I happy? I ask my wolf.

Bittersweet morphs into a burst of pure joy. Yes, she answers. All of our family are together now. All is right in the world.

“What does your wolf say?” West asks.

“That I’m happy.”

“Good. So am I.” He holds me tight, face pressed to my neck as he whispers, “It’s going to work out, Bronte. Everything will be right in the end.”

It’s the last thing I hear before I’m falling again, back into myself.

When I open my eyes we’re in the bedroom in Northland again.

“Where did you go this time?” West asks, pulling me closer.

“To you,” I reply, loving the feel of his arms around me. “I always go to you.”

THE END

(For now)

Bronte and West will be back! Swipe to the very end of the book to see further (possibly spoiler?) details.
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Thank you for reading Howl!
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If you want to read about Van and Ellie’s relationship, A Wolf in the Garden is available on Amazon and KU. Just be aware that is is a monster romance; Van is a wolf shifter and a werewolf, and Ellie loves Van in his werewolf form, if you catch my drift.

A Breath of Fresh Air is a spicy paranormal romance novella about Amaia (Ellie’s mum) and a wolf shifter MMC.

If you want a free read, I have written about Van and Ellie’s wedding from their perspective (plus the honeymoon!) in what is technically a bonus epilogue to A Wolf in the Garden, called Tying the Knot: A Van and Ellie Short. It is sweet, spicy, and a bit of fun.
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It is free to download, and you will be added to my mailing list (you can unsubscribe at any time). You can find the link on my carrd: https://allegrahall.carrd.co/

If you want access to monthly bonus content including exclusive SFW and NSFW art, behind the scenes updates, and exclusive deleted scenes and short stories, you can join my Patreon. The link can be found through my carrd.
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ALSO BY ALLEGRA HALL


A Wolf in the Garden

A Breath of Fresh Air

A Ride with a Dragon (our Dec 30 2024)

Bronte and West appear in:

A Wolf in the Garden

Tying the Knot (free via my carrd)

A Breath of Fresh Air

Lost and Found: novella version (currently published in Monsters in Love Vol. 6)

and will be appearing in:

A Ride with a Dragon

The Orc and the Moon

Lost and Found

A Wolf Across Realms

Bronte and West will return as leads alongside Van and Ellie in the two-part conclusion to the Lost Moon: Unravelling Monsters Series:

The Revenge of Wolves

and

The Fae Among Wolves
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