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The Witch’s Forbidden Wolf

The Lonely Tavern

Book Six

Prophecies! Who writes this stuff?

A prophecy is the reason she’s been estranged from her coven.

A prophecy is the reason she’s been stranded on a faraway island for five years.

And Tamsin suspects a prophecy is the reason she’s wound up in this strange tavern with someone trying to kill her…again.

5 years ago, wolf shifter Mason was sent to kill his mate.

He didn’t. Obviously.

But his entire pack thinks he did. And his mate thinks he intended to.

But that couldn’t be farther from the truth. The only reason he volunteered for the job was to make sure that she could get away. Far away.

At first, she haunted his dreams, and the only way to keep himself sane was to close himself to her, to fate.

That is, until tonight.

Tonight the dream returned, and so did she.

And of course, it’s all happening in that weird tavern downtown.

Now she’s back all hell’s going to break loose when his pack alpha, his father, learns the truth of that fateful night. That Mason betrayed his pack and everything he believed in.

All because of some damn prophecy.

Who even writes these things?


Chapter One – Mason

The stars shone brightly overhead and glimmered across the dark surface of the ocean as she stared out into the night. Her skin prickled, her hair standing up at the profound sense of longing that swept over her, a strong wave of…no, it was something else approaching, something…

She dove to the side as a bolt of energy laced through the air, turning the sand where she had been standing to glass with the sound of rumbling thunder. Before she was even to her feet, she muttered a spell of protection, just as the surrounding beach lit up as a ball of fire engulfed the air around her. Even through the shimmering air of her shield, she could feel the heat.

As the flash faded, she swept her hand in front of her, calling for the sand to shift and become fluid. She heard a frustrated grunt as the robed shape of her assailant sank to their waist on the beach, the heavy silver chain they wore around their neck shining in the moonlight.

She turned and fled, every inch she put between her and the attacker hard won as her feet sank into the soft sand. Up ahead, she could see the shape of the old shipwreck she had called home for some time now.

Filled with wards and charms, it would keep her safe, at least for long enough to come up with a plan.

She heard a rush of wind behind her. Whoever was after her had freed themselves and was hurtling through the air on magical winds.

She was close to her hidden entrance, but she wouldn’t make it before the stranger was upon her.

She slid to a stop and spun about, casting her hands forward as she whispered a soothing rhyme to the air, stilling it and halting the figure’s momentum.

Instead of a controlled landing, they fell the remaining distance, colliding with her, sending them both tumbling over and over until they crashed through the driftwood door of her hideout.

She shoved the figure off and gawked as she looked around. Instead of the dim, cramped inside of her hideout, she stood in a well-lit, positively cozy space, filled with the aroma of fresh breads and beers. Rafters adorned with cluttered shelves hung overhead, and old weapons were displayed on the walls.

Her gaze returned to the dark-robed figure as they extended a hand and a bright beam of energy shot forth, hitting her square in the chest.

Can’t breathe! Mason sucked in the cool night air, but his lungs refused to inflate. Rolling out of bed, he hit the floor, ready to shift and take down his attacker as he gasped.

There’s no one here, his wolf assured him. We’re alone.

Mason pushed out his senses. His wolf was right. There was no one there. At least not in his apartment. Pushing further, he could sense the other people in the building, all asleep aside from the older guy in the apartment below, who never seemed to find the need to sleep.

He would have been Mason’s first guess if someone were to break into his apartment. He’d been sure the guy was a vampire, considering his odd behavior. However, when Mason had crossed paths with him in the hallway, the guy had looked and smelled like a living, breathing person, despite his pale appearance.

Mason slowly straightened up, wiping the sweat from his brow as he scanned over the monotone colors of his dark apartment before he closed his eyes and buried his face in his hands as he fought the rising flood of emotions threatening to surge through him. He could not let them take control. Not again.

Think. Clearly. That was what he needed to do.

It hadn’t been him that was being attacked. No. It was a dream.

No, his wolf said, it was the dream.

The dream.

He hadn’t dreamed that dream for years. Not since…

It normally faded quickly, leaving him with an unsettled feeling, but this time, the vision was burned into his mind. Each image was bright and almost too real.

An ache, soul-deep and relentless, pulsed within him, reminding him of the one he had lost. The pain was as familiar as it was unwelcome, a ghost that refused to fade no matter how much time passed.

His wolf stirred restlessly inside him. So why now?

Mason straightened and sat down on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands as he tugged at the tendrils of the dream, gathering the pieces together. The sand... The sky. A hideout in an old shipwreck. A warm, cozy room that smelled like beer. It was familiar. It was…

The tavern! His wolf howled. At the end of the dream. The Lonely Tavern.

Mason sprang to his feet. Of course! Of all the places he might find an answer, of course, it would be that strange tavern filled with nothing but questions and mysteries. He hastily pulled on a shirt and some jeans then shoved on his boots. All the while, his mind raced at a thousand miles an hour, even as he tried to stay centered.

The dream was always intense, but this was different. It had been so vivid, so real, he could almost feel the magic flowing through his veins.

Which was ridiculous, since there was not an ounce of magic in him.

Apart from me, his wolf said. Are we not born of magic?

That is a question for another time, Mason said as he grabbed his well-worn jacket, the one that had seen countless miles and just as many moons, and headed for the door.

The cool night air filled his lungs as he sucked it in, searching for a scent.

Her scent.

None. He tugged the collar of his jacket higher and slunk into the shadows, his senses alert for anything, anyone. Down every alleyway, around every corner, he could almost see the dark figure from the dream, but the streets were deserted.

He pushed on; the tavern was across town. A strange building that had appeared out of nowhere one day, shoehorning itself in between other houses and shops, twisting itself to fit.

Out of place. Much like him.

How could we not have seen it? his wolf said as the urgency inside Mason propelled him forward into a jog.

Because we have tried to bury that dream, just like we have tried to bury all memories of…her.

And yet she had still haunted him. She was there in everything he did, everywhere he went. A shadow. A loss.

He was close now. Close enough that if she had been there, he would have sensed her as he ran across the cobbled streets of Wishing Moon Bay.

But he had to keep going. Until he had checked out the tavern, he would not rest.

He could still feel the force of that last blow radiating out from his chest.

A thought struck him, one that was as painful and terrible as the bolt of energy from the dream.

What if she was dead?

She’s not dead, his wolf said levelly. We would know if she were.

Would we? They had been telling themselves that since she’d gone. Taking comfort in the idea that if she had passed from this world, then they would know.

Then they could grieve and mourn and perhaps move on. Instead, they had been stuck in limbo.

Was limbo about to end?

Mason entered the alleyway. There was the peculiar building stuffed between the brick and mortar of the faceless buildings on either side. He slowed his pace, creeping toward the tavern stealthily, unseen and unheard, as he had been taught so long ago.

These were the skills he’d honed for decades.

But there was no one there.

Perhaps it was only a dream, after all, his wolf told him.

Well, we’ve come this far. I’m not going back home until I’ve at least checked inside.

He reached the door and looked up at the sign swinging in the light breeze that swept in with the tide. The Lonely Tavern. A strange name for a strange place.

Steeling himself for whatever he might find inside, he raised his hand to open the door.

He tensed as it swung open before his fingers made contact with the aged metal handle.

A trap? his wolf asked.

Then let’s spring it! Mason rushed inside.

The tavern, as always, was pleasant. The air was comfortably warm; the lights had been dimmed just enough to not startle the eyes of someone stepping in from the dark night. The whole place was quiet and empty, save for the scraping sound of furniture being moved.

His eyes fell on Morwenna, the tavern owner, complete with her curly mane of gray hair and black dress adorned with jingling charms. Her head popped around the side of a large armchair she had been moving.

“Morwenna,” Mason murmured, his gaze fixed on the old, peculiar witch. “A little late for rearranging furniture.”

Morwenna glanced at the long grandfather clock behind the bar that never seemed to keep the right time. “And you are a little early...for whatever you are here for.”

“I’m sorry, I could not wait until the tavern opened,” Mason replied as he stepped farther into the tavern. “It was…urgent.”

“Well, in that case, you can give me a hand.” Morwenna let go of the chair. “I could use a big ol’ hunk of a wolf shifter right about now.”

“...right.”

Why does it feel like she’s up to something? His wolf eyed her with his usual suspicion.

Because she definitely is.

“The furniture.” She gestured at the heavy chair. “Consider it an apology.”

“For what?” Mason asked.

“You never know when you might need one saved up. Now, move this, please. Preferably at a minimum of ten feet in that direction.” She pointed toward the low burning hearth.

Mason let his arms hang by his side, most of the tension in his body leaving as he looked around at the calm interior, void of any dangerous mages or…her. “Sure.”

He felt like a fool, barging in here expecting a fight, when instead he had been roped into midnight redecorating.

If you don’t ask her what she’s doing, she won’t ask you, his wolf said.

I wasn’t planning on it; I think whatever her reasons, I’d rather not know. Mason watched Morwenna for a moment before he moved forward.

“Wonderful.” Morwenna stepped back and let Mason lift the chair. “That’s it, this way a bit more. A bit more. A smidge more.” She walked backward, beckoning him forward. “Woah, stop!”

Mason paused, watching Brushworth, the seemingly sentient, floating broom, sweep past him.

Morwenna put her hands on her hips. “That damned brush always seems to know just where you’re going to be putting your feet well enough to always be under them. Okay, just a few more steps and…just there is fine.”

Mason placed the chair down next to where several stools and benches were cluttered together, already having been put to one side.

“The tavern not open tomorrow?” he asked. “Or is there some sort of event?”

“Oh, there’s going to be an event all right.” Morwenna stepped over to him. He tensed up as she placed her hands on his shoulder and began to turn him back around to the empty space on the floor. “And it’s just that I’m very particular about my furniture.”

Mason opened his mouth to say something as he was turned away from her, but there was a sudden rush of air that whipped his hair back and a crackle of energy and light. Through it, he could just about make a familiar, starry beach, before two people came tumbling out.

The woman got to her feet first, shoving off the other figure dressed in dark robes, but as she went to ready her next spell, she paused, gazing around at the tavern.

Mason felt the air leave his lungs. It had been so long since he had seen her face.

“No!” Mason howled, and the air crackled around him as he leaped forward, shifting midair.

The dark-robed figure leveled a hand at her, the air swirling around it as they gathered their magic, but in the moment it took, Mason’s wolf was already on top of them.

There was a thunderous crack as the bolt of energy shot off, disappearing up into the darkness above the rafters overhead, singing the wolf’s fur. But he didn’t stop. Snarling, Mason bit down on the thick cloth the robed figure wore.

Whoever this is, they won’t escape, Mason said.

His wolf grunted in agreement, but the person beneath them seemed to evaporate, becoming a fine mist that slipped from his jaws, before reappearing a few feet away, already running for the closest exit—the stairs.

They must have moved the wrong way in their panic, with Mason’s wolf blocking their way to the door.

Mason shot forward, chasing the swirling robes as they dashed up the stairs.

“Whoop!” Morwenna waved her hand as Mason leaped halfway up the first flight of stairs, mere inches behind the stranger as they reached the first landing, but as he landed, the stairs folded in on themselves, becoming a slope that he slid all the way down, landing in a pile at the base of the stairs, and at the feet of…Tamsin.


Chapter Two – Tamsin

“You!”

Her pulse thundered in her ears, like the ocean crashing against rocks during a storm, as the wolf got to his feet. Those amber eyes that met hers now had haunted her, taunted her, ever since that night. That night, when they had pierced the darkness as he chased her down.

That night when she had been exiled from her home.

Five years of isolation came flooding back to her, estranged from her friends, her coven, and her family swept over her like the ocean she had stared out at every night for five years.

She took a step back as the air crackled around the wolf, and a man, rippling with muscles beneath disheveled clothes and shaggy hair, replaced the beast.

Mason. The son of the DuskWood alpha. Her mortal enemy.

But she was back now, and she would not give him a chance to hurt her again. With a rush of anger, she summoned her magic, sending a torrent of air through the tavern, which rattled the furniture piled to one side of the room.

“Wait!” The wolf shifter held out his hands to her and for a moment, she saw something in his eyes that confused her. Her magic dissipated as his very presence seemed to knock her off balance.

Understandable since she had not seen another human being since that night, and now she was face to face with the embodiment of that nightmare.

But it all made sense now. The man who attacked her on the beach had somehow opened a portal and brought her here... Wherever here was. In order for Mason, who had made an attempt on her life all those years ago, to have a chance to finish the job.

If that was the case, he had another thing coming.

Tamsin glanced around the room for any other dangers, but there was no one lurking behind the piled-up furniture or the bar to her side. Indeed, the only person in the tavern aside from her and the wolf was an old lady with messy hair.

Tamsin held her arms out, the air shimmering around her as she once again let her magic flow through her. Magic that had grown stronger, fueled by years of resentment as she trained herself, testing the limits of her power in the solitude of exile. Her fingers crackled with energy, ready to unleash a storm upon the man who had wronged her so deeply.

Mason slowly lowered his hands, a pleading look in his eyes. “Tamsin,” he began, his voice soft and trembling, “I know…”

“You know nothing,” she spat. “I have been preparing for the day we would meet again, wolf.”

“Oookay.” The old woman stepped in between them. The charms that covered her dress tinkled together as she moved. “I’ve been working on my conflict resolution skills lately, and I’ve found that taking a deep breath before vaporizing someone with magic really clears my head.” She placed a hand on her diaphragm. “And a deep breath in.” She inhaled deeply, and then exhaled slowly, “And out.”

Tamsin’s eyes narrowed, and she moved to step past the woman. She would not be distracted by this old witch.

“And in,” the witch said more forcefully, her eyes snapped open and fixed on Tamsin.

“What the…” Tamsin’s lungs filled gently with air.

“And…out.”

As the air rushed from her lungs, she fought to hold on to her magic, which threatened to dissipate as her rage began to subside.

“And in.” The witch turned her attention to the wolf shifter, who nodded and inhaled. “And out.” Satisfied, she broke into a smile. “There, isn’t that better? And not a stick of precious furniture has been broken.”

“Furniture?” Tamsin asked. “I haven’t even seen a stick of furniture for five years, thanks to this...” Her lip curled up as she sneered. “Wolf.”

“I see. Now, I believe that furniture is very important to one’s wellbeing. I, for one, could not go on without mine.” The witch cast a shrewd glance at the wolf shifter. “Why don’t you two sit down and talk this through? Perhaps if you were the cause for this fine lady to live without furniture for five years, you might consider buying her an etagere?”

“Talk it through?” Tamsin asked incredulously. “There is nothing to talk through. This wolf tried to kill me. And now he and his pack sent that thug to bring me here so he can finish the job.”

“No!” Mason shook his head, and there was something desperate in his tone and the way he looked at her that made her pause.

Magic. That old witch was using some kind of spell to make Tamsin drop her defenses. She was in on it!

Damn, she must have gotten rusty over these last few years. Before she left, she’d have sensed a witch about to cast a spell, no matter how subtle they had been, and would have countered it.

But five years on an island with no one to talk to but the trees and the ocean had weakened her, not physically or magically, but mentally. She was tired, and she couldn’t read people the way she could before. She needed to get out of here; she needed sanctuary.

She needed her coven and her friends.

People who would protect her. People like her friend and fellow coven witch, Sophie, who had been the one to allow her to escape, or the vampire Valaky, who shared her love of dusty old books, and had been the one to help her discover a copy of the original.

“Why don’t I make us all some nice hot cocoa?” the witch asked. “I’m Morwenna, by the way, and this fine establishment is The Lonely Tavern.” Morwenna looked from Tamsin to the wolf shifter and sighed, her congenial tone slipping as she asked, “And you are?”

“Leaving!” Tamsin backed away toward the door, but when she reached for the door handle, it refused to budge.

“Interesting,” Morwenna murmured.

“Unlock it!” Tamsin demanded. “Or I will blast it from its hinges.”

“I’d like to see you try,” Morwenna snorted, then shook her head as Tamsin braced herself to hit the door with an explosive spell. “What I mean is, the door has proven time and time again its resistance to both magic and begging. So all your spell will do is damage...” She eyed the tables and chairs stacked in the corner. “The furniture.”

“The furniture you were stacking out of the way when I arrived,” came a low, gravelly voice.

“It speaks!” Tamsin said. Indeed, he spoke with a warm tone that promised safety, security, comfort... She had been alone for too long. Yes. That was the only reasonable explanation for why his voice was so…alluring.

“Well, it was hard to get a word in edgeways with you both...” He was cut off by a look from Morwenna.

“I am working hard here to diffuse what is obviously a contentious situation. You both barge into my tavern in the dead of night without a by your leave. Did I ask you to come here? Do you have an invitation?” Morwenna put her hands on her hips.

“No,” the wolf mumbled.

“Exactly.” Morwenna nodded. “However, the Hexes and Hugs book I’ve been reading suggests that we should not take all transgressions personally.”

“I’m more than happy to leave if you open the door,” Tamsin said, keeping her tone even and what she hoped was friendly. This witch seemed to be a little on edge. But then, she had every right to be since Tamsin had emerged from nowhere unannounced. Or did she? “Wait, what do you mean she was stacking the furniture?”

“When I arrived...”

“Unannounced and uninvited,” Morwenna chipped in.

“When I arrived unannounced and uninvited.” Mason cast a sideways glance at Morwenna before turning his attention back to Tamsin. “Morwenna was stacking the furniture out of the way, to the side of the room. A strange thing to be doing in the dead of night.”

“I don’t sleep well.” Morwenna crossed her arms and looked away. “And I thought the Feng Shui was a little off.”

“And she just happened to be moving the furniture away from where you and your friend portaled in from,” he finished.

“My friend?” Tamsin crossed her arms. “He was attacking me. Just as you were attacking me once before. Remember? Or is your wolf brain the size of a goldfish...”

“My point,” he interrupted with a growl, “is that I don’t believe it is a coincidence. I do not believe you were unexpected.”

“Morwenna?” Tamsin’s magic simmered beneath the surface.

“Ah.” Morwenna waggled her finger at the wolf shifter. “I see what you are doing here.”

“You do?” Tamsin asked because she sure wished someone would explain it to her.

“Yes. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. A classic negotiation measure.” Morwenna nodded and then shrugged. “Sure, I knew you were coming. I planned the whole thing. Now, since you two are now friends, I suggest you leave. Together.”

“The door won’t open,” Tamsin reminded her.

“But have you tried leaving together?” Morwenna asked as if she were talking to a child. “That often works.”

“Do you really think I am going anywhere with him?” Tamsin snarled.

Morwenna threw up her hands. “What is it with you wolves and witches always feuding and finding trouble over nothing? I don’t know what kind of lover’s tiff the two of you have had in the past…”

“What kind of lover’s tiff?” Tamsin said incredulously.

“She’s deflecting,” Mason cut in quickly. “She knows something.”

Tamsin stiffened as something clattered behind the bar. “Who’s back there?”

“There’s no one else here,” the wolf shifter said, but he bristled as the sound of something dragging across the floor reached them.

“You’ve set us up.” Tamsin reached for the door once more, but it still did not open. She tugged it harder, but it refused to budge even though there was no visible lock or bolt.

“I have done no such thing,” Morwenna said as a broom came around the corner of the bar, brushing the floor as if held by some invisible creature. “It’s just Brushworth.”

“Brushworth.” Tamsin backed away as the brush came toward her, sweeping the already clean floor. “You named the brush?”

“I didn’t name him, that’s just his name. He likes to keep things spick and span. Don’t you, Brushworth?” Morwenna asked fondly. “Even at this hour, you’re ready to sweep up the riffraff.”

Tamsin half-expected the brush to answer. But it did not. Instead, it kept on sweeping as it made its way closer to the wolf shifter.

“Youch,” the shifter said as the broom knocked into his ankles. He reached out for the broom handle, but it dodged out of his way as it kept on brushing against his ankles, shepherding him toward Tamsin. “Hey, watch it.”

So this was the plan. Fool her into letting the wolf get close. Well, that was not going to happen. He had failed to kill her once before, and he was going to fail again.

“Oh, Brushworth, you’re a much better bouncer than that soppy dragon shifter of a bartender.” Morwenna waved a hand over her shoulder as she turned toward the bar. “Maybe you two should come back when the bar’s open.”

“Stop!” Mason tried to dodge around the broom, but it was surprisingly agile. “What about the person who ran upstairs? I’ve got to find them!”

“Trust me, if they’ve gone upstairs there’ll be no finding them, and no finding you if you followed.”

“Don’t come any closer!” Tamsin prepared to cast a spell once again, but as the brush ushered the shifter toward her, the door suddenly flung open, and with one final sweep, followed by a strong gust of wind, Tamsin fell out of the tavern, landing sprawled in the cobbled alleyway outside.

The wolf nimbly kept his balance as he, too, was swept into the alleyway. Then the tavern door slammed shut with a determined thud.

Tamsin scrambled to her feet and looked around, muttering a protection spell as her eyes landed on the man who had tried to kill her.

“It’s okay. Relax,” he said with his hands outstretched, as if trying to calm the situation. As if that could save him from her wrath.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t turn you into a rug,” she spat. “Or something more conventional, like a toad or newt.”

“Because…of what Morwenna said. And the tavern has a reputation for...” he replied, glancing up.

She followed his gaze to the sign above the door.

The Lonely Tavern.

“For…?” she asked against her better judgment. Everything inside her was screaming to either fight or run.

“For bringing people together. The door would not open for you. And you heard what Morwenna said about us needing to leave together,” he said. “It’s been said that this place is an agent of fate.”

Tamsin snorted. “An agent of fate? This place? I find that hard to believe. Perhaps even harder than to believe that you don’t mean me harm. Wasn’t it fate, or rather prophecy, that left me in exile for five years?”

“You’re not wrong,” Mason admitted.

“And that prophecy states quite clearly that your pack and my coven are mortal enemies. A point you obviously believed when you broke into my apartment and chased me through the woods.”

“That was before…”

“And that makes it all all right then, does it?” she asked, her anger brewing once more.

“I—”

“I don’t want to hear it.” Tamsin raised her hand to shut him up. “I think, now that we have left the tavern…”

“Together,” he said with emphasis. “Don’t you think that means something?”

“Yes. Morwenna didn’t want me to break her precious furniture when I zapped you.” The magic built within her, fueled by her growing anger and resentment.

“Is that what you really want?” He took a step back, his arms outstretched. “Then do it.”

The temptation was real. She’d dreamed of taking revenge on this wolf every day since she’d been stranded alone on a faraway island. And that had been a lot of days.

But now she was face to face with him. Now she looked him in the eye...

She couldn’t do it.

Frustration flowed through her. Had she grown so weak during her time alone?

No. It was not weakness that stayed her hand. It was the need for answers.

This shifter had been driven to kill her because of some stupid prophecy.

This prophecy that had whipped everyone up into a frenzy when the signs had appeared. Signs that no one knew were important until Tamsin herself had found the ancient text outlining them along with Valaky, vampire and long-standing ally to the coven, and Tamsin.

She would love nothing more than answers. Answers as to who wrote the prophecy, and why it had chosen her.

And more importantly, how to avoid causing the prophesied events—the end of the coven and the pack—to come to pass, since staying away until the fated time was no longer an option.

But for now, she needed to seek advice from her coven elder. A wise woman who she trusted above all others. Who, although she hadn’t seen her when she fled, must have been instrumental in her escape. Who would know what she must do next.


Chapter Three – Mason

“You’re not worth it!” Tamsin turned and walked away from the tavern. And from him.

She has no idea that we are mates. His wolf hung his head in sorrow. She can’t feel it like we do.

No, she does not. To her, we are only the person who tried to kill her, Mason replied. The person responsible for her being stuck on her own for five years.

So she thinks, his wolf said. Perhaps it’s time you set her straight on that.

No, Mason said. Not yet. We need to be careful what we say to her. We can’t let her, or anyone else, know that we are mates. It will only make things worse. The prophecy says that the union of a wolf from the DuskWood Pack and a witch from the DawnLight Coven will bring about the fall of both, and maybe even worse. We don’t want to kick the hornet’s nest anymore.

Humpff, his wolf grumbled.

What? Mason did not like the tone of his wolf’s humpff. It usually meant trouble.

I am sure that the tavern knows we are mates. And the witch, Morwenna, his wolf added. Us not telling Tamsin may do more harm than good.

The tavern? Mason chewed it over for a moment. Maybe…we’ve heard the rumors as much as anyone else. But Morwenna? How could she know?

The same way she knew Tamsin and that other guy were about to appear out of nowhere. Do you think it’s a coincidence that she was in there, moving the furniture out of the way right before Tamsin appeared? his wolf asked.

No, of course not… Then he paused. But how could she have known? Mason asked as he strode after his mate, who seemed to be heading somewhere with a purpose. He was sure she didn’t want him to follow, but he was going to anyway.

I don’t know, but there’s something that she’s not letting on, his wolf said. Maybe the tavern brought us and Tamsin here tonight because it knows we’re mates.

Even if that was the case, why now? Mason did not like the idea of being a pawn to the prophecy once more.

I don’t know…there must be a reason. What about Kengar, the orc who was picked up from some distant land in a time of need just to meet Nyara? his wolf mused. Perhaps Tamsin needs us. We did just save her life thanks to the tavern, after all.

Not that I’m sure she sees it that way. Mason gritted his teeth. The thought of how she might think about them had kept him awake on many a night, and now to see the anger she held toward him made him all the angrier at their circumstance. It’s no matter now, though.

“What are you doing?” Tamsin swung around and confronted him, her eyes ablaze.

Damn if she wasn’t the most incredible thing he had ever laid eyes on. How had he managed to ignore their connection for years? And then managed to bury his feelings for her when she disappeared? He only realized now as he looked at her under the dim streetlights how dull and lifeless the world had felt without her in his life.

Because if we hadn’t, we’d have gone insane, his wolf reminded him.

“I’m coming with you,” Mason said in answer to his mate’s question.

“No, you are not.” She put her hands on her hips and thrust her chin forward. “You are going wherever wolves go. And I am going...somewhere else.”

He could understand her trepidation, her anger toward him, but she had no idea how much danger she was now in. For now, no one else knew Tamsin was back. But soon, word would spread and danger would rear its head once again.

Tamsin might not be the only one in danger, his wolf grumbled. Once word of her return gets out...

I know. Mason could only imagine the wrath of his father when he found out his son had lied to him. He doubted Lyril would care that Mason had only betrayed the pack because Tamsin was his mate.

“I...” Before he finished his sentence, a rope snaked out from a nearby doorway and curled around his foot. With a jerk, it hoisted him up into the air and wrapped itself around a sign for Cobblestone Cobblers, leaving him dangling upside down.

Tamsin stared at him for a moment, and he was certain he saw hesitation in her eyes before she turned away, leaving him swinging in the breeze.

“Hey!” he called after her, but she ran on without a backward glance. “You don’t know…” But she was already out of sight and out of earshot.

If I had to guess, his wolf said, I’d say she doesn’t like us much.

Humpff, Mason grunted as he swung back and forth, reaching for the end of the sign so he could hoist himself up. As he worked, he kept his shifter senses trained on his mate as she headed toward the outskirts of town.

I think we both know where she’s going, his wolf said.

And we both know it’s not safe for her out there. Mason doubled his efforts to free himself. His mate’s life depended on it.

The sign for the cobblers creaked and groaned under his weight as he swung harder and harder, reaching his arm up to grab the sign, but the rope was slightly too long, so he couldn’t reach the sign when he lifted his arms. Finally, after several frustrated minutes, he managed to get hold of the rope around his feet.

If the DawnLight Coven knows Tamsin is back in Wishing Moon Bay, they might be looking for her. His wolf’s tone was urgent.

We can’t let them find her.

Nor can we let them find us like this. His wolf closed his eyes and focused. I can’t sense anything right now, but there’s no telling when they will turn up, riding on their broomsticks or however those witches get around these days,

I’m going as fast as I can!

Mason climbed hand over hand up the rope toward the sign for the shop, his body beginning to cramp up from both the strain and the awkward way he had to bunch his body up as he finally grabbed hold of the cold metal that he had been tied to.

He didn’t pause for a breath or to rest his aching muscles. Instead, he hooked one arm around the sign, and with the other worked at the knot, but no matter how much he tugged and pulled, it would not loosen.

She’s good, Mason said. We didn’t even have time to react, and I can’t undo this.

We’re going to have to. And fast. She’s already so far away. His wolf paused. Let me try.

All right.

Mason shifted. For a moment he hoped that the rope would not be tight enough to hold his wolf, but he felt it tighten as his leg was replaced by the lithe leg of his wolf, who had both of his paws hooked around the shop sign to keep them up.

He sank his fangs into the rope and quickly gnawed through the fibers. Before they knew it, they were once again shifting as they fell through the air, and Mason landed heavily on his feet, shaking off what was left of the rope.

Now let’s find her.

As he straightened up from the cobbled street, he paused and pushed out his senses. Searching, not for his mate, but for anyone who might be out there.

Like our father, his wolf said.

If he finds her before we do, there is no telling what will happen, Mason said. Even more so than if her coven finds her first.

But how will he know? His wolf raised his head and sniffed the night air. She has only just arrived. Surely only us and Morwenna know she is in town.

I don’t know, Mason said. But he sure does have a knack for knowing things he should not.

Like how he learned our mate was the one mentioned in the prophecy, Mason’s wolf said mournfully. He never did explain who told him.

Yes. There were plenty of things about that night that bothered Mason. But he’d never pushed for answers in case he raised Lyril’s suspicions.

But maybe it was a conversation he needed to have with his father. First, however, he needed to make certain Tamsin was safe. Mason took off at a jog, his feet echoing through the empty streets as he followed his mate’s scent that lingered tantalizingly in the air.

It would be dawn in a couple of hours. He needed to get Tamsin somewhere safe, out of sight before then.

And how do you propose to convince her to go anywhere with us? his wolf asked. She’s obviously not very keen on us, and for good reason.

And likes to remind us at every opportunity, Mason replied dryly as he ran down the main street. Every one of the occasional headlights that passed him made his hackles rise. Every driver could be a coven or pack member, someone who would recognize Tamsin, or Mason, and ask him what he was doing running about town in the middle of the night.

She does, doesn’t she? His wolf chuckled, despite the seriousness of the hunt to track their mate.

Her scent was becoming stronger as the houses thinned out and the street became wider. She was moving fast, but he was faster. And by the time he reached the edge of town, he didn’t need to track her anymore. He had suspected her next move, but now he knew exactly where she was going.

The ancient oak tree that had stood in the silver glade for almost as long as the DuskWood Pack had warred with the DawnLight Coven. Perhaps war was too strong a word. But ever since that damn prophecy was written, they had been at odds with each other—in other words, time immemorial. The warning contained in the prophecy passed down from generation to generation that one day a witch from the coven and a wolf from the pack would come together and somehow bring about the end of both. Although, the exact details had been a little murky until Tamsin found a lost scroll that set out the prophecy in black and white.

And in some way, sealed her own doom.

Who says it’s even true? Mason asked shortly.

Are you willing to risk everything to find out? his wolf asked.

And the alternative? Mason asked.

Is not worth contemplating, his wolf replied as they shifted.

They left the glimmering street lights behind them as they loped over open ground toward the forest. It was dark beneath that thick canopy during the lightest days, and so at night, it would be all but impossible to navigate, unless you knew the way. And despite the relationship being tense between his pack and the coven for as long as history remembered it, all pups were taught the way to reach the glade, hidden within the dense forest.

What if The Lonely Tavern brought Tamsin back to Wishing Moon Bay and lured us there just so the prophecy could be fulfilled? Mason asked as he closed the distance between him and his mate.

So, you do believe the tavern knows we’re mates? his wolf asked.

Maybe not the tavern itself, Mason replied. But the witch, Morwenna. You must have felt it, too.

Her magic? his wolf asked.

We have lived our whole lives in Wishing Moon Bay. We have witnessed all kinds of magic. We’ve felt it flow through the air, through the very fabric of all living things...

But we have never felt anything so ancient as Morwenna’s magic, his wolf finished.

Yeah. It’s not even just when she casts spells. There’s just this aura around her, around the tavern, Mason said. And then when she does use her magic—

To save her furniture, his wolf chuckled.

It’s not funny, Mason replied.

No, but I believe that although Morwenna knew something was coming, I don’t think she knew what was coming, his wolf said.

You don’t think she knows about the impending prophecy? Mason asked as they neared the edge of the forest, a great wall of trunks and low branches.

She either doesn’t know or doesn’t care, his wolf said as they slipped between the giant trees, along the hidden passage known only to a few.

And yet she insisted we leave together, with our mate. Even though us and Tamsin being together is the very thing that could destroy...

He stiffened. There, up ahead. He could sense Tamsin as she headed for the ancient oak, but he could sense someone else, too.

Someone who knows Tamsin is back in town? his wolf asked, his hackles rising.

We never did find out what exactly happened to her after that night, Mason said.

Or who was responsible, his wolf said.

Although they had their suspicions.

There had been another witch there, a young witch who went by the name of Sophie, but there had also been something, or someone else. They hadn’t sensed them, but there had been a scent on the air. The aroma of old flowers, that had once been sweet, but had been held onto too long and started to sour.

But it wasn’t Sophie, or whoever he’d scented that fateful night who was waiting for Tamsin at the ancient oak tonight. No, the person they could sense was powerful and all too familiar and set his hackles on their ends.

Mason raced on, picking up his pace as he leaped over thick gnarled roots and slipped between gaps in the trees. He needed to make sure she was safe. He needed to hear what was said.

Tamsin was close now, nearing the edge of the glade, just up ahead.

But then he sensed she had stopped.

Mason slowed, his senses on full alert. Had she sensed danger?

Had she sensed him?

He moved, making sure he stayed downwind of her.

There she was. He caught a glimpse of her through the trees, hunkered down, staring at something ahead. Toward the glade.

Voices. He crept closer, keeping low as he circled around the glade to get a look at who was there.

And what he saw froze the blood in his veins.

The leader of the DawnLight Coven. Guinevere Gwilym. Talking to none other than the alpha of the DuskWood Pack. Lyril, his father.

How had he not he sensed Lyril? He knew his father well enough to sense him from this short distance, surely.

Mason narrowed his eyes, squinting into the dim light from magical stones hanging from the colossal boughs of the old oak tree in the center of the moss-covered glade. There was something odd about the figure of his father. He was slightly transparent, as if born of smoke, drifting lazily in the air from the burning incense at the base of the tree.

A communication spell, his wolf said with distaste. He’s not really here.

What could he possibly want to talk with Guinevere Gwilym about? He has always maintained that there was to be nothing by animosity between us. Mason kept low as they stalked just a little closer through the thick undergrowth. If they could not sense their father, he would not be able to sense them, and so he allowed himself to focus on their words.

And the topic of that conversation?

Tamsin. More precisely, Tamsin’s return to Wishing Moon Bay.

And their need to kill her.


Chapter Four – Tamsin

Tears misted her eyes, but she didn’t need clear vision to see the path ahead. It had been so long since she had set foot in this sacred place, yet every leaf, every shadow, felt as familiar as a cherished memory. The pull of deep-rooted magic seemed to rise from the very earth beneath her feet, a grounding force that connected her to the land, the past, and the future all at once.

Deep, powerful... Ancient.

Her thoughts were momentarily drawn away from her destination and back to The Lonely Tavern. And the witch Morwenna.

Now that was ancient magic. Even though her brief visit had been a whirlwind, Tamsin had sensed it in the very fabric of the building, and in Morwenna herself.

Were they responsible for the sudden and unexpected attack? If not the attack, then certainly they were involved in Tamsin’s return to Wishing Moon Bay. It had reached out across an incredible distance, somehow knowing where she was, and pulled her back.

But why? They must have come to Wishing Moon Bay during her time away, as she had never heard of either the tavern or the owner. And so that was the question that swirled around and around in her head, ceaseless, unanswered.

Maybe unanswerable. What forces were in play here, she had no clue. But not for the first time, she felt like a pawn in a game of ancient beings. And she didn’t much like being anyone’s pawn.

She looked up at the thick canopy overhead. The paling night sky was just barely visible in slivers through the dark leaves, but even so, she caught glimpses of the moon and Venus, bright in the sky. Harbingers of her doom.

In another couple of hours, they would have faded as dawn broke over the town. But just because she couldn’t see them, didn’t mean she couldn’t feel them.

Their presence had marred the otherwise pristine night sky for her, a stark reminder of the prophecy and her role in it, aligning with one another and, for some unknowable reason, her with them.

Damn it! If only that interfering tavern had left her on her isolated island for another few days, this whole thing would be over and she would be able to return home from her isolation. That had been Sophie’s plan. Keep her out of Wishing Moon Bay until the passing of the conjunction, when Venus and the moon aligned, and then figure it out from there, hoping that after the time of the prophecy had passed, she would be able to return to her normal life.

Return to her estranged coven.

How she had missed them. Longing gripped her heart as memories of them flooded back—the coven rituals, sharing tea and spells, the time spent poring over old books in the reliquary—a bittersweet ache that she struggled to contain. She swallowed her emotions and tried to squash down her sense of abandonment. Yet their weight pressed down on her, suffocating in its intensity.

In all those years, she’d been so utterly alone.

For her own safety. And that of the coven, she reminded herself. Even so, the thought left a bitter sting.

But she was back now. They would help her, they would protect her. They would figure this out. She didn’t even want to be the end of the coven, after all.

All she had to do was not fall in love with a wolf shifter from the pack. How hard could that be? She despised all of them and they all despised her, after all.

Her attention was pulled back to the ancient oak. There was someone there. She could sense them, feel their magic, unlike when she had been unable to feel Morwenna casting spells.

It was as if, after all, her years spent away from other people had amplified her senses. Just as all sounds must seem louder to someone who has lived in silence for a long time, she was more attuned to the essence of magic that swirled around her, within her, and within others.

Like that wolf shifter. She snorted. He had a primal magic that had nothing to do with casting spells!

As soon as the thought of him intruded on her thoughts, she cleared her mind and took in a deep breath to calm her nerves. Perhaps Morwenna had been right about that, at least. She needed to keep calm and grounded. After all, a lot had happened to her in the last couple of hours, and if she were going to circumvent that damn prophecy, she needed to keep a clear head.

“And in through the nose,” Tamsin murmured as she inhaled. “And out through the mouth.” She let out a long exhale, then repeated the process.

Once she had centered herself, she pushed forward through the last cluster of trees and peered out into the softly lit glade at the heart of the wood. Her breath caught in her throat. There was someone there, just as she had hoped.

Guinevere Gwilym. The leader of the DawnLight Coven was standing beneath the wide branches of the ancient oak.

Tamsin stumbled forward, a sob erupting from deep within her, filled with the longing to see a familiar face, to feel the comforting arms of her coven leader wrapped around her. She had been starved of human contact while she was away and now she craved it, craved to be part of her coven once more, to feel their love and know their loyalty was unbreakable.

“She’s back!” The normally soothing voice of Guinevere Gwilym, the coven leader, was harsh and displeased.

Tamsin dropped down behind a fallen tree, out of sight.

Guinevere could only be talking about one thing.

Tamsin’s return.

The thought cut her deeply.

“What?” a male voice demanded.

“Tamsin Connelly is back in Wishing Moon Bay,” Guinevere replied.

“But she’s dead,” the male voice stated.

“So you said,” Guinevere snapped. “But you are wrong, it seems.”

“No,” the man replied firmly.

“Yes,” Guinevere insisted. “Whoever you sent to kill her botched the job and didn’t bother to tell you.”

“Impossible.” Anger rose in the man’s voice.

“I can assure you, it’s the truth,” Guinevere said. “She has returned here. Just now. Just in time for the prophecy to happen as it was foretold.”

She knew. She knew all about the attempt on Tamsin’s life. Worse, she knew, and she went along with it.

Tamsin covered her mouth as her stomach churned and her head span. She’d been so certain her coven leader had been the one who had orchestrated her disappearance to keep her safe.

But now it seemed it had been Sophie who had acted alone, who had helped her escape.

She sank to the ground as the conversation continued.

“But have you seen her?” the man asked. Tamsin was certain she recognized his voice but hadn’t gotten a good look at him. She had her suspicions. If this was the man who had sent Mason to kill her, it was Lyril. Pack leader of the DuskWood Pack. And Mason’s father. “Is it possible this is just some rumor? You know how these things can be when a prophecy is looming.”

“I don’t have to see her to know she is back,” Guinevere replied tartly. “I can feel her presence in Wishing Moon Bay.”

“It’s a pity you didn’t feel her presence before,” the man grumbled. “There is so little time to take care of her now.”

Take care of her. Tamsin could not comprehend what she was hearing. The betrayal ran much deeper than she could ever have imagined.

But what about Sophie? On her return to the coven, Tamsin had hoped to thank her friend for saving her. But what if Guinevere didn’t know it was Sophie who had helped her? What if she did…

Tamsin would have to be very careful not to put her friend in danger if she wasn’t already.

Tamsin’s stomach lurched. What if she was too late?

No. Until now, Lyril and Guinevere had believed that Mason killed Tamsin. So no one knew about Sophie’s part in the events that unfolded that night.

And that’s the way it needed to stay.

“And it’s a pity you didn’t choose someone more trustworthy for the task,” Guinevere countered, but then her voice softened. “This arguing does us no good.”

“You’re right.” The man’s voice had an edge to it still, but he sounded like a father placating a child.

Tamsin had never seen her coven leader as weak. Until now.

Not weak in magic. But weak in spirit.

“When can I see you?” Guinevere asked and there was a pleading tone to her voice that Tamsin had never heard before. It seemed things had changed a good deal while she had been away.

“You are seeing me now,” the man replied.

“In person,” Guinevere answered. “We need to figure this out together. We need to deal with Tamsin together. Or it will be the ruin of us all. I…I can still hear the whispers when I sleep. They’ve been quiet until now, but they remind me so often how devastating it will be for everyone if Tamsin lives, let alone if she unites with a wolf from your pack.”

“We will deal with it,” the man said. “I have sworn to protect my pack, and I will not fail them. The DuskWood Pack will endure forever.”

“As will the DawnLight Coven,” Guinevere Gwilym said ostentatiously.

Tamsin let go of her sense of betrayal and it was replaced by something else. Something more.

Anger.

Familiar anger. Though at someone she never thought she would feel it toward.

The DuskWood Pack and the DawnLight Coven had been sworn enemies for generations. So how come their leaders were working together to seal Tamsin’s demise?

How had that happened? And what else might have changed while she had been away?

Tamsin crawled forward, needing to see her coven leader one last time with her own eyes. To see the truth.

She kept low. Needing to see but not be seen.

If her coven leader attacked her, Tamsin wasn’t sure she could defend herself and survive. Guinevere had always been such a powerful witch. It was how she’d stayed in control of the coven for so long.

Peeking her head up, she caught sight of Guinevere’s robes, with their runic trimmed in gold thread trailing behind her as she paced over the moss-covered ground. This was the woman she had looked up to for so long. The woman she had aspired to be.

This was the woman who had betrayed her.

With the alpha of the DuskWood Pack, who had sent his son to kill her.

Wait.

A thought struck her.

They both thought she was dead.

Which meant Mason had lied to his father. Could he really be on her side? Of course not. He must have lied to his father when he realized he had failed so that his father wouldn’t think he was a complete loser, unworthy of leading the pack.

Yeah, that had to be the reason. Mason had failed to kill her and when she disappeared, he’d lied and said he had carried out his pack leader’s orders. And he’d kept on lying ever since.

Tamsin slunk back into the shadows. The pack leader wasn’t here in the sacred grove, he was elsewhere, only visible as a projection.

That explained why he couldn’t sense her.

She backed away slowly, making no sound as she put some distance between her and her coven leader. Guinevere had said that she had felt Tamsin’s presence when she returned. Was it possible she’d be able to feel her presence now?

“You need to deal with this,” Lyril told Guinevere, his booming voice easily audible, and Tamsin paused.

“I can’t,” Guinevere said. So, perhaps Guinevere had had time to consider her actions and realized that killing one of her own coven was breaking a sacred law.

“She’ll come to you,” Lyril said. “She trusts you.”

“No,” Guinevere replied. “She has been gone for so long. She will be on edge. Suspicious.”

“My dearest,” Lyril said. “You have to be strong. You have to be brave. The future—our future—depends on it. You know the prophecy better than anyone. Tamsin must die.”

“How am I supposed to find her if she doesn’t come to me?” Guinevere asked.

“With this.”

Damn it, she could not see what this was.

“A brooch,” Guinevere said.

“It was given to me as proof that she was dead,” Lyril replied.

Her brooch. It was a brooch worn by all the members of the DawnLight Coven as a symbol of belonging. Sophie had taken it from her just before she opened the portal that would take Tamsin to safety. How had the brooch ended up in Lyril’s hands as proof she was dead? Was Sophie all right?

“I will do the spell,” Guinevere said. “But her death must be by the hand, or claw, of the DuskWood Pack. As it is written.”

“I do not recall that was written,” Lyril questioned.

“As you said, I know the prophecy better than anyone, and it is my interpretation that the DuskWood Pack must be the ones to deal with her.”

“We do it together,” Lyril replied. “I will come to you with the brooch. You cast the spell. I will help you hunt her and then I will plunge a knife into her heart before the celestial conjunction destroys us all.”

Great.

She sighed as she turned and crawled away. Once she was a safe distance, she straightened up.

And walked straight into something solid.

Wolf!

She summoned her magic, ready to strike as she jumped back from the imposing figure of Mason. He was barely visible under the cover of darkness, but she just knew it was him. “Come to finish the job?”

Mason stepped away from her. “No. Things aren’t the way you think they are.”

“Really? I find that quite hard to believe.” Every fiber of her being hummed with magic, but she just couldn’t bring herself to release it at him. Why was she holding off again?

“Wait. Think about it.” Mason held up his hands and took another step back.

Oh my goodness, was this wolf really going to try to use logic on her after he already tried to kill her once?

“You heard what they said, right?” He nodded toward the ancient oak.

“I did. And I assume you now mean to finish the job to save face with the pack.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re his son, after all.”

“If you mean the leader of the DuskWood Pack, then yes.” He shifted uncomfortably at the admission.

“Who sent you to ‘take care of me,’ right?” she replied.

“Yes, he sent me to kill you,” Mason began. “But I didn’t actually do it.”

“Obviously.” She rolled her eyes at him.

Was this wolf shifter dropped on his head at birth?

“I let you get away,” he insisted.

“Oh, please. You did no such thing.” She shook her head. “Admit it. I got away.”

“Because I let you,” he said matter-of-factly. She was sure he believed it even though it was simply not the truth.

“And now, what?” she asked. “You’re here to save me?”

“Yes.” He nodded solemnly.

“I don’t need saving by you, thanks.” She tried to sidestep him, but he blocked her way.

“You heard what they said. You’re not safe here.” Mason pointed toward the ancient oak.

“You mean because of what your father, your alpha, your pack leader, said?” she asked.

“Woah,” he hissed, keeping his voice low. “Don’t you put the blame for this solely on my pack. That was your precious, sanctimonious coven leader out there, too. And unless my hearing is defective, she wants you dead as much as my alpha.”

“She was just going along with it,” Tamsin said as a reflex even though she didn’t believe it.

“That did not sound like just ‘going along with it,’” Mason scoffed. “That sounded as if they were going to work together and track you down. And then...”

He didn’t finish the sentence.

“I can handle myself,” she told him as she raised her hand, but she didn’t summon her magic, instead she reached to push him aside. But before her hand came into contact with his shoulder, he moved out of her way.

“Listen, Tamsin,” he said as he followed behind her. “I am the only person you can trust right now.”

“If that is supposed to make me feel better, it doesn’t,” she told him as she headed...where?

Where was she supposed to go? When she left the tavern, she’d assumed she would find sanctuary with her coven until the conjunction had passed and the power of the prophecy was lost.

“Let me keep you safe,” he insisted.

“In what world do you think I will ever trust you?” she hissed as she stomped through the forest.

“In the one where I go and get the brooch so that they cannot cast the location spell,” he replied.

“You would do that?” She whirled around to face him.

“Yes.”

She nodded. What choice did she have? It wasn’t as if things could get any worse.

Could they?


Chapter Five – Mason

We’re in trouble, his wolf said as they hiked their way back to town. He kept looking over his shoulder as they walked, smelling the air and pushing out his senses. It felt like nowhere was safe—the wolves ruled the wilderness on the outskirts of town, and the coven lived all over town. He wasn’t sure if there was anywhere in Wishing Moon Bay that they could hide right now.

Yep, Mason agreed.

So, what is the plan? his wolf asked.

I don’t have one, not yet, Mason replied. But I’m open to suggestions.

I’ll let you know when I have one that won’t end up with us being taken down by our father, if you can figure out how to avoid being caught by the coven. His wolf shuddered at the thought.

If only we hadn’t given him the brooch as proof that we killed Tamsin. Mason’s thoughts drifted back to the moment he handed over the brooch to his father. How his father had closed his hand around it, a look of victory on his face.

At the time, it had been the only way to convince his father that he had done what was needed. How would he have guessed it would have come back to bite him in the ass?

Yeah, because who would have guessed that our father was in league with Guinevere Gwilym? His wolf snarled as he spoke the name. Aren’t we supposed to be mortal enemies? Wasn’t that the whole point of the prophecy, and part of the reason we could never be with Tamsin?

Mason clenched his jaw. His father’s betrayal went deeper than that. Lyril was a shifter. He’d had a mate. Mason’s mom. How could he move on and forge a relationship with another woman, let alone Guinevere? His anger bubbled beneath the surface and he was ready to lash out.

“Hey, wolf,” his mate said, and he jerked his head up and glanced at her over his shoulder.

“Mason. My name is Mason,” he replied.

“I know what your name is,” Tamsin said. “And I know who you are.”

“You had a question?” he asked, in no mood for banter.

“Yes.” She hurried to catch up with him as he lengthened his stride. “I thought you were going to go and get the brooch, to save me.”

“That’s what I said,” he replied.

“Okay, I know I have been away from Wishing Moon Bay for a while, but unless your pack has moved location, they are that way.” She pointed over her shoulder, back toward the forest.

“You would be right,” Mason said. “They still live in the valley that has been our ancestral home for centuries.”

“So why aren’t you going that way?” she asked, then she stopped and planted her feet hip-width apart in the dirt. “And why are you walking so damn fast?”

Mason swung around to face her. “To answer your first question, I need to get to my apartment and grab a few things. To answer your second question, I’m walking so damn fast because my father has just learned that I betrayed him and my pack. Do you know what that means?”

“That you are going to have daddy issues real soon.”

We have had daddy issues since the day we were born, his wolf grumbled.

“It means that he is going to send someone to come find me. If he hasn’t already. And if they find me, then they find you.” Mason ran a hand through his hair and then stared at the ground.

“All the more reason we should split up,” Tamsin said.

“No,” he snapped. “We stay together.” There was no way he was going to let her out of his sight again until he’d found her some place safe to hide.

Even then, it would be a struggle to walk away.

“I can look after myself,” she insisted. “And if we split up, we become two targets instead of one.”

“And where do you intend to go?” Mason asked, and then instantly regretted it as her expression faltered.

That was harsh. Tamsin has no doubt spent a long time wishing and hoping to be back with her coven. To find out she can no longer trust them must cut deep, his wolf said.

“Please,” Mason said, his tone softer. “I have a plan.”

You do? his wolf asked.

I do, Mason replied.

“I know where you will be safe,” Mason told her. “But we need to move fast. We need to get in and out of town under the cover of darkness because that means there is less chance of being seen. It’s not just the pack we have to worry about. If anyone you know sees you, word will travel fast. We don’t want that.”

“Then go. I’ll wait here.” She met his gaze and looked deep into his eyes, reading, assessing. It was unnerving. “Out of sight beneath the trees.”

“It’s better if we stick together.”

“Better for who?”

She’s got us there, his wolf replied.

You are enjoying this far too much, Mason replied.

Are you kidding? his wolf answered. If you take away the fact that we are in mortal danger, this is the best day. Our mate is here. Right in front of us. Within arm’s reach.

And that would be great if you took away the fact that she hates us, and probably wishes us dead, Mason replied.

You could tell her we are mates, his wolf prompted.

And she will still want us dead, since if we die, then the prophecy will die with us, Mason reminded his wolf. That’s what Father and Guinevere think, anyway.

Mason sighed. On that fateful night, that had been his Plan B. To reveal himself as Tamsin’s mate and offer himself up to the DawnLight Coven as a sacrifice.

But events had unfolded beyond his control, and before he had a chance to do that, Tamsin had been spirited away by a now ex-member of the DawnLight Coven, Sophie. Someone he thought he would need to protect to hide the location his mate had been sent to. But she really was a social butterfly, and had plenty of powerful friends, as well as being a proficient witch in her own right.

“You need me, don’t you?” Tamsin had no idea how true her words were.

“You’re a powerful witch,” Mason said. “So, after we leave my apartment, I need you to cover our trail. There’s a cabin I know of where no one would think to look.”

You are making this up as you go along, his wolf said.

I am, but that doesn’t make it a lie, Mason answered.

“Cover our trail to a secret cabin.” Her eyes narrowed as she continued to stare at him in the unnerving way of hers. “So, why are we standing around here? I don’t want to get caught, do you?”

He smothered a smile as she marched toward him and he turned on his heel and carried on down the winding trail toward the gleaming lights of the town, his senses pushed out to their limit as he searched for danger.

The only danger that’s close right now is our mate, his wolf said, a little too happily. By the way she looks at you, she would not take much persuading to smite you.

Us, Mason reminded his wolf.

No, no, no, his wolf said. I was the one very much against the idea of even pretending to attack her.

Yeah, I’m sure she’ll buy that one, Mason said dryly.

“Keep close,” he said the words over his shoulder as they reached a ridgeline that ran around this side of the town, marking one boundary of his pack’s territory. The trail would cut down through it and across the increasingly well used roads that led to town.

She stopped beside him, still keeping some distance between them, which hurt him to see.

They belonged together. She should know she could trust him with her life. But he could not risk exposing the truth. Not yet.

Mason forced himself to tear his mind from his mate and focus on the situation at hand. He was torn between wanting to move quickly, and wanting to make sure Tamsin was safe. He took in the scent of the air around him—the smell of grass, a herd of deer not too far away, and the faint smell of sea salt. Nothing suspicious.

He nodded at her, and they both made their way down the steep section of the trail and across the road below them, and into the long grass on the other side. He kept low and alert, as if he were hunting, even though they were the hunted.

There is no one close by, his wolf assured him.

That changed as they approached town. He began to sense the townsfolk. There were so many that it was hard to focus on each and every one of them and tell if there was anyone he recognized, but the vast majority seemed to be asleep in their houses. Thankfully, it was the early hours of the morning. There was still plenty of time before daybreak, so he was confident that they would remain unseen, or at least confident that he would tell if they were being followed.

Once the town got busy, his senses would become overloaded. There would be no way to pick out individual threats. He picked up the pace, a sense of urgency growing inside of him. One Tamsin must have picked up on since she matched his pace, without complaint, even though she had to half jog to keep up with him.

However, as they passed by the first few streets of houses and began working their way through alleyways, he could sense people in the streets.

No doubt going about their work. Some legitimate work. Others, not so legitimate.

He’d often wandered the streets in those first days, weeks, and months after she’d gone from his life, torn from his senses. In those times of wanderings, he learned about the secret underbelly of Wishing Moon Bay, the side of the town most inhabitants never saw.

Smugglers, thieves, secret assignments...

He’d seen it all, while remaining unseen.

He’d even witnessed that tavern disappear, only to return hours later and slot itself into place between two other buildings where it did not quite fit.

He’d often wondered why it chose that particular spot. It could go anywhere in the town, anywhere in the world, so why stay there?

As he’d pondered this, he’d developed an odd affinity with the tavern. Because he too did not fit and yet he chose to always remain.

Because we want to change things, his wolf said, referring to the DuskWood Pack, of which he was the true heir. However, after what his father had learned this night, he might have been disinherited.

Or banished, his wolf replied.

Mason did not relish the idea of exile. But for his mate, it was a price he was willing to pay.

“How much farther?” Tamsin asked as they hurried along cobblestone streets, heading deeper into town.

“Not much,” he hissed in reply.

She sounds tired, his wolf said.

She has had a surprisingly eventful night, Mason said as he ducked left down an alleyway and then took the first right before taking another left. Then he stopped, peering out from a narrow alleyway to check if it was clear.

“Don’t you have shifter senses?” Tamsin whispered from close behind him.

“I do,” he replied. “But you can’t be too careful. Witches and all.”

“You give us too much credit,” she replied. “It’s not easy to get around a shifter’s senses.”

“All the same...” Confident the route was clear, he stepped out onto the street and headed for a squat building, split into six apartments. It was a far cry from the wild packlands he grew up in, but it was home for now.

Without pause, he opened the front door and pushed past it into the wide hallway. He headed for the stairs and took them two at a time, swiftly climbing toward his floor, but paused as the distance between him and his mate grew.

Once she reached him at the first-floor landing, he carried on up, his senses stretched thin. Everyone seemed to be at home, where they should be, quietly sleeping and unaware of the events that were transpiring. All except for that curious old man in the apartment beneath him. Mason could feel him moving around. As he passed his apartment, he could hear his light footsteps as he paced back and forth.

He stopped, slowly approaching the door.

“Okay?” Her voice was barely a whisper, but her eyes carried her concern.

“Fine,” he answered and continued his ascent. He reached the second floor and strode to his apartment door, key in hand. Without pause, he inserted the key, unlocked it, and slipped inside, with Tamsin close behind him like a second shadow.

Only when the door was closed and locked behind him did he exhale deeply and let go of the tension he’d been carrying since they had entered town.

Not that they were safe here. But they were safer than out on the streets, thanks to a protection spell he’d paid a witch to cast on his apartment on the day he moved in.

“Hungry?” he asked.

She nodded.

“There’s food in the fridge. Help yourself while I grab what we need.” He nodded toward the kitchen on the one side of the living area, while he darted for the bedroom.

He kept his senses locked on her as he went to his closet and pulled out his bug out bag. It had everything they needed to survive where they were going.

Unless his pack tracked him.

Or unless he failed in his attempt to get the brooch from his father before he gave it to Guinevere Gwilym.

He dumped the pack on the bed and opened the flaps. He checked the contents regularly as a matter of routine. Perhaps he always knew, at some point, this day would come.

A quick glance told him everything was in order, and he didn’t have time to take everything out and repack. Instead, he went back to his closet and grabbed another backpack. Into this he stuffed a selection of warm clothes, which should fit his mate along with a thick jacket. After adding a couple of new toothbrushes and some other toiletries, he glanced around his bedroom to check if he’d missed anything they might need.

His gaze rested on the bed. As desire threaded through his veins, he wished things had been different. That he’d met his mate under different circumstances, and that their only concern was how many children they planned to have.

Not whether they would live long enough to mate.

Move, his wolf told him, and he did.

Mason carried the packs in his hands as he went out into the living area and placed them down next to the apartment door. “We shouldn’t wait too long to leave.”

“Pity, this is good,” she said, forking spaghetti and meatballs into her mouth.

“Thanks.” A small smile appeared on his lips. It was the first nice thing she’d said to him.

And maybe the last if we don’t get moving, his wolf said. We do have a brooch to steal.

She prodded at her food with her fork as she spoke. “I haven’t eaten anything but fish and plants and berries I could forage since...” She looked at him. “That night.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Are you?” Tamsin studied him closely, and then forked up the last of the food from her bowl and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “Let’s go.”

Mason nodded and headed for the door. He paused, listening before he opened it and stepped outside into the hallway. He went to the stair rail and looked out. There was no one lying in wait for them.

Back in the apartment, he grabbed the packs and lifted one on each shoulder.

“I’ll take one.” She held out her hand.

“I can manage,” he replied.

“Not if you have to fight, or we have to run,” she said. “I’m guessing our survival kind of depends on what’s in those packs and if you have to drop them, then we’re in trouble, so hand one over.”

He passed her the lightest pack containing the clothes and helped her put it on her back and adjust the straps. When he was sure it was secure, he nodded, and she gave him a half smile.

Taking that as a sign she was good to go, he headed down the stairs, his senses pushed to their limit.

They should be here by now, his wolf said.

If he sent anyone, Mason answered.

Why wouldn’t he? his wolf asked.

Because he does not know that we know Tamsin is back in town, Mason said. He thinks he has all the time he needs to decide what he wants to do with us—confront us or cover it all up to save the family name.

Of course, his wolf replied. How could we know? He only knows because Guinevere sensed Tamsin’s return and told him.

Which gives us the upper hand, Mason said. There is a chance that we can continue the ruse and get the brooch without him suspecting us.

Mason reached the ground floor and headed for the door. Time was of the essence. He needed to get Tamsin to safety and then head straight for the ancestral home of the DuskWood Pack.

“Hello!” The guy from the ground-floor apartment was in the street outside.

“Hello.” Mason’s hackles rose. He’d never spoken to the guy before. They had always passed like ships in the night. But now the guy’s pale eyes were full of curiosity, especially when they rested on Tamsin.

“I’m just watering the roses.” The guy held up a blue watering can decorated with flowers. In some ways, it was one of the most disturbing things Mason had ever seen.

“We’re just going for a stroll to enjoy the night,” Mason replied evenly, although the guy gave him the creeps.

“Then I wish us all a very good evening,” the guy said as he whistled a merry tune and took out a pair of pruners and snipped the heads of the fragrant red roses.

With a shudder, Mason cast a look over his shoulder at Tamsin, who seemed undisturbed by the creepy guy. Then he led her into what was left of the night.

And hopefully to safety.

Although, he got the distinct impression Tamsin was more than capable of taking care of herself.


Chapter Six – Tamsin

What was Charles Mellor doing at Mason’s apartment building, watering the roses? One of Valaky’s many devotees. This could be no coincidence that he was here. Had Valaky been keeping an eye on the wolf shifter? She supposed it made sense, given Tamsin’s and Mason’s last encounter. Knowing Valaky, he would have known about Mason’s attempt on her life… Tamsin shuddered. Had Valaky been in on it, too?

No, she refused to believe that. But then she was not confident in her judgement of character right now.

Tamsin stuck close to Mason as they headed away from the building. But as they moved, she could not resist casting a quick glance over her shoulder. Charles Mellor stood in the street, staring after them with his strange, pale eyes. It was surely no coincidence that Charles was living in the same apartment building as Mason.

No coincidence at all.

“Can you cast the spell?” Mason asked.

“Spell?” Tamsin asked. “Oh, the spell to cover our tracks?” She nodded. “Yes.” Magic rushed through her as she muttered the spell under her breath. “Wind, wind, sweep away, all the scent we make this day.”

“That’s it?” he asked.

“What do you want, a parade?” she asked as a light breeze began to blow past them, carrying the pungent aroma of peach with it.

“Yeah. A parade would be just…peachy.” Mason gritted his teeth and strode on, keeping to the shadows as the sky brightened in the distance. Dawn would soon be upon them, and the town would wake from its slumber and people would fill the streets.

She’d missed the hustle and bustle of the busy town. Or so she thought. But now faced with the prospect of being surrounded by people, her stomach churned, and her chest tightened.

A panic attack. She hadn’t had one of those since about six months after she landed on the island and realized she was stuck there whether she wanted to be or not.

The island might have been a safe haven. But it was also her own private prison.

There was something uniquely claustrophobic in staring out at the ocean, knowing that there was no way to leave.

But she quickly realized that if she was not going to go insane, she would have to adapt to this new reality. And so she did. Self-preservation kicked in as her desire to survive took over.

Her chest tightened further as she was transported back to that time in her mind and the feeling of being out of control of her own destiny gripped her. But then Morwenna’s voice filled her head, and she forced herself to inhale deeply and let it out slowly.

One revelation she’d uncovered about herself, or maybe it was a human trait in general. She’d never gotten the chance to ask anyone else because she had seen no one else.

The revelation was this... It was one thing to agree to stay on a desert island of her own free will. It was a different thing entirely to realize the weight of that decision once it had been made.

It was as if the island shrank, as if the ocean and the sky held an unspoken threat. They had more control over her life than she had herself.

She’d grown used to the aloneness over time. Embraced it even. She’d settled into a routine, keeping herself fed and watered while seeking shelter in an old shipwreck that was above even the highest tide line. She dragged driftwood from the shoreline, and logs and fallen branches to her makeshift home, and made it watertight.

Made it safe.

And then she’d begun to practice her craft. And practiced she had, drawing on the elements around her as she dug deep into her emotions to stop them from spiraling out of control. She’d honed every part of her craft, from the summoning of her magic to the weaving of spells.

She taught herself intricate control over the flow of her magic, working the essence to a single silken thread, almost undetectable, before opening herself completely to the elements, acting like a conduit to earth beneath her feet, the wind that whipped her hair, the ocean that sprayed her face and the sun that burned down fierce as an inferno.

“Tamsin.” Mason’s voice was sharp, and she snapped her attention to him before she realized the breeze she had summoned to blow away their scent was growing stronger, rattling the signs that hung above store doors, and blowing a bunch of leaflets advertising a couples competition at The Lonely Tavern, that were dated a month ago, down the street.

“Sorry.” She rolled her shoulders and flexed her fingers as the magic dissipated. “I’m a little...”

A little what? Lost.

“Hey.” Mason took a step toward her, his eyes filled with understanding. “I can’t imagine what the last few years have been like for you.” And from the darkness in his eyes, she suspected he had known his own pain. “And I wish things hadn’t worked out the way they did...”

“You mean you wish you had killed me?” she asked.

“No.” He shook his head and his forehead creased. “I mean, I wish none of this had ever happened, that whoever wrote that dumb prophecy...hadn’t.”

“But if they hadn’t, we would have had no warning about what might happen,” she reminded him. “I’m supposed to unite with a wolf shifter from your pack and end both the pack and coven, remember? Not that I can imagine even being close with one of you mangy wolves.”

“Right.” He pressed his lips together and then looked up at the sky. “We need to get out of town before dawn. It’s easy to stay hidden and for me to sense if we’re in danger without everyone walking around on the streets.”

With that, he turned and strode away, leaving her to jog after him like a little lost puppy.

Still, she had to admit she found his presence comforting. Strange for a man who had tried to kill her.

But there was more to that story, she was sure.

The question foremost in her mind was whether he had let her go to save her, or because he was rebelling against his father.

Maybe it was time to get some answers.

“So, your father,” she began as they left the outskirts of town and headed toward the mountains. Great, that’s all she needed. Another brisk hike through steep terrain.

“My father,” he repeated.

“He’s the leader of the DuskWood Pack,” she began.

“Why don’t you ask me what you really want to know?” he cast a look over his shoulder.

“Did he push you to do it? He’s always seemed very domineering.”

“No.” Mason kept his eyes forward. “I volunteered.”

Tamsin gritted her teeth and stopped. It felt like she was being led on some elaborate goose chase.

“Okay, Mason, that’s enough. I’m not going anywhere with you until I get some answers.”

“It’s just a little farther...” He nodded up ahead. “Then we can talk.”

“I said no,” she ground out. “Every time we’ve ever run into each other, it’s been over some feud over land or power between us and our factions. The last time I saw you, your wolf was chasing me through the forest in the dead of night until Sophie found me and helped me get away, remember?”

He sighed. “I do.”

“So now tell me why I’m following you to some secret hideout outside of town? Tell me why we’re not trying to destroy each other since that’s what we were doing when we last met... Which you just said you volunteered for, and weirder than that, why my coven leader and your pack alpha are working together... Even more than that, it sounded like they might even be lovers!” She threw up her hand. “What the hell happened in the past five years?”

Mason rubbed both hands over his face. “I can’t answer all of those questions. I don’t know what’s been going on between your coven and my pack. It’s as much a surprise to me as it is to you, believe me.”

“You seem to want me to believe a lot of what comes out of your mouth,” Tamsin said.

“Because it’s the truth,” Mason told her.

“So you say,” she snorted.

“Well, if you hadn’t noticed, I’ve distanced myself from them. I thought that would be obvious by the fact I’m living in some cramped apartment and not in my ancestral packlands. But what I can tell you is why I’m trying to help you now. And that is because I wasn’t ever trying to hurt you.” He held up his hand when she opened her mouth to protest. “I know it seemed like I was, but that’s because it had to. I never wanted any of this. I don’t believe lives should be ruled or ruined because of some stupid prophecy. I don’t think there should be any more hurt because of it. All I ever wanted was to keep you safe.”

“Well, that clears up the attack in the middle of the night,” she said sarcastically.

“It had to look like I was trying to kill you. Would you have left town if I, a member of the pack you were a sworn enemy of, showed up and just told you that you were in danger?”

She let her arms hang by her side. “No, I suppose not.”

“No. And so I had to make it convincing. I chased you out of town. And took that brooch you dropped as proof that you were gone after you disappeared. Of which I had no part of. Believe me, that was not part of my plan,” he said, and she believed him. Believed he was trying to do the right thing.

“But why?” She looked up at him.

His eyes searched hers for a moment. And in that moment, she could have sworn she even saw a glimmer of tenderness, and he opened his mouth to say something, but then he stopped, and his steely gaze returned as he stepped away from her. “Because if this silly prophecy is able to bring an end to both the coven and the pack, maybe we shouldn’t be fighting so hard to stop it.”

“Is that really what you believe?” she whispered.

“And you don’t?” he asked.

“My coven was there at the casting of the protection spell.”

“And my pack is older than the protection spell. They were the protectors of the first settlers here.” He sucked in a breath. “But things change. If death is the only answer to stopping the prophecy coming true, then maybe the price is too high.”

“You know, I always thought your father was one of the biggest jerks ever,” she said.

“At least we agree on something,” he said with a forced smile.

“That wasn’t my point,” she said.

“So, what is your point?” he asked.

“That you must follow your mother.”

Pain flickered across his face, and he ducked his head. “We should move on.”

“I’m sorry.” She hurried to catch up with him. “Although it was a compliment.”

“I know.”

She bit her tongue to stop herself from pressing him for more details. It was common knowledge that Mason’s mother had died when he was a child, but the details had been kept quiet. However, Mason’s pain and loss had not diminished with time.

Maybe they were, in fact, more aligned than she could have ever guessed.

“So, this cabin,” Tamsin began. “I’m hoping there’s a hot tub and a sauna.”

Mason chuckled. “There’s a tin bathtub and you’ll have to boil your own water.”

“How about room service? I could really do with that after all the time in the wilderness.”

“No.”

“I thought it was the least you could do since you are the one that sentenced me to frizzy hair brought on by the salty ocean breeze for years.” She placed her hand in her hair and scrunched it up. “I have dreamed of a hot bath, with bubbles, and a rich shampoo that washes away the salt. And conditioner... Oh, how I missed conditioner.”

“And you couldn’t magic those up?” he asked as they crossed a field filled with curious cattle.

She sighed. “No.”

“Then it’s a good thing I packed them in the bug out bag.” He tapped the strap of his pack.

“You did?” She ran to catch up with him. “You are my savior, after all!”

He flashed her a grin. “Told you.”

“And you can cook. You would make great husband material.” She bit her bottom lip. “Do you have a mate?”

He tensed. “Did it look like my apartment had a woman’s touch?”

“She might have been back at the packlands.” Did she sound as obvious to him as she did to herself?

But then it didn’t matter if he had a mate or not. She shouldn’t have any interest in his life.

And anyway, he had shown no sign that she was his mate. Not that she would have guessed they would have been in a million years…but there was always a chance.

They reached the edge of the meadow and climbed over a gate, heading along a trail that led higher into the mountains. Her legs ached and her breathing became more labored as the incline increased. She was not as fit as she used to be. Before she left, she walked these mountains every day, foraging for herbs and fruits and berries, which she made into healing potions.

Her time spent on a poor diet and nothing but time on her hands had not treated her too kindly.

“It’s steep here,” he turned to tell her but did not offer her his hand.

Not so gentleman-like as she thought.

On and on they climbed, her muscles burning as she followed him. He never seemed to slow or tire, effortlessly clambering over ridges and up loose rocks.

“Were you lying when you said not too much farther?” she asked as a steep rocky outcrop rose before them.

“Nope.” He reached for a handhold and hauled himself up. “It’s just up here.”

She sighed and followed him hand over hand, foot over foot, until she looked up and he’d disappeared from view. Spurred on, she climbed until she reached the top of the outcrop.

“Here.” He reached down and grabbed the strap of her pack and hauled her over the edge, where she landed sprawled at his feet.

And there she stayed as she caught her breath. When she could finally move, she raised her head to see a small cabin made from sturdy timber, its door standing invitingly open.

“Are you coming in or are you staying out there all day?” the wolf shifter’s aloof voice called to her. “I’ve checked, and there’s no one here, but if you’re still out there when the sun comes up, there’s a good chance you’ll be seen.”

“I’m coming.” She pushed herself onto her hands and knees and crawled away from the edge of the outcrop.

Wearily, she pulled herself to a standing position using a pine sapling for support. Then she walked to the cabin and went inside. She was too tired to come up with any retort or continue her distrust of her supposed assassin and savior. What a confusing time the past few hours had been.

As she stepped inside, she almost burst into tears. The interior was spartan, but cozy. The air was already warming from the glowing fire in the small hearth. A thick rug and a pair of plain but comfortable looking armchairs faced the stone chimney. It might be a simple hunting lodge, but after living in her makeshift hideout all this time, to Tamsin it might as well have been a luxury hotel.

And there, in the center of it all, was Mason, crouched down by the fire.

“Coffee?” Mason asked as he took a small kettle off a hook over the flames. “It’s nearly ready. The cups are just over there.”

“Coffee.” She collapsed onto the rug. She felt like she was sinking into clouds. “Coffee. I almost forgot those deliciously bitter beans existed.”

“There’s a pail of water here you can heat up.” He nodded toward a large cauldron as he stood up. “And the bath is there.”

“Where did the water come from?” she asked, having learned just how important clean, fresh water was for survival.

“There’s a pump that is fed from a nearby spring,” Mason said as he edged toward the door.

“You’re leaving?” She sat up on the rug.

“I am,” he replied. “As long as no one can follow our scent, you should be safe here for now. The pack very rarely comes to this side of the mountain.” He glanced around the cabin.

“Where are you going?” The urgency was only half-hearted as the smell of the brewing coffee reached her, and she could have almost forgotten Mason was in the room with her.

“Don’t you remember?” he asked. “I have a brooch to fetch.”

As he left the cabin, all she could do was hope that he would return.

Because, despite their past, Mason was okay. For a wolf.


Chapter Seven – Mason

He closed the door behind him and leaned back against it. Walking away from her was going to be one of the hardest things he’d ever done.

If he lost her a second time, he wasn’t sure what he’d do.

We won’t lose her, his wolf said. Unless we fail to get that brooch back and Guinevere Gwilym casts a location spell that brings the wrath of the pack and the coven raining down on us.

You could have simply told me to get on with it, Mason said as he took one step and then two steps away from the cabin.

When have you ever done anything simply? his wolf asked.

Mason chuckled to himself as he forced himself to walk away. His senses were still locked on Tamsin, who was safe in the cabin.

And probably better able to take care of herself than we could, his wolf said.

Did you sense the power building in her back in town? Mason asked.

Was she always that powerful? his wolf asked.

Maybe that is why she is a danger, Mason replied.

Here’s a thought, his wolf said.

One I don’t want to hear? Mason asked.

Maybe, but you need to hear it anyway, his wolf answered.

Go on then, Mason said, already knowing he was not going to like it.

What if the prophecy is coming true right before our eyes? his wolf said.

You mean that everything that has happened is all because of the prophecy, that it’s almost impossible to circumvent it? Mason asked.

Yes. Tamsin wound up on a desert island, where she was all nice and safe, until the time of the prophecy drew near. And then that quirky tavern brought her back here just in the nick of time so it could be fulfilled. Maybe it was always supposed to happen like this. His wolf’s version of events was absolutely plausible, but at the same time, one of the craziest things he had ever heard.

We can figure this out later, Mason said. For now, let’s go get the brooch so that no one can track Tamsin. We’ll have time after that.

With that, he went to the edge of the outcrop and climbed down. As soon as his feet hit the dirt, he sprang forward, the air around him shimmering as he shifted from man to wolf. At a sprint, he headed across the mountains, his senses alert for any sign of danger.

He’d presumed that his father was going to act as if everything was normal, so that Mason did not suspect that Tamsin had returned. But he could be wrong.

You know us turning up unannounced like this is going to look suspicious, his wolf said.

Yeah. Mason was not a frequent visitor to the packlands. His father had always been old-fashioned in his views and the way he controlled the pack. Living by the old ways and the old traditions, even when most of the other packs in the area around Wishing Moon Bay had become more modernized, realizing that they had to change or else become obsolete.

Yeah, the way our father is going, he won’t need a prophecy to end the pack. He’ll do it all on his own. His wolf was right. The pack numbers had been slowly diminishing, with those remaining being older members.

The pack needed fresh blood and new ideas if it was going to survive. Something Mason hoped he could accomplish when he took over from his father.

But not if his father banished him and then stripped him of his inheritance because of his dissent.

If the prophecy is true, there won’t be anything to inherit, his wolf reminded him.

I’d like to find out who wrote that prophecy, Mason ground out as they neared their packlands. And maybe wring their neck.

Do you think the tavern knows who wrote it? his wolf asked.

Well, you did say the tavern was likely an agent of fate, so why not ask it? There was more than a hint of sarcasm in Mason’s voice, for which he was not proud.

How do we ask a tavern? His wolf stretched out, taking long strides as they crossed a wide mountain plain. Soon they would drop down from the mountains into the valley where his pack had set up home centuries ago, and as they reached the lip of the valley and looked down, Mason was reminded that the houses that huddled in the valley base might have been there just as long.

It all looks so tired, his wolf said from their vantage point overlooking the valley.

Maybe it really is time for the pack to end, Mason said, and yet as he stood here with the mountain at his back, it was as if he could feel the eyes of his ancestors upon him.

This was his birthright. And his children’s birthright. Children he would one day have with Tamsin.

If we survive what’s to come, his wolf reminded him.

And if we find the brooch before the location spell is cast, Mason added.

His wolf leaped down from boulder to boulder, his senses alert for any sign that his father had ordered their capture.

But everything seemed quiet as he reached the edge of town and ventured on.

The hard dirt and gravel road that led through the collection of log cabins and lodges was void of any movement. From where Mason’s wolf stood at the edge of the first couple of small dwellings, he could sense every member of the pack.

It had been some time since he’d been back to where he once called home, but everyone was familiar to him. This place never changed. In many ways, it was comforting. The dark woods and high valley walls had protected his family and their ancestors for so long, each cabin had been made by hand and comradery, and looked almost as natural as the plants and birds around them.

It’s just a shame that their ideals, and their obsession with tradition never changed either, his wolf grumbled as he trotted on.

We don’t have time to dwell on that right now, Mason told his wolf.

Agreed. His wolf loped on, ready for action. Ready to defend himself. But all seemed quiet. Just another morning in the lives of the DuskWood Pack.

Our father really doesn’t want the news of Tamsin’s return to be known, Mason said.

Not when the time is so close. He’d rather not have anyone question how he had let this happen, when he is supposed to be the all-knowing, all powerful pack alpha he makes himself out to be.

Their paws made little noise as they slinked down the road, toward the large long house standing at the end of the track, which served as both the alpha’s home and the meeting place of the pack.

This was where he was heading. If the brooch was anywhere, it would be inside his father’s house.

As Mason drew nearer, he sensed the unmistakable, formidable presence of his father inside. On the doorstep, on either side of the faded wooden door, stood Timnel and Robson, his father’s most trusted two. Trusted even more than Mason, his own son.

Perhaps our father knew we would betray him, his wolf said.

Perhaps, Mason said with a twinge of guilt.

The two men crossed from the door to lean on the railing around the porch, watching Mason wordlessly as he approached, shifting into his human form as he reached the steps.

He locked eyes with both men each in turn, though this time it was out of challenge rather than respect, before he crossed the porch and stepped inside his father’s house. The place he used to call home.

Once inside, he let his eyes adjust to the darkness that clung to the corners of the hall. Mason paused and then headed into the room, and the ruddy glow of the dying embers of a fire in the center brazier was the only welcome.

Drawn to the glow, he approached with his hands outstretched, seeking warmth in this cold house. But there was no comfort to be found in this room, with its air heavy with the smell of smoke and must of wolf’s fur.

“Mason.” His father’s rumbling voice came from the other side of the glowing coals.

“Father.”

He doesn’t sound happy, his wolf said.

He never does.

“You have not returned home for four months…” His father’s eyes gleamed in the gloomy light. “What brings you here at this hour?”

Well, we had the whole run over here to come up with something.

“I heard rumors the DawnLight Coven has become much more active in town as the conjunction of the moon and Venus draws near. I wanted to make sure that all was well here.”

He could see his father’s eyes narrow. “All is well here, Mason.”

“Is that why Timnel and Robson are standing guard outside your door?” Mason stepped around the brazier, deeper into the lodge.

Where would his father keep the broach? In his room? Hung up as a trophy? Perhaps hidden away under the floorboards.

The eyes of his father followed him intently. “As you said. The coven is making their move, perhaps, as you say, drawing power from the heavens. It’s wise to be careful when our enemies act differently.”

“If that’s the case, then why didn’t you send for me?” Mason asked. “Why not ask me to be by your side?”

“I should not need to ask.” His father chuckled, a harsh sound. “The question should be, why were you not here? With your pack? With your father?”

Mason stopped and tensed his jaw. “You know why. I needed some time. After...”

“After you killed Tamsin of the DawnLight Coven?” His father sat up straighter. “The one prophesied to bring an end to the coven and the pack when the moon and Venus align?”

“Yes,” Mason replied.

“You are a much better liar than I thought, but you are also much more of a fool than I could have ever imagined.” His father stood up, his imposing figure a dark silhouette in the dark lodge, his eyes towering over Mason’s head.

“Is something the matter?” Mason asked levelly.

“I think you know what is wrong. Tamsin of the DawnLight Coven lives. You failed, and not only that, but you also lied to me,” his father barked. “And so it is good you were not living here, for you would not be welcome. If you came here to offer your help, it was a waste of a trip.”

Maybe not.

“If she lives, then give me her brooch, the trophy I took from her, and let me finish the task this time.” Mason stood tall, squaring up to his father.

His father shook his head. “I will take care of the matter this time, to see it done. And you, son, will be punished for your insolence.” He gave a short sharp whistle, and the doors flung open, with a welcome gust of cool fresh air.

Mason didn’t hesitate. The moment he had sensed movement from outside, he had shifted, and his wolf launched himself through the doors before they had even finished opening, sailing over the heads of Timnel and Robson, before taking off toward the tree line.

He sensed the other two pack members shift behind him and heard the thundering of their paws falling on the packed dirt of the road as they gave chase.

However, instead of following the road into the forest, he took a sharp turn between two of the lodges, and pushed his legs to move as fast as possible as he built up speed, heading straight for the steep valley side.

He sprang up, leaping to a seemingly impossible height and landing on the ridgeline several meters above. He quickly scrambled up a game trail, not looking back until he reached the top. Robson attempted to make the same jump but fell short, bouncing off the unforgiving stone below. Timnel’s wolf also struggled, but eventually managed to reach the ridge with some effort.

We’ll lose them, his wolf said as he carried on up the trail.

They had made sure to take the side of the valley that was still coated in shadow as the sun began to peek over the mountains, the mottled fur of his wolf blending in as they kept low and fast, tearing through the thick wiry shrubs that grew on the valley side.

Mason could hear Timnel below them, closing the distance between them as he followed his alpha’s orders in relentless pursuit. He was getting closer, as he took a risk and climbed straight up the side of the valley toward Mason. His progress betrayed by the occasional clatter of dislodged stones tumbling down the steep slope.

We need to run faster, Mason said.

No. His speed will be his downfall, his wolf replied. They continued to move quickly, but their progress up the valley side was slowed by the meandering route of the game trail. They followed up the increasingly steep cliff, while Timnel pushed straight upward, bounding up the rocky terrain.

He’s nearly on us! Mason yelled, and they glanced down at the houses now far below them, just in time to see the chasing wolf leap at them. However, his paws found no hold on the loose earth, and in a cloud of dust and shale, Timnel rolled down the valley side back toward the lower ground.

We don’t always have to forge our own paths. His wolf pawed at the trampled ground of the game trail. Sometimes those that have come before us have already found the way.

Like fate or prophecy? Mason curled his lip at the word.

Perhaps.

He ran on and it wasn’t long before they were out of the valley, where he cast one last look down. In the rays of the early sunrise, they could see the huge shape of his father’s wolf at a run, reaching the edge of the forest.

He was heading for the DawnLight Coven. And Guinevere.

We won’t catch him now, his wolf said.

We’ve failed, Mason ground out. We’ll have to think of something else.

With their shifter senses, they followed the presence of his father as he loped through the trees, as he took the left fork in the road, heading toward Wishing Moon Bay and the coven.

We must find Tamsin. Fast. Between us, we’ll figure it out. His wolf turned away from the valley and ran on. The rugged terrain was no trouble for him, being more than familiar with the area, knowing all the safe and quick passages, and before he knew it, the cabin was in sight.

But something was wrong.

Panic gripped him as he finally neared the cabin. He could not sense her.

Perhaps we were wrong and she can cloak herself from shifters, his wolf suggested.

Maybe, Mason said. It’s not as if she trusts us enough to be truthful.

Although he’d never heard of a spell that could evade the pull of the mating bond.

Could the location spell already be cast? his wolf asked. Could Father have known where she was?

I don’t think there would have been time for him to take the brooch to Guinevere, have her cast the spell and for the pack to have reached the cabin already, Mason said. Let alone then have carried her away, out of range of our senses.

Perhaps if Guinevere magicked her away? his wolf suggested.

Just as Sophie did. Mason did not like that idea one bit.

Mason’s wolf lengthened his stride and ran swift and true toward the cabin, while making sure that he was not followed.

When they reached the bottom of the outcrop, he shifted and climbed to the top, running for the cabin and flinging open the door.

She was gone.

He didn’t need to enter the cabin to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that his mate was not here. But he entered anyway.

Her scent lingered on the air. He inhaled deeply. And there was another scent that was too faint to recognize.

But certainly not one of the pack.

He didn’t know whether or not that was a comfort.

As he went back outside, he pushed out his scenes, straining to find her.

But she was nowhere to be found.

So what’s our plan? his wolf asked.

We find her.


Chapter Eight – Tamsin

Tamsin stared at the cabin door as Mason closed it behind him, and a sense of loss swept over her.

How bizarre was that? She missed her sworn enemy, the man who had driven her out of town and caused her so much grief. Even if that wasn’t how he saw it.

She sipped her coffee, her eyes rolling back at the bitter taste and comforting warmth. It was so much better than she had remembered, so much more delicious than in her dreams.

Just like…

She tutted at herself. Why was her head filled with thoughts of Mason?

Because he was the only person she had any kind of contact with for years. It was understandable and completely normal, she told herself.

Her jaw clenched and her throat tightened as her sense of loneliness continued to crowd in on her. She’d learned to deal with it when she was on the island. What had helped her the most was knowing that one day, when the time of the prophecy was over, she could return. Return to her coven.

To the people she had trusted the most.

How wrong she’d been. It was as if her world had been turned upside down, and the light at the end of the tunnel seemed somehow farther and dimmer than it had when she had first been cast out from Wishing Moon Bay.

And even though she didn’t like to admit it, she craved Mason’s company. She had not realized how much she had missed people until she had been around them once again.

But alas, here she was alone on the side of a mountain, wishing to see the face of her enemy, hear the rumble of his voice, just one more time.

It would be funny, except it was not.

She looked down at the cup of coffee in her hand and took a sip. Oh, it was good. Just what she needed, along with a bath.

She’d feel much better, more like her old self, with hair that didn’t feel like straw.

After draining her coffee, she put it down on a small table next to the armchair she had drawn closer to the fire. Then she grabbed a thick mitten and slipped it on her hand, before lifting the large pan of water off the hook over the fire and tipped it into the bath.

As the steam rose, she went to the hand pump and cranked it until the clear spring water splashed into the pan, filling it once more before she put it back on the fire.

So much for the mod cons she’d dreamed of while cooking fish she’d caught from the ocean on an open fire.

But as she worked, the routine of heating the water soothed her. She’d cope with whatever came her way.

If the last few years had taught her anything, it was how to adapt. And survive.

And she would survive this.

But at what cost?

Was she willing to sacrifice the coven for her own survival?

If she had asked that question before she’d learned of Guinevere’s betrayal, the answer might be different.

With the bathtub filled with heated spring water, she went outside and surveyed the bleak landscape around the cabin. There was no easy way to reach the hideout where it sat on a rocky outcropping, and there was no cover for someone to hide their approach.

And still…she did not want anyone walking in unannounced while she was bathing. With an expert eye, she cast an appraising glance over the thorny shrubs and small pine trees that grew around the outcrop. Silent sentinels. “Whisper bush, whisper tree. If someone approaches, whisper to me.”

With the spell cast, she went back inside, and drew the bolt across the door, even though it would do little to keep a wolf shifter or a witch out if they wanted to get inside. Then she stripped off her clothes, the same clothes that she’d worn when she left Wishing Moon Bay.

Oh! Heavens! How could such a simple thing bring so much joy? As the heat seeped into her bones, she finally relaxed and let go of the tension she had carried since her return. As she relaxed, her mind wandered, going over the events of the day and what they meant for her future.

She needed answers. And the one person she knew had those answers, or at least some of them, was no other than Guinevere Gwilym.

Tamsin clenched her fists at the thought of her coven leader. She’d always been so serene, so knowledgeable, so loyal to the women of the coven, her sisters.

But the woman standing beneath the ancient oak had been nothing like that. Guinevere had sounded desperate. She had put her faith, and the future of the coven, in the hands of Lyril. Her counterpart. The embodiment of everything the witches of the coven had been brought up the fear and despise.

Tamsin snorted. They sure hadn’t looked like sworn enemies.

More like lovers.

Anger bubbled up inside her, but she forced herself to let it go, letting it evaporate out of her along with the steam from the water she lay in. Yet the thought remained.

Had Guinevere sacrificed Tamsin for love? But not just any love. The love of her enemy.

Her Coven Mother had been willing to have Tamsin killed rather than try to find a way to circumvent the prophecy with no one getting hurt.

Damn it! She ducked her head under the water and washed her hair in the fragrant shampoo that had sat in a glass bottle next to the tub. It smelled of lavender and mountain herbs. Then she added conditioner and leaned back, closing her eyes as she waited for it to work its magic.

After a final rinse, she ran her fingers through the silky strands and sighed happily.

Happiness that was short-lived.

Whisper me for you to hear, someone is close, someone is near.

The call of her spell tugged at her mind.

Tamsin sat bolt upright, the water sloshing as she grabbed a towel she’d found in one of Mason’s packs and wrapped it around herself.

“Tell me tree, if you can, what is the name of the man?” Tamsin muttered a curse under her breath. What if it wasn’t a man? What if it was her sisters? What if Mason had failed and instead of the wolves coming to finish her, Guinevere had decided to do the job herself?

Whisper from me to your ear, Valaky does draw near.

“Valaky?” She rubbed her body dry with the towel and reached for her clothes. Even though Mason had packed some clean fresh clothes in one of the packs, she was not ready to give up the clothes she’d worn since the day she’d left. Mostly because she had spent literally years weaving an intricate spell on them that meant they did not fray, or break, or wear, and they were self-cleaning. What more could a woman want?

And they were familiar, safe. A link to the old Tamsin, who had been so carefree.

Once dressed, she ran her fingers through her hair, brushing it out as best she could, since a hairbrush seemed to be the one thing Mason had not added to the packs.

Then she went to the door and peered out, her wet hair sending a shiver through her body as it met the chill air.

Dawn had broken. So how was Valaky here? He had always been more than a little mysterious, but surely that old vampire had not found a way to defeat sunlight.

Tamsin opened the door all the way and stepped outside. The mountain breeze rustled the leaves on the stunted trees, as they whispered to her the same thing over and over, Whisper me for you to hear, Valaky does draw near.

Her pulse quickened as anticipation grew. Could this be the sanctuary that she so desperately needed? Or would she find that even the dead and timeless Valaky could change in five long years?

The whispering got louder, and Tamsin went to the edge of the outcrop and looked down. There, below, climbing up the same mountain trail that she and Mason had taken only a few hours ago, two people approached.

One was the unmistakable figure of Valaky. Tall, upright, austere. Dressed in black from head to foot, which only highlighted his pale skin. Though he seemed wreathed in shadow, as if a black, billowing mist clung to the shape of him, obscuring his features.

The other… “Sophie?”

The approaching figures both turned their heads to look up at her.

“It is you!” At least one person was happy to see her!

“Tamsin!” Valaky tilted his head back, his face pale as the dawn sky.

“I don’t understand.” Tamsin moved closer to the edge and looked down. “How are you out in daylight?”

“Oh.” Valaky waved his hand at Sophie, though the movement was hard to track in amongst the swirling shadows. “Sophie hath perfected an incantation to shield me from the harsh sun, yet vexingly, its reach is brief. Thus, where she doth tread, I must follow.”

Tamsin smiled. There was that outdated, obscure speech she was so fond of.

“It’s kind of fun having control over a vampire,” Sophie said as they reached the bottom of the outcrop. “Can you climb?”

“Climbing, naturally, is within my prowess,” Valaky scoffed. “The question lies in my inclination to do so. Can you not weave a spell of levitation? I am loath to soil my garments.”

Tamsin laughed and covered her mouth with her hands. It was reassuring to know that some things had not changed after all.

“I suppose,” Sophie replied as she cast a spell. “If only because I would have to ride on your back as you climbed, or else the spell might be broken.”

With that, the vampire and the witch rose slowly into the air, as if they were riding an invisible elevator. When they reached the top of the outcrop, they stepped forward in sync.

“I can’t believe you are here,” Tamsin said, flinging her arms around Sophie.

“I could say the same about you.” Sophie wrapped her arms around Tamsin and squeezed her hard. “You truly are real.”

“I am,” Tamsin said, and swallowed down a sob.

“When Charles Mellor told Valaky that he’d seen you, I didn’t believe it. I thought it must be a trick.” Sophie stepped back and looked at Tamsin with a critical eye. “You look...different.”

“Five years alone will do that to a person,” Tamsin said, trying to keep her tone light. “Though I’m starting to wonder whether being back in town is that much better.”

“Five years too long,” Valaky murmured as he studied her face, concern etched into his timeless angular features.

“But not quite long enough,” Tamsin sighed. “I was supposed to stay there until the time of the prophecy had passed. Instead, it seems I have returned just in time for it to come to fruition.”

“How did you get back?” Sophie asked. “You were so far away, I didn’t think it would be possible to retrieve you with no help. And like you, I hoped your return would have been after the time of the prophecy had passed.”

“I was attacked.” Tamsin clenched her fists. “Some kind of assassin attacked me. And in the scuffle, we fell into my hideout, only that’s not where we landed.”

“The Lonely Tavern?” Sophie said with some excitement.

“How did you guess?” Tamsin asked.

“Because there is no other plausible answer,” Sophie said with a small smile.

“And us magically falling from an island, goodness knows where, into a tavern in Wishing Moon Bay is plausible?” Tamsin wasn’t sure if everyone in Wishing Moon Bay had fallen on their heads while she was away.

“Regrettably, indeed,” Valaky drawled. “That place remains an enigma, a puzzle long abandoned by many in their futile endeavors to comprehend it.”

“But this assassin?” Sophie asked, her brow creased. “Where did he come from?”

“Perhaps the tavern sent him there?” Valaky suggested quickly, with a hint of displeasure. “Mayhap the connection was already forged, and he ventured from here to there, only to fall back through along with you.”

“Yes, he might have popped out of your hideout unseen,” Sophie agreed. “Although I don’t think the tavern would have sent someone to do you harm. That place is a lover, not a fighter.”

“No,” Tamsin said. “He did not come from my hideout.”

“Are you certain?” Valaky said. “It is…plausible, no?”

“It doesn’t matter for now,” Sophie said. “Where is Mason?”

“Mason?” Tamsin asked, but then she realized Charles would no doubt have relayed the news that Tamsin was traveling with the wolf shifter.

“Yes, where is he? Let me deal with that young cur. I’m surprised you didn’t smite him when you saw him.” Valaky bared his fangs, but as he did so, Sophie sidestepped away from him. “Ouch!” With a swift motion, Valaky pulled his hand across his chest and quickly closed the distance between him and Sophie. As the shadows surrounding them thinned slightly, he found himself momentarily exposed to the weak sunlight.

“No one touches Mason,” Sophie said sharply. “If he meant Tamsin harm, he would have done something about it this whole time when they were together.”

“He’s not here, anyway,” Tamsin said. “He’s gone back to his pack.”

“There, I told you!” Valaky pointed. “He is not to be trusted.”

“You’re wrong,” Tamsin said. “He’s one of the few people I can trust.”

Valaky’s eyes shifted from side to side, which looked kind of like guilt. But what had he to be guilty about?

“I scarce believe mine own ears,” Valaky declared. “You place trust in a member of the DuskWood Pack? Worse yet, the very offspring of the alpha?”

“I do,” Tamsin said with conviction, conviction she felt deep in her soul.

“Why does he return to his pack, then?” Valaky asked. “Why does he not remain here, protecting you?”

“He is protecting me,” Tamsin said. She truly was defending the man she had spent all this time hating. He still had some questions to answer, but she wouldn’t get anything else out of him if Valaky got to him.

“Protecting you by abandoning you to this...” Valaky curled his lip as he glanced over her shoulder at the cabin. “Hovel.”

“He’s gone to get my brooch,” Tamsin said. “So that Guinevere does not use it to locate me. His father has it, and intends to work with…Sophie, I don’t know what you know, but Guinevere has betrayed us. She is in league with the wolf pack.”

“Your brooch…” Sophie pressed her lips into a thin line.

“Yes, Mason gave it to his father as proof he’d killed me.”

“Oh dear. We have little time.” Sophie hurried toward the cabin.

“Pray, wait.” Valaky scampered after her, akin to a puppy on a leash. “What is the cause of such haste? Should we not travel somewhere safer than this place?”

“If Mason doesn’t get the brooch back, then it will lead them all here,” Sophie said. “I need to leave.”

“Wait, you need to leave?” Tamsin stopped and looked at Sophie.

“Yes. Just after I teach you the spell for Valaky. Then you must go to the tavern. You’ll be safe there.”

“We’re not coming with you?” Tamsin pulled away.

“No, because once the location spell has been cast, they’ll be led to me, and you can’t be anywhere near, otherwise the wolves will sense you.” Sophie looked into her eyes. “The brooch Mason gave to his father is mine.”


Chapter Nine – Mason

Mason felt naked without the cover of darkness. His wolf’s fur did well to blend with the hues of the fields and forests around the town, but he was moving far too fast to stay hidden. The only thing on his mind was finding Tamsin and making sure she was safe.

There’s definitely another scent. His wolf paused at a low fence that hemmed in a field next to the road into town. It’s…odd. Familiar.

Like dried flowers, which have been left out so long they’ve gone musty. Mason frowned. He didn’t like this. Not one bit. I just don’t understand why she would leave the safety of the cabin to go right to where her coven is?

Maybe she didn’t trust us after all. His wolf looked solemnly toward the town of Wishing Moon Bay. Already they could begin to hear the sounds of the town waking up—distant chatter, the hum of vehicles, the clanking of goods being loaded onto ships at the docks. Or she’s been captured.

But why can’t we sense her? Mason gritted his teeth. From the moment she had returned, even when he had crossed the mountain to confront his father, he had been able to feel her in the back of his mind. But now there was a void where she belonged.

I can only think of one reason…

No! Mason snapped. I refuse to believe it. We would know. Let’s just keep following the trail.

His wolf inhaled the intoxicating scent of his mate, which clung to grass, marred only by that odd, sickly smell of old flowers, before he trotted on, following along the side of the road toward town.

Feels like Déjà vu, Mason said with a grim expression. All we’ve done since Tamsin has returned is chase her across Wishing Moon Bay.

And we’ll continue to do so if that’s what she needs from us.

And so we will.

They attracted a few glances from people walking or driving along the road. Shifters were not an uncommon occurrence in Wishing Moon Bay, in fact far from it, but the closer they got to town, the more frowned upon it was for shifters to be in their animal form.

Normally, Mason paid them no mind. He would shift wherever and whenever he wanted, but with the circumstances at hand, every gaze upon him felt like approaching danger. And so returned to his human form as he reached the outskirts of the town streets.

It wasn’t as easy to keep track Tamsin with his nose farther from the ground, not helped by the fact that now her scent was muddied by the eclectic scents of the waking town—food cooking, people’s perfumes, smoke from fires—but he managed, following her route through alleyways and side streets.

At least she was careful not to just walk about in the open, his wolf said.

If only she had... He paused as they turned down one particular alleyway that was all too familiar.

“Of course,” he mumbled as she looked up at the sign for The Lonely Tavern.

She’s inside that damned tavern again. Mason stopped outside the door and stared at the sign swinging in the light breeze.

The Lonely Tavern. How lonely could it be if it kept dragging people in there, whether they liked it or not?

The door stood shut, its thick iron hinges daring him to try to break it down.

Well, he dared. For his mate, he’d dare anything!

Taking five steps back, he ran at the door, braced for impact. But before his shoulder connected with the solid wood, the door swung open.

Too late to slow his pace, he sailed through the open doorway and hit the floor, which must have been freshly polished, since he slid across it toward the bar.

As he slid to a stop, he looked up into the face of his mate who looked down at him, bemused.

It is kind of amusing, his wolf said, as his eyes darted around the bar. Tamsin stood with another man, and three older gentlemen stood as a group by the bar. Mason immediately recognized them as Stan, Burt and Harry, the Regulars of the tavern. It should have been no surprise that they were the only other people in the tavern at this early hour. Mason had heard they had a knack for being inside whenever something was happening.

“And behold, your pet wolf has come to save you,” a tall, pale-faced man said with a sneer.

A tall, pale-faced man who looked, sounded, and most interestingly smelled familiar.

Valaky, his wolf growled. That old bookworm of a vampire. He was there that night!

“Hey, need a hand, pal?” Stan offered him his hand.

“Thanks, I can manage.” As if to prove the point, Mason sprang to his feet and straightened his jacket, but there was nothing to be done for his pride as Valaky chuckled loudly.

“Did you get it?” Tamsin asked, as if she hadn’t noticed his spectacular entrance.

“No.” He shook his head. “I was close, but no.”

“Thank you for trying,” Tamsin said.

“But did he truly endeavor?” Valaky quietly asked Tamsin. “Or has he merely come to reclaim you for his pack leader?”

Mason squared his shoulders, ready to put this guy in his place. “If you have something to say, say it.”

“I just did,” the guy said with a shake of his head.

“Why don’t you come over here and have a drink?” Stan slipped his arm around his shoulder and tried to guide him away.

“I’m fine just here,” Mason said.

“The whiskey is very good. Or are you a beer fan?” Stan said, still trying to steer Mason away from his mate and the fool who was with her.

“Did someone say beer?” Morwenna materialized from the back room. “I have a fresh batch. Hot off the keg.”

“I didn’t think there was anything worse than bread beer,” Stan said. “But if there is, then warm bread beer would be it.”

“Was that a yes?” Morwenna asked and plonked a tankard full of some strange smelling liquid down in front of him.

“Warm bread beer?” Harry asked with a slight curl of his lip.

“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it, Harry,” Burt said.

It smells like an old loaf of bread retired and moved into an old boot. Mason’s wolf heaved.

While the other people around the bar seemed to be consumed with bread beer, Mason turned his attention back to Tamsin and the pale-skinned Valaky.

“I’m sorry I failed,” Mason said to Tamsin while making a point of ignoring the vampire who was with her.

But why is he with her? his wolf asked. How did he know she was back in Wishing Moon Bay?

That, I intend to find out, Mason said, as he leaned forward and inhaled. Flowers that had been left too long.

Sickly sweet, like his smile as he placed a hand on Tamsin’s shoulder. “Indeed, it seems you are a failure all round, no?”

“Valaky,” Tamsin warned and inched to the side so his hand slipped from her shoulder. “Play nice.”

The look in Valaky’s eyes said he had no intention of playing at all. “As you wish.”

“How did it go with your father?” Tamsin asked.

“He knows,” Mason said. “He sent a couple of pack members after me, which is why we took so long to get back to you.”

“We?” Tamsin asked.

“He means him and his wolf,” Valaky murmured.

“Ah.” Tamsin nodded.

“You would have been safe at the cabin,” Mason told her.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Tamsin said. “If you failed...”

“And you did,” Valaky muttered.

“Then the pack would have been led right there.” Mason hung his head. He should be pleased that Tamsin had gotten away and was here at the tavern in relative safety.

You mean because the tavern will protect her? his wolf said dryly.

I hope so, Mason said. And since it is selective as to who walks through the door, then surely it would keep the pack out if they meant her harm. At least if we can’t sense her while she’s in here, then neither can our father.

Unless the tavern brought her back here so the prophecy can be thwarted, his wolf said.

True, we still don’t know the tavern’s intentions, Mason said, casting a glance toward the bar where Morwenna was still talking to the three older guys. It was strange to think that the whole building could be watching them, conspiring toward some unknowable goal.

“But why didn’t you stay at the cabin and risk crossing all the way across town?” Mason asked.

“Because if you didn’t manage to stop them from casting the location spell, it would lead them to Sophie, and then the wolves would be able to follow her scent to the cabin and then pick up my scent and find me. If she says I’ll be safer here, I believe her.”

“But we could have come up with a plan together—wait, what does Sophie have to do with this?” Mason asked.

That’s why Valaky must be here, his wolf said. Of course, Sophie would be the person to know when Tamsin returned, and she is, for whatever reason, in league with this vampire.

“Sophie swapped out brooches,” Tamsin said. “She took mine when she helped me escape and she left her brooch for you to find.”

“Why?” Mason asked.

“In case she needed it. To find me, I guess.” Tamsin glanced at Valaky. “How did you two know I came back? And where to find me?”

“What?” Valaky asked sharply.

“How did you and Sophie track me to the cabin?” Tamsin asked.

“Oh, you know Sophie,” Valaky said smoothly. “She has her ways. Some magical tracker, I expect. Methinks she might have been the only one in the whole Wishing Moon Bay who knew how to find you…save for the wolf, that is.”

“It wasn’t you and your spies, then?” Mason asked accusingly.

“Spies?” Valaky snorted. “I don’t know what you could mean.”

“The man watering the flowers before dawn broke? You don’t know anything about him?” Mason arched an eyebrow at him.

“Yes, why was Charles spying on Mason?” Tamsin turned to face him.

“He wasn’t spying on him. He just happens to reside in the same building as Mason.” Valaky held up his hands. “Okay, I admit it. I have been keeping tabs on Mason here ever since he endeavored to harm you, and imagine my surprise when Charles told me that the wolf was accompanied by you. So, I rushed to inform Sophie, and the two of us set out to find you.”

“Why, though? For vengeance? Why wait so long?” Mason crossed his arms. “Did you know Tamsin was still alive?”

“All these questions,” Valaky said.

“And so few answers,” Mason replied, his gaze wandering to the stairs where Tamsin’s assailant had disappeared.

Don’t even think it, his wolf said.

Oh, I am thinking it, Mason replied. That guy is the one who holds the answers. Answers we need.

No, his wolf said. All we have to do is keep Tamsin safe and alive until the conjunction in a few days’ time. You heard what Morwenna said—we’ll never find them, and there’s a good chance then that no one will find us either.

I’d still like to know what happened, and how that guy found her. As far as we know, the only two people who knew that Tamsin was still alive were us and Sophie, Mason reminded him. And I suppose Valaky.

“Hello there, again.” Burt sidled up to them, his gaze lingering on Valaky. “It’s not often we see vampires in here during the day.”

“Yes,” Mason furrowed his brows. “How come you are out in the daylight?”

“I’m not out in the daylight,” Valaky said with a huff. “I’m in this tavern.”

“But how did you get here?” Burt asked. “It was daytime when you walked in through the door with Tamsin.”

“What business is it of yours?” Valaky asked, his fangs protruding from his top lip.

“None of that in here,” Morwenna announced from behind the bar.

Valaky instantly retracted his fangs. “No harm, no foul.”

“There’ll be no drinking the blood of fowl either,” Morwenna told him bluntly. “In fact, there’ll be no blood drinking of any kind since we do not sell it and only drinks sold on the premises are to be consumed on the premises.”

“To not serve blood is discriminatory,” Valaky said, looking more relaxed now that the subject of conversation had switched away from him.

“She does not sell coffee either, which I feel is discriminatory to everyone in the morning,” Stan butted in. “But I am working on it. Nancy does like a nice cup of coffee, and I don’t see how else I will persuade her to join us here more often.”

“So, we hear you are having problems with a prophecy.” Harry came to join Burt and Stan followed.

“Where did you hear that?” Mason growled.

“Oh, around and about,” Stan said, looking up at the rafters. Mason followed his gaze and was certain he saw movement up there, but he could not make out what.

“Begone, little man,” Valaky murmured. “The grownups are conversing.”

“You didn’t answer.” Burt squared his shoulders. “About how you got here in the daylight. It’s just a little unusual, is all.”

“A spell,” Tamsin replied. “Sophie has perfected a spell to protect vampires from the sun, as long as they stay close to the caster.”

“Ah, that Sophie. She is a smart one,” Stan said. “She’s good friends with Nancy. Did you know that?”

“That girl is good friends with everyone.” Harry nodded.

“Is there a point to this conversation?” Valaky drawled.

“I like to keep up to date on vampire news, that’s all,” Burt said evasively.

“His niece is a vampire hunter,” Harry added, and received a sharp look from Burt.

However, Valaky seemed to find the whole thing amusing. “A vampire hunter. Really? Are they still a thing?”

“Yes, they are,” Burt said defensively. “She keeps herself very busy. The whole family is very proud.”

“Good to know,” Valaky said. “Anything else?”

“Yes, this prophecy,” Stan said. “What exactly does it say? I mean, it must be quite explicit if it named Tamsin.”

“Yes, almost every prophecy I have ever read is vague and open to interpretation,” Harry said. “It’s really what they’re known for.”

“And you’ve read a lot of prophecies?” Tamsin asked, suddenly interested in the three men.

“Oh yes,” Stan said. “We like a good read of a prophecy. Helps to pass the time while we’re drinking.”

“Not exactly light reading,” Burt said. “But it’s good for the old brain cells.”

“Beats doing a crossword,” Harry agreed. “Although I am fond of a good sudoku.”

“We have this game where we take bets on whether the prophecy has ever come true,” Stan said. “But it doesn’t happen often.”

“So, if you want our help...”

“No,” Valaky said. “We do not require your assistance.”

“Pity that robed fellow gave you the slip.” Stan glanced toward the stairs. “Morwenna said he arrived at the tavern with you.”

“He did,” Tamsin said with a nod.

“Now, I bet he has some answers,” Harry mused. “No one runs away like that if they don’t know anything.”

“Which is why I’m going to go up there and find him,” Mason said.

Valaky scowled at him. “More time wasting from the wolf.”

“I’ve already told you, the tavern is a little less stable up there, and there’s a good chance you won’t find your way back.” Morwenna put her hands on her hips. “There are enough strange noises in his building already without having to listen to a wolf shifter skittering around up there for all eternity.”

“That’s the case, is it?” Valaky narrowed his eyes for a moment. “Then perhaps you should go and seek our mystery assailant. I…was hoping he would have come down of his own accord and we could have interrogated him, but maybe you should go weed him out.”

“I’d like to get to the bottom of this whole thing as well,” Tamsin said. “So, I’ll go too.”


Chapter Ten – Tamsin

“No!” Valaky banged his hand down on the bar.

“I thought you just said it was a good idea,” Tamsin reminded the vampire.

“No,” Valaky replied. “I stated it was a good idea for Mason to seek this…assailant.”

“He’s right,” Mason said, begrudgingly. “You’ll be safer here.”

“Really?” Tamsin shook her head. “You do know that the DuskWood Pack and the DawnLight Coven all want me dead because of that stupid prophecy. I’d be safer if I did never come back down those stairs.”

“That prophecy which you still need to share with us,” Stan reminded her.

“Definitely.” Harry placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We could try to decipher the prophecy while you are gone. Or at least, give you some pointers.”

“She is not going,” Valaky said firmly.

“I don’t think you have any say in that, old pal,” Burt told him.

“Who solicited thy opinion?” Valaky shot back at Burt.

“And who asked yours?” Harry asked, backing up his friend.

She had to admit, these guys were feisty. And maybe sharing the prophecy with them might not be a bad idea. If they were widely read on prophecies, they might just find a get-out-of-being-killed clause. One she had missed.

And goodness knows, she had read the thing over and over so many times and looked at it from so many angles to the point where the words shifted and seemed to no longer hold meaning. She was sure she had exhausted all potential get-out-of-being-killed clauses. A fresh pair of eyes, or three, might reveal something she had missed.

“I am the only one with an opinion that counts,” Morwenna said, wading into the debate. “You did hear my various and numerous warnings that if you go up those stairs, there’s no telling what you might find. As I’m sure we’re all aware that the tavern is a sentimental old thing that has a tendency to attract things to it. Well, we keep it mostly free of clutter down here…but that clutter has got to go somewhere, if you get what I’m saying.”

“I’m sure we can manage some dusty old Bric-à-brac,” Tamsin said.

Morwenna shot her a look. “I think I need to stress that when I say ‘things,’ it has a much broader definition than what you might find in a thrift store.”

“What are we talking about, then?” The Regulars leaned in close, obviously eager to hear more about their beloved drinking hole.

Morwenna shrugged. “You know. Things. Items, places…hypothetical constructs and philosophical ideas.”

“You what?” Stan raised an eyebrow.

Morwenna waved him off. “Oh, you know. Thoughts that have stayed with someone a long time, but they’ve never really been able to put into words, private ideas that once held importance but were discarded for one reason or another. The tavern loves those things almost as much as first dates.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad…but I’m not even sure what to imagine that looking like.” Mason’s brows tugged together as he thought Morwenna’s words over.

“Oh no, don’t do that in here!” Morwenna jabbed a finger at him. “No imagining. You’ll only add to the clutter.”

“So, what’s so dangerous up there?” Stan eyed the bottom of the stairs, not trying to look directly at them as if it would invite something down.

“You simply have no idea what you might find up there. There are plenty of hazards, sure, but the most serious thing is to find something, and never leave.” Morwenna’s eyes flashed as she finished her sentence.

“What’s something?” Tamsin asked after a moment of silence.

“Who knows?” Morwenna grabbed Stan’s empty tankard and tucked it onto a shelf behind the bar before pulling out another completely filled tankard and placing it in front of him. “It’s probably something to do with ‘deepest darkest desires,’ something sinister, I’m sure. But people who find their something never come back down to tell us about it. So who knows?”

“See, it is dangerous,” Valaky said poignantly to Tamsin.

“Any more dangerous than roaming Wishing Moon Bay with both a wolf pack and a coven of witches hunting me down?” She arched an eyebrow.

“Well…perhaps there is a solution…” Valaky looked thoughtful.

“Surely there is.” Burt nodded.

“Some misinterpretation, maybe?” Harry chimed in. “A get-out clause.”

“How about…” The vampire was cut off.

“A waiver, perhaps?” Morwenna asked.

“Either way, we’ll figure something out.” Stan made a beckoning gesture. “Hit us.”

Tamsin cleared her throat and began,

“When finned stars dost tumble through the scorching firmament, and Venus doth waltz moonward high, a night of devastation shall descend. Cauldrons shall boil over, howls become wails, brooms shatter, and wolves flee in terror. This fateful night shall be foretold by a witch born beneath a troubled sign, chosen by a rooster’s crow and the coven leader’s spilt tea leaves. But should the witch’s beating heart stop and her mate get the chop, if this is the way fate is paved, the coven and pack will be saved.

Heed the signs, and guard thy hearts, for doom approacheth when love doth impart.”

“Hmmm. I’m sure I’ve heard that before somewhere.” Morwenna drummed her fingers on the bar and stared up into the rafters.

“Really?” Tamsin asked hopefully. If Morwenna and The Lonely Tavern had traveled all over the world and met lots of people, then she might be the one to shed new light on it. Before it was too late.

“Morwenna’s quite the witch. If anyone would have heard of something like that in passing, it would probably be her.” Burt sipped his beer.

“Are you sure that’s it?” Morwenna frowned.

“What? Sure? Of course, I’m sure! Do you know how many times I’ve heard this?” Tamsin scoffed. “It’s the whole reason I was an outcast for five years. This prophecy is part of our rich history and is passed down orally from generation to generation to generation whenever a new witch is venerated into the coven.”

“It’s passed down verbally?” Stan asked. “How can you know it’s the same as it was when it was created? It’s easy for things to get a little mixed up when it’s not written down.”

“Well, that’s the thing…” Tamsin glanced at Valaky, who grimaced and looked away. “It has been changed a little. We know because we found the original.”

“Really?” Harry’s eyes widened. “An original prophecy text. Now that’s a rare thing. Do you have it?”

Tamsin shook her head. “No, it’s in the coven’s reliquary, which is closely guarded. But it was after we found that text that everyone realized I was the person who was supposed to fulfill it.” She rested her arms on the bar and stared at the wall. “I was so excited to find something of such value to the coven, but now I wish we hadn’t found it at all.”

“Is it signed?” Morwenna asked.

“Signed?” Tamsin asked.

“Yes. Does it have a little squiggly mark at the bottom written by the author?”

“What prophecy is signed?” Burt asked.

“Every good prophecy should be signed.” Morwenna wagged her finger. “It denotes quality and legitimacy. And who knows where to take the pitchforks and torches when things go awry.”

“I’ve never seen a signature on a prophecy,” Valaky mumbled.

“Every prophecy writer I’ve ever known has made sure to make a big spectacle of signing their work.” Morwenna placed her hands on her hips.

“Do you know many ‘prophecy writers’?” Mason raised an eyebrow.

“You’d be surprised,” Morwenna said.

Mason pursed his lips. “I don’t think I would.”

“I can’t remember if it was signed or not, but it was marked with the original seal of the coven.” Tamsin nodded. “Valaky checked it for me when I found it. It’s authentic.”

“It’s just…” She gave a crooked smile and placed her hands on the bar. “Right on the tip of my tongue. There’s just something not right about it.”

“Is it the fact that I’m supposed to bring about the end of my own coven, and so I’ve been made a pariah?”

Morwenna tapped her finger on her chin before she shook her head. “No, that’s not it.”

“Is it all those cliches, perhaps?” Harry asked.

“Cliches?” Morwenna shot him a look.

“Well, yes, um.” Harry hid his face by taking a large swig from his tankard.

“It does have a lot of the classic ‘prophecy’ stuff. Like the conjunction and the warning of impending doom.” Burt came to his rescue.

“Just like any good prophecy should.” Morwenna folded her arms. “There’s no good prophecy without a good conjunction.”

“What about Elara’s prophecy? That didn’t have any of that. Just short, to the point.”

Morwenna tutted. “And I thought you had good taste. That was a terrible prophecy. It didn’t even have a specific meaning, just bad things will happen. The attention is in the detail of these things.”

“Have you ever writ…” Burt was cut off abruptly.

“It doesn’t matter what the prophecy says.” Mason slammed his hand down on the bar. “People’s actions are their own, and someone sent that person to attack Tamsin. Someone who I’m going to make pay once I find out who they are.”

Tamsin looked up at the determination on his chiseled features, the anger that simmered behind his eyes. He might have looked a little shaggy with his ruffled hair and simple clothes, but she was quickly learning that Mason wasn’t the mangy wolf she had thought him to be. He might just be the alpha his pack needed. Perhaps if he had replaced his father, things would have been different between both of them and the coven and the pack.

“I’m with Mason,” she announced. “We need to find whoever attacked me and start getting some answers.”

Mason turned to her, the distance between them suddenly feeling very small. “I’ll get them for you.”

Tamsin smiled wryly. “No, you won’t. We’ll get them. I’m not leaving this to you.”

“But it’s not safe.”

Tamsin shook her head. “And it won’t be any less safe if I’m not there.”

“Tamsin.” Valaky stepped toward her. “Mason is…right.” His lip only curled slightly as he said that. “You should remain here with me.”

“I know you mean well, Valaky. You’ve always tried to protect me, but I’ve had to look after myself for a long time now.” She side-eyed Mason. “Besides, you’re supposed to keep your enemies close, right?”

“Hm.” Mason kept a stoic, unreadable expression.

Valaky opened his mouth to say something, but a steely look from Tamsin silenced him. He pursed his thin lips in disapproval, and his porcelain skin wrinkled with what looked like concern, though it had always been hard to read him.

“Do you think we might be able to tag along?” Stan asked. “I’ve always wondered what’s up there…”

“Absolutely not,” Morwenna said. “You’ve already found your something right here.” She placed down a fresh bread beer in front of him.

Stan sighed before taking a long draught, his face screwing up in a pained expression. “Oh, that’s the good stuff.”

“Besides, I can’t get caught up with ‘never returning to tell the tale.’ I’m taking Ash’s boy fishing this afternoon,” Harry said.

“Let’s just see if we can’t crack that prophecy, eh?” Burt nudged Stan.

“Yes…the prophecy…” Morwenna rubbed her chin before launching herself over the bar and grabbing Burt by his coat, rummaging through his pockets.

“Hey! What the—!”

“I need…your cellular device.” Morwenna sprang back, triumphantly holding up Burt’s mobile phone.

“We can just pay for our drinks! You don’t have to rob the poor chap.” Harry laughed nervously.

“I just need to call my bartender.” Morwenna held out the phone with a studious expression. “I’ve got some paperwork that needs attention.”

“How about some parting advice first?” Tamsin asked.

“Oh, yes, advice.” Morwenna frowned and looked at the Regulars. “I thought we handed all that out already.”

They shrugged in unison.

“Perhaps there’s a few scraps still lying about?” Harry turned to the others.

Stan shook his head. “Fresh out, I think.”

“Is there not any way to navigate upstairs?” Mason asked, his tone portraying his waning patience.

Morwenna paused, pressing Burt’s screen seemingly at random. “How about…let the tavern guide you, and do not fight a flowing river. That wasn’t too bad, was it?”

The Regulars nodded, with murmurs of agreement.

“There isn’t a spell, or a talisman, or anything to make sure we don’t get lost?” Tamsin asked, eying the numerous charms on Morwenna’s dress.

“If there was, I would take guided tours up there, but alas, there is no such thing.” Morwenna didn’t look up from the phone she was fiddling with.

“You better not be messing with my keyboard settings.” Burt chided.

“We’ll just have to manage,” Tamsin said to Mason.

Mason watched her for a moment. “You somehow found your way back here after all these years. I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

Tamsin held his gaze. She felt her skin flush. Although they hadn’t even started up the stairs yet, she could feel herself becoming lost, though instead of whatever the tavern had in store, it was her own swirling emotions that threatened to trip her over and she felt more confused about how she felt about Mason than ever.

“That be your decision, then?” The dry, disapproving tone of Valaky brought her back to the moment.

“It is. I’m going up those stairs, I’m going to start piecing together what is going on, and with any luck, I’ll beat that prophecy.” She glanced over at the Regulars, who raised their drinks in salute. “Now, wolf, it’s time to find out what’s happened between your pack and my coven.”

“It is.” Mason looked for a moment like he was going to protest before he sucked in a breath and nodded. “Let’s go. But stay close.”

“I know you mean well, but please don’t belittle me.” She stepped past him and headed for the stairs. “Besides, aren’t dogs the ones normally at heel?”

Mason gave her an irritated grunt as he followed behind her, the voices of Morwenna and the Regulars seeing them out.

“Do you even know how to work one of those?”

“I’m sure it can’t be any more complicated than a messenger pigeon.”

“I don’t know. I heard that those were quite intuitive…”

Could anything up the tavern stairs really be worse than the wilderness she had survived in? Surely not.


Chapter Eleven – Mason

I can’t believe I am saying this, but perhaps Valaky was right. We should be doing this alone, Mason’s wolf said as they stood at the bottom of the stairs, about to follow in the footsteps of the assassin. Although this time Morwenna didn’t flatten the stairs to stop them.

I don’t think there is a right or wrong answer, Mason said as he locked eyes with his mate beside him. Where she belonged. If she stays and we go, who is going to protect her?

Valaky? his wolf asked dryly.

I think he’d like that, Mason said. But I don’t trust that vampire as far as I could throw him.

I’d rather throw a stake at him, his wolf replied.

I don’t know if that would help our relationship with Tamsin, Mason said. She seems to like the vampire for whatever reason. It seems like he might have been involved with her escape, and he did go to the cabin with Sophie to help Tamsin.

We had that all under control, his wolf grumbled.

Not quite, Mason replied. We didn’t know that the brooch belonged to Sophie, and without all the facts, we are vulnerable.

Yes, if we had known, we would not have rushed headlong into the packlands, his wolf agreed.

We put ourselves in danger needlessly, Mason said. And when we put ourselves in danger, we put our mate in danger because who else is going to protect her no matter what?

Mason put one foot on the first stair. “Are you sure?”

“Are you?” Tamsin asked in reply.

“Yes.” Mason nodded.

“Then let’s get on with it.” Tamsin looked down at the gathering behind them, watching their ascent. He could not be sure, but he thought her eyes rested on the tall figure clothed in black that was Valaky.

A twinge of jealousy gave him the urge to turn around, shift, leap, and tear the smug smile off the pale vampire’s face. But he resisted the urge. It would do more harm than good. After all, Valaky was not wrapped up in this whole prophecy business. He was simply a bystander.

Although Mason had the distinct feeling that the vampire had skin in this game. He wanted something. But so far, what that something was had eluded Mason.

“Mason.” Tamsin arched a questioning eyebrow at him. “Or would you rather I lead the way?”

“I’ve got it.”

He pushed himself onto the next step, and then the next, the aged, slightly warped wood creaking loudly under his weight. Ahead of them was the first landing, where the stairs turned sharply round the corner, hiding whatever was farther up.

“Who do you think all these people are?” Tamin asked quietly.

Mason glanced up at the array of portrait paintings covering the left wall without breaking his stride. “Huh, I don’t ever remember seeing those from the bottom.”

“They look really old.”

“Sure,” Mason said, but then paused when he realized Tamsin had stopped and was gazing up at the paintings.

“This guy has got some funny fashion sense.” She pointed up at a portrait of a man wearing what appeared to be a frock coat adorned with an assortment of feathers and beads. His eyes seemed to follow them as they moved.

“Looks like he raided a bird’s nest,” Mason muttered, shaking his head with a half-smile. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”

“Hey, aren’t I allowed to sightsee a little?” Tamsin said. “I have been staring at sea and sand for so long, it’s nice to see these old portraits. They certainly are curious.” She moved to the next portrait of a woman in a flowing gown that seemed alive, rippling across the canvas as if caught in a perpetual breeze. As she stared, her eyes grew wider and then glazed over as if she were caught in a trance.

Mason took two steps down and grabbed her arm. “No sightseeing.” Mason carried on toward the first landing while keeping a firm hold on his mate. “You heard what Morwenna said. So, we’re going to see as little as possible, so we don’t find that something that will keep us up here forever.”

“I’m sure that’s just something Morwenna says to keep people out of the junk she keeps up here. Look at the ruffle on her.” She pointed up at another portrait, seemingly oblivious to the hold the woman in the flowing gown had had on her. “And he looks like a caveman! I didn’t think they had portraits or…oil paint back then.”

“I don’t think they did.” Mason kept his eyes forward, stepping up onto the landing. He turned back and watched Tamsin as she approached. He didn’t want to take his eyes off her. Not only because of the way the sight of her body moving, even beneath her dress, awoke something within him, but because he couldn’t lose her. Not again.

And certainly not to a portrait on a wall.

“Which way now?” Tamsin asked as she stepped onto the small landing.

Two plain-looking doors led out from the landing, while a second flight of stairs headed upward to what he presumed was the next floor. They were steep, and Mason couldn’t see what was at the top of them.

Even the way this place is laid out makes it feel like it’s hiding something. His wolf’s nostrils flared as he took in the air.

I have no doubt, though the only important thing it’s hiding from us right now is the robed man and the answers he holds.

Then let us hunt, his wolf said.

It would be easier to hunt him if we could sense him, Mason replied. But they could not. If he was here, the tavern was shrouding him from Mason’s shifter senses.

It’s musty in here, but I can smell something in the air. His wolf scented the air again, opening his mouth as he inhaled. I think he carried on up.

“He went on upstairs.” Mason continued upward, Tamsin on his heels as he cautiously made his way to the top of the stairs. Instead of a hallway, he found himself in a small, circular room. “Huh.”

“What is it?” Tamsin stepped into the room beside him. “Huh.”

Despite its height, the room felt cramped because of the closely positioned walls, giving the impression of being inside a castle tower with its meticulously carved stone bricks. There was hardly any empty wall space left as nearly every bit of wall was adorned with bookshelves, their dark and rich wooden finish adding to the overall aesthetic. A thick rug covered the flagstones, though it was worn, and faded in the center where golden light pooled from the one frosted window opposite them, which sat above a wide windowsill, which was covered with plush furnishings.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anywhere as cozy as this.” Tamsin stepped toward the wide ledge beneath the window and ran her hand over the throw, which had been bunched up as if someone had just been sitting there. Her fingers played with the golden tassels of the pillows as Mason moved around the small space. “It’s so soft.”

“Well, they’re pillows.” Mason pushed out his senses, but he could feel nothing but the room around them and no one except the shining presence of his mate.

“It sure beats the old hessian sacks filled with sand I’m used to using.” She shot him a look.

“Sorry.” He hung his head.

“It’s all right. You were doing what you thought was right.” The sound of paper rustling seemed to complete the atmosphere as Tamsin turned a page of the book that lay open on the ledge. “They were close to the end of the book.”

“What’s it about?” Mason stepped over to her, his feet sinking comfortably into the rug.

She shrugged. “It’s in a different language. Or perhaps it’s been so long that I’ve forgotten how to read.”

Mason clenched his jaw.

As much as it pains us that we caused her so much suffering, it’s done now, his wolf said. She seems to be making peace with that, and so should we.

Mason took in a breath. “What did you do to pass the time? While you were…away.”

“Stared out at the ocean dreaming of home, mostly.”

Mason closed his eyes. If only he had seen another way…

“Hey, I’m pulling your leg, or paw, or whatever.”

He opened his eyes to see Tamsin looking up at him, framed by the light streaming in through the window.

“I mean, I did do plenty of that, but I didn’t sit moping around the whole time.” She walked over to the bookcases and began tracing over their spines. “I learned to fish. I studied the stars and spent many of my hours honing my magic, which was difficult with no instruction or books on the matter. Oh, and I made a lot of drawings in the sand. A lot of drawings. Did you know I was a terrible artist?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Well, I was, but let me tell you, no one draws seabirds in the sand quite like I do now.”

“That’s a…niche skill. I never took you for an artist, if it helps.”

Tamsin gave him a confused look. “If it helps?”

“I meant you always seemed pragmatic. Grounded. It was meant as a compliment.” Mason cast his mind back to the glimpses he had of her before, their brief, tense encounters when they ran into each other. He had always admired her, always felt a connection to her. Always wished it was safe for him to share his feelings for her.

To claim her.

And yet there had been guilt there, too. Tamsin was an enemy of his pack. His enemy. It scared him, not only because she had seemed a powerful witch, as well as an intelligent woman, but because he knew he’d never be able to bring himself to stand against her if the conflict between their factions ever escalated.

Luckily, it didn’t come to that.

Yet, Mason answered. What if that is how we will bring the downfall of the pack and coven? Tamsin harbors animosity toward them, understandably. What if her actions bring the downfall and we stand by and let it?

Tamsin looked thoughtful. “I like that. And strangely, I think I’d describe you in a similar way. But without the bird drawing.”

Mason snorted. “Perhaps I’ll have to work on that.”

Tamsin gave him a smile, which he just wanted to gaze at for eternity, before she walked back to the ledge and flicked back through the open book.

“What are you doing?” Mason asked.

“Putting the book back to the page it was on. I wouldn’t want whoever was reading this to lose their place.”

Mason eyed the healthy layer of dust covering everything. “I don’t think they’re too worried about that.”

Tamsin shrugged. “Well, just in case.”

“Fair enough.” He looked over her shoulder at the window, but it was as if it were frosted. The view beyond into the shining light blurred just enough to be unrecognizable, intangible.

“Where to next?” she asked.

Mason turned to look at the only other door leading out of the room. “Through there, I suppose.”

I can still faintly scent…someone. Though there are no footsteps in the dust other than ours.

Mason looked down, the dust on the floor undisturbed apart from the trail they had left as they entered. Best to not question it.

He put his hand on the simple brass latch and braced himself for what might be on the other side as he pulled it open, relaxing a little as a simple corridor extended before them. Its walls were polished wood paneling, lit by steadily burning candles in sconces. The floor was completely covered with a run of crimson red carpet that muffled the sound of his footfall as he stepped inside.

He glanced back at Tamsin, who gave him a ‘lead the way’ gesture.

The corridor was long, but not claustrophobic, though he felt odd not being able to see any windows. However, he fixed his eyes on the door at the end of the passageway and tried to ignore the feeling of being trapped with no way out.

The next thing Mason noticed was the quiet. Not that the previous room really had any noise, but this corridor was notably quiet, the carpet and paneling seeming to eat up any shuffling of their footsteps or even the sound of their breaths.

Tamsin murmured something behind him that he didn’t quite catch.

“What was that?” he asked.

“I didn’t say anything. I thought you said something,” Tamsin said.

‘Where do you even get his beer from?’

Mason turned around. “You just said something about beer?”

Tamsin shook her head with a confused laugh. “No, I’m not saying anything. And there was me thinking I’d start hearing voices when I was alone all that time.”

‘I think you’ve got a vermin problem.’

‘He didn’t have to tell her he saw us.’

‘We love each other.’

“What is happening?” Tamsin’s words were hard to make out as the whispers grew, not in volume, but in quantity, one voice becoming two, becoming ten, becoming fifty or more, all giving a snippet of some long-finished conversation before fading away to be replaced with two more.

“It sounds like there’s people talking everywhere!” The empty corridor suddenly felt an awful lot more crowded when they were being bombarded with disjointed bits of conversation, as if hundreds of people were whispering straight into their ears.

“At least they don’t sound malevolent!” Tamsin called back. “Do you recognize any of the voices?”

Mason closed his eyes, trying to sift through the cacophony of hissing voices around him. There were so many. Some sounded old, some young, some happy, some sad or angry, but there was one unmistakable voice that kept coming up, and even in a whisper, it cut through the others.

‘Those witches, they think they are so high and mighty!’

“I can hear Morwenna,” Mason said.

‘Smashed! You’ll pay for that.’

“Really? I wonder what all these voices are.” Tamsin paused. “Oh yeah, that’s definitely her. Do you think these are things that have been said within the tavern?”

“Or maybe things that will be said in the tavern?” Mason raised his eyebrows.

“I refuse to believe that,” Tamsin said with a shake of her head. “It’s far too close to a prophecy. Let’s listen to what she’s saying.”

Mason grimaced, finding the voices a little overwhelming, but he kept his focus on Morwenna’s grating tone.

‘You damn wolves are a menace! You haven’t been house-trained! And you’re the worst, Mason! Maughna’s only just given me that blasted decanter.’

Mason and Tamsin looked at each other.

“Is she talking to you?” she asked.

Mason slowly shook his head. “No, I definitely haven’t broken anything inside the tavern.”

The voice that replied with a chuckle was not one Mason recognized.

‘You react almost as badly as those Norwood witches.’

“That name sounds familiar,” Tamsin said. “They belong to a local coven.”

‘The whiskey is very good. Or are you a beer fan?’ came Stan’s voice.

‘Did someone say beer?’ Morwenna’s distinctive voice rang out. ‘I have a fresh batch. Hot off the keg.’

“Remember this conversation?” Mason asked.

‘I didn’t think there was anything worse than bread beer,’ Stan said. ‘But if there is, then warm bread beer would be it.’

‘Was that a yes?’

“I do,” Tamsin replied with a smile.

‘Warm bread beer?’

‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it, Harry.’

Tamsin laughed. “The tavern seems fond of those three.”

“It does. And I can see why. They seem to love this place,” Mason said and then stepped forward. “Come on, we need to keep moving. There’s no telling how far ahead our prey is.”

He could sense Tamsin lingering for a moment. Perhaps she hoped that somewhere in amongst the web of whispers, there was a conversation from Sophie or even Guinevere. But she didn’t stay long before walking to catch up with him as he reached the end of the corridor and put his hand out to push open the next door.

He just wished his shifter senses could warn him about what they might find on the other side.


Chapter Twelve – Tamsin

The smell of damp earth and tree bark washed over her as the two of them stepped through the next door. It took her eyes a moment to adjust from the bright corridor to the darker room they now stood in, lit by slivers of light that pierced through gaps in roughhewn log walls.

“That’s much better,” Mason said, breathing in the fresh smell of forest. “No whispering, the sound of birdsong and rustling leaves, the scent of the outdoors.”

“You like being out in nature?” Tamsin asked as she carefully walked over the uneven floorboards toward the table in the center of the room, frowning as she realized it was nearly as tall as her chest.

“I feel like it’s not uncommon amongst shifters, but I just feel at home there.” Mason picked up a rustic ceramic pot, needing both hands to lift the thing. “You don’t?”

“I used to. But it loses its charm after being stuck out in it for so long. Four walls and a roof over my head seem much more appealing than they used to.” She could see a sad expression on Mason’s face in the corner of her vision as he placed the pot back down amongst the others.

“I hope you can find somewhere you’ll feel safe once again.”

“Me, too. It’s just not easy to feel that way when the people who were my place of safety seem to have turned against me. It just feels like I have no one to turn to, except perhaps Valaky or Sophie.” She held up a finger. “And before you say it, I know that you’re helping me now, but it’s still a little hard to get over the whole being chased out of town incident, even if you say you were doing it to help.” She sucked in a breath. “I still don’t really know why you’re doing this.”

Mason held her gaze for a moment. She wished she knew what he was thinking behind those dark eyes. And she would be left wondering, as he turned wordlessly away and pulled open the wide, slanted front door.

Tamsin gave one last look into the strange cabin with its roughhewn, cartoonishly large furniture covered in animal hides, the mismatched glassware and ceramics that sat on clearly handmade shelves.

The place reminded her an awful lot of her own hideout, though whoever had lived here was much larger than her and looked to have left in just a little bit less of a rush.

“I don’t know what Morwenna was so worked up about, there hasn’t been anything...” She paused as she stepped into the next room. “Scary.”

Ahead of her, past Mason’s silhouette, was a lone candle standing about chest height on a tall, freestanding candle holder, burning steadily. It cast a small circle of light onto a smooth stone floor. The rest of the space was completely dark, with a strange sense of nothingness beyond.

“You know, I didn’t mind the hut.” She turned to walk back through the door, but it was gone, and she faced unending darkness. It sent an unpleasant shiver through her body, and she quickly spun back around and darted into the light with Mason. “Can you sense anything?”

“I think so.”

“Ugh.” Tamsin rolled her eyes. “This was the one time I was hoping you would say no. It’s not our ‘prey,’ is it?”

Mason stood stiffly. “No. But they do feel…familiar.”

“Definitely wishing you’d just said no.” Tamsin found herself shuffling closer to Mason. “What are they doing out there?”

“I think whatever they are, they’re just watching. Wait...” He stepped forward, standing between her and the unending darkness. “Something’s coming this way.”

Tamsin raised her hand, letting her magic course through her.

“Father?” Mason asked, crouching low, as if ready for a fight.

“Excuse me?” Tamsin peered around him to see the shape of a man, made from shadow, standing at the edge of the candlelight.

“I don’t know how I know, but it’s him…sort of.” Mason took a step back as the figure began to speak, a deep, rasping sound.

“You have betrayed your pack, your family, and yourself.” The figure inched closer to the edge of the light, and Mason edged away. “What is a wolf without his pack? Let alone the son of the alpha?”

“Maybe it’s because I’ve never felt like the son of an alpha,” Mason said. His voice stayed steady, but she could hear the pain behind it.

“Because you are a coward and a liar.”

“Hey! Mason! Don’t let him talk to you to you like that,” Tamsin called. “You did what so many other wolves, so many people wouldn’t do—you went against the orders of your superior. You did what you thought was right.”

“But was I right?” Mason didn’t take his eyes off the shade of his father. “I should have stayed with the pack. Perhaps I could have changed the way the others saw things between themselves and the coven. Maybe I could have…challenged my father.”

Laughing echoed throughout the space.

“You cannot think that would be possible.” The voice was louder, more forceful.

Mason hung his head. “He’s right. I wouldn’t have stood a chance. The entire pack idolizes him. I’m just an outcast.”

“So?” Tamsin asked, and Mason finally glanced over his shoulder to look at her. “What does he know? They’re so blindly stuck in their ways they couldn’t see their tail to chase it. They need you, not the other way around.” She stepped around Mason and jabbed a finger at the shade. “And that’s the reason why you don’t feel like the son of an alpha, because the alpha you’re the son of is a whack job who’s trapped in the past.”

Mason kept his eyes on her for a moment, thinking, before he glanced at the lit candle and back to the shade. “You’re right. The reason I moved away from the pack, the reason I didn’t try to rise to your challenge, the reason I lied about Tamsin, wasn’t because I was scared of you, I was scared of becoming you. You’ve always had this way of trying to goad me to fight to impress you, but I’m not interested.”

The shade stood still for a moment before it moved forward into the light, evaporating in the candle’s glow.

Some way in the distance, a second candle flickered into life.

Tamsin edged her way to the divide between light and shadow. She was sure that she could still see movement at the edges of her vision, faint, subtle shifts in the darkness that obstructed the distant candle only slightly.

“You ready?” Mason asked.

“I feel like I’ve been facing my demons all day, so I guess so,” Tamsin said, although she lingered at the edge of the light.

“Come on.” Mason held out his hand. “Let’s not get separated.”

Tamsin eyed his offered hand for a moment, trying to decide which was worse, holding hands with the wolf or braving the shadows alone.

“Fine.” She slipped her hand into his and nearly pulled it back as a jolt of energy shot through her body.

So this was what it felt like to make contact with one’s ancestral enemy? She didn’t expect it to feel so warm and…pleasant. She expected the heat that spread across her body to have been a fiery flame of rage, not…desire.

Mason didn’t say a word as he stepped out of the light, leading her forward. A chill came over her as they left their candle behind, and she could feel motion all around, as if crowds of figures, unseen in the darkness, shuffled out of their way as they passed. She could feel Mason grow tenser as they moved farther into the shadows. He felt it, too. And likely, he felt more.

She shuddered, but before she knew it, they were stepping into the warmth of the next candle, and she relaxed. For a moment she held onto his hand, not wanting to let go of this strange feeling that had settled within her, but she forced her hand to uncurl, her arm dropping to her side.

She shifted on her feet as she tried not to look at Mason. Suddenly, she felt like there was a little part of her missing. She had felt like that for a while, but now it was more acute. She had put it down to homesickness, and missing her sisters, but this was different.

Her reverie, staring out into the blackness, was broken as she saw a shape approach. She blew air out of her cheeks. “Here we go, I guess.”

“You are not important.”

Tamsin gasped. It was her own voice that called out to her.

“You think you are this special thing when you were simply cast aside by your sisters. No one came looking for you. Not even your enemies sought you out for all that time.”

Tamsin bit her lip and closed her eyes. “That hurts. I never thought about it that way, but I was forgotten.” She could feel the sting of tears in her eyes. “I was part of a community. I was part of a coven. I had friends, people who I thought were my family, and no one came looking for me.”

“I never forgot about you,” Mason said quietly.

“Only because you were worried that your lie about killing me would finally be revealed to your father.”

“No.” Mason reached out a hand but stopped himself. “I felt awful for what I’d done. I have wracked my brain all this time to try to find another way that things could have gone. I’ve wondered countless times where you were and what you might be doing. And I wasn’t the only one. I knew Sophie was involved in your escape, and so I’ve been watching her. On calm nights when the stars were bright, she would go down to the shoreline and stare out. Looking for you. Just as you would look out to sea for home. Even…Valaky,” his lip only curled up a little at the name. “Seems to have been watching out for you.” He half smiled at her. “It’s hard to show someone you care when you’re distancing yourself from them for their own safety. It was hard was for…them.”

“They think you’re a burden,” her voice said back.

“Then why did they come all the way out to the mountain to find me? Why did Sophie swap our brooches and put herself in danger for me?” She turned to look at Mason. “Why did you, despite Morwenna’s warnings, come all the way up here to find me answers?”

There was a moment that seemed to draw out as they looked into each other’s eyes. She tried to decipher any meaning from his stoic expression, but there was none.

“I wasn’t forgotten, and it’ll be the coven who are sorry for the way they acted, not me.”

The shade once again disappeared, and another area of light flickered on in front of them, though this time a door stood between two candles.

“Let’s get out of here.” Tamsin grabbed Mason’s arm, and they waded through the darkness, rushing toward the door.

“Hey, what’s that?” Mason stooped as they stepped into the light by the door, and picked something up, holding out his hand to show a thick silver chain.

“The guy who attacked me had this!” Tamsin took the chain and turned it over in her hand. “We’re on the right trail.” She turned back to look into the dark space behind them, the previous candles having gone out. “I wonder what he encountered in here.”

“We can ask that among everything else when we find him.” Mason pushed open the next door.

They left the dark place behind them and stepped into what looked like water. A whole lake was spread out around them, though while the water moved as they walked, Tamsin couldn’t feel it soaking into her clothes. The distant shoreline looked like it was covered in forest, but it was blurred, as if through a haze, and hard to make out any details.

In front of them was a floating cabin, or perhaps a boat, made of wood and strange materials that she couldn’t place. Its windows were placed haphazardly, and its door tilted at an odd angle.

“What is this?” Tamsin ran her hand through the water. As she did, it became more transparent, less real at her touch, and reacted oddly, the ripples on its surface not quite matching her touch.

“It’s like a half-forgotten dream,” as Mason spoke the scenery around them shimmered and flickered, like glitter being blown into the air, before it settled again, forming into a long beach of pale sands dotted with drawings yet to be washed away by the dark ocean, under strange stars. An old shipwreck lay half on its side in front of them.

“What is happening?” Tamsin looked around. “I thought that I’d never be back here.”

“I don’t think we’re actually back.” Mason stooped to scoop up a fistful of sand, but his hand simply passed through it. “It is just a dream.”

“Well, it’s certainly not mine. I would never dream about this place.”

“Maybe it’s not your dream.” Mason straightened up, his voice hoarse.

“Then whose?” Her eyes widened as she looked at Mason. “Yours?”

Mason nodded slowly. “I had dreams or visions. Of this place. Of you.”

“You really never did forget about me.” She spun around, taking in the same beach that she had been on for so many years. It was a little fuzzy around the edges in a dreamlike way, but it was exactly how she remembered it. “I had no idea.”

“You couldn’t have.” Mason scented the air. “We’re very close.”

She followed him across the beach toward the shipwreck. The sand glimmered beneath their footfalls. It really hadn’t been a bad spot where she had whiled away her exile. Apart from the isolation and the lack of supplies, it was a really pretty place.

They reached the entrance to what had been her home in those far lands—a gaping hole from a collision with a rock or perhaps a cannonball that she had shrouded with some of the old sail she had salvaged from the masts.

Mason pushed the curtain aside. It was dark beyond. Tamsin tensed. She had never really thought anyone would see the inside of her hideout. It hadn’t been much, but she had put what little love she had mustered into the place, having decorated it a bit with strings of seashells, pretty rocks, and some artifacts she had salvaged from the ship. Bags and bundles of cloth, driftwood furniture, and rudimentary games. She had tried to make it comfortable, and considering her situation, it had been. Somehow it felt oddly personal, and the thought of anyone else seeing it made her feel strange.

“After you,” Mason said.

She nodded, a little worried about what was waiting on the other side, considering what had happened the last time she passed through. But she put her doubts aside. It was with a friend rather than an enemy this time.

She realized that was a strange thought as she glanced back at Mason before stepping through.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Mason chuckled as he joined her.

“This isn’t quite how I remember it,” Tamsin said as her eyes took in the feast of lush greens, vibrant purples, and yellows. A beautiful garden surrounded them, with butterflies and dragonflies flitting between the enormous flowers.

Mason stiffened. “He’s here.”

Tamsin nodded. “Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

She allowed Mason to take the lead and followed him as he ducked behind massive fronds, squeezed between the woody trunks of shrubs, and carefully climbed over sprawling roots before they saw the man, kneeling before a wide, shallow pond, cluttered with pastel pink lily flowers.

Mason leaped from beneath a Tahoa leaf, shifting midair. He landed behind the man, gripping his collar and pulling him down to the ground, pinning him there.

“Thought you could hide from us up here, huh?” Tamsin pointed her finger at the man, with sun-worn skin and a salt and pepper beard, ready to blast him with a freeze spell if he caused trouble.

The man simply raised his hands. He still wore his robes, but she could see that they had been dirtied with stains of dirt and plants, his pockets filled with plant cuttings and dead-heads from flowers.

“I’ve been waiting for our meeting,” he said, his voice calm. “This was the last tie to my old life that I must deal with before I can cast off who I used to be and find peace.”

Tamsin’s eyes flicked to Mason, and even as his wolf, she could see the confusion in his expression.

“I’m sorry. I’m not sure I understand.” Tamsin frowned.

The man nodded, which was a little difficult with his collar pulled taught by the wolf. “It’s hard to understand, and so easy to misunderstand when everything is moving, and you are rushing to keep up. But once you stand still, everything becomes clear.”

Mason’s wolf grunted and he gestured with his head, which Tamsin understood to mean to ask what they came here for.

“Who sent you to attack me? Was it the DuskWood Pack? The DawnLight Coven? Is there a bounty on my head?” Tamsin inched closer. “I don’t care how much they paid you, you will tell us.”

“There is no need to for that. It was Valaky, the vampire.”

Tamsin’s mouth hung open. “What?”

There was a crackling sound as Mason shifted, replacing his wolf’s grip on the man’s robes with his curled fist. “I knew he was not to be trusted. He’s up to something!”

“Wait! Let me finish or else there will be another misunderstanding.” The robed man kept hold of Mason’s arm. “Valaky didn’t mean you harm.”

“Well, it certainly felt like you at least meant me harm,” Tamsin said with an incredulous tone.

“I know, I know,” the man whispered. “But listen. I am—was—a dangerous man. A bounty hunter who was known for forging into the farthest lands after people. I don’t think there’s anyone else who would have been able to find you.”

“This doesn’t sound like Valaky meant her well.” Mason tightened his grasp on the man.

“I thought he didn’t, but I don’t think that old vampire has ever put a bounty out on someone before, and he’s not the easiest to understand. So, when he said, ‘I need thee to seek this person and deal with them appropriately,’ I thought he meant…” He pulled his thumb across his neck. “You know? And so I spent much of my journey wondering why he sent me on my way with a case of books, tea, and some cake, which was delicious, by the way.”

“You ate it?” Tamsin asked.

“It would have gone to waste,” the guy said apologetically. “It only dawned on me when I arrived here, in this place of serenity, that by appropriately, he meant to treat you well and look after you.”

“You can’t be serious?” Mason let go of the man and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Valaky sent you away with what was basically a packed lunch meant for Tamsin, and you thought you were supposed to kill her?”

The man shrugged as he got up. “No one’s ever really asked for anything different, so…” He clicked his tongue. “My bad?”

“My bad!” Tamsin shook her head in disbelief. “I’m still in half a mind to zap you.”

“And as someone who has spent their years making a life out of zapping people, it would bring you no joy.”

She crossed her arms. “Debatable.”

Mason took in a breath. “I guess I misjudged Valaky.”

“I told you he means well.” She paused. “Although that doesn’t explain why he wanted to find me in the first place. Sophie must have told him that the plan was for me to wait for the conjunction of the moon and Venus to pass.”

“I know one way we can find out.” Mason stepped toward her before turning back briefly. “Come on, we need to find our way out.”

The robed man shook his head. “I will remain here. All my life I have been moving, but I have finally found a place where I wish to remain.” He gently lifted the petals of a nearby flowering plant. “This place was once a well-kept, beautiful garden. For whatever reason, the previous keeper could not continue to care for it. I am the gardener now.”

Mason shrugged and walked toward Tamsin. “Suit yourself.”

Tamsin turned and fell into step beside him. “I suppose he’s found his something.”

“This doesn’t seem like too bad of a place to never return from.”

Tamsin looked up at him. “But we’ve still got to make it back. What if we found our something that makes us want to never leave?”

Mason looked thoughtful for a moment but didn’t meet her eye. “Maybe we’ll be fine because we’ve already found our something.”


Chapter Thirteen – Mason

“They’re back!” A cheer rang out around the tavern, and a crowd of people quickly gathered around the bottom of the stairs.

That’s a lot more people in the tavern than when we went up the stairs, Mason’s wolf commented.

I guess word got out that someone had been fool enough to go into the belly of the beast, Mason said.

He scanned over the expectant faces. There were the Regulars and some half-familiar faces. Though one was notably missing.

Despite the rush of relief at finding their way back out, anger bubbled up inside of him.

Valaky. Where was that vampire?

“Mason.” Tamsin’s touch was light on his arm, but it was enough to send a shiver of recognition and pleasure through his body.

He closed his eyes, reveling in the sensations flooding his body for a moment or two before he broke contact with her. He could enjoy her presence next to him when she was safe. “We need to find Valaky.”

“What was up there?” Stan’s voice rose above the clamor as he stepped forward. “How’d you get back?”

“We got lucky,” Mason said, not wanting to get into a lengthy discussion about the secrets hidden in the depths of the tavern.

Not that he really understood what they had just seen, or even had anything to hide about it, but the whole surreal experience, for some reason, felt personal. It felt like everything they had seen was just for him and Tamsin, and that to share it would be to spoil it, to taint it somehow.

Perhaps it was the fact that it was the first nice thing that he had shared with Tamsin. Something that had finally brought them together instead of splitting them apart.

It feels for the first time like there’s a chance for us, his wolf said.

Mason hoped that closeness would remain now that they were back out in the real world.

For the first time, he was beginning to understand how profound The Lonely Tavern was, and as they stepped off the stairs and onto the flat floor, he felt more than ever like a stranger in this place.

And luckily, it seems to like us, his wolf said. Since it let us find our way out.

It couldn’t find something to tempt us with, unlike the bounty hunter, Mason said. Because we already had everything we could ever want, walking by our side.

Our mate, his wolf agreed. There was nowhere else they’d rather be than by her side, nothing they wanted more than to be closer to her.

For they could both see how easy it would be to stay in the perfect world waiting behind one of those doors.

“What did you see?” Harry flanked them alongside Stan. “We’ve been dying to see what’s up there.”

“You wouldn’t believe us if we told you,” Tamsin murmured with a glance at Mason.

“Try us,” Burt laughed. “I don’t know if there’s anything we won’t believe about this place anymore.”

“What secrets the tavern chooses to reveal to those who wander its hallways are not to be shared,” Morwenna said, her voice booming across the tavern from where she stood behind the bar half hidden by a stack of scrolls and old-looking books.

Works for me, Mason’s wolf said.

“Ah, come on, Morwenna, we want to know,” Burt insisted. “It’ll stop us guessing.”

“Well, if you want to know that much, you’ll have to venture up those stairs yourself.” Morwenna waved a leather-bound scroll at him, then her tone grew serious. “But I doubt you will return.”

“And then we’d lose three of our best customers,” came the deep voice of Flint, the bartender, whose massive frame was hidden behind the piles of papers as he tried to serve drinks through the stacks of books.

“Mason and Tamsin did,” Stan replied as the two made their way toward the door.

“But you are not Mason and Tamsin,” Morwenna said, looking at the pile of papers in front of her. “But by all means, take a chance. At least it will stop you complaining about the coffee.”

“You don’t serve coffee,” Stan pointed out.

“Exactly,” Morwenna said. “And boy, do you like to remind me of that fact.”

“Only because I think coffee would make an excellent addition to your range of beverages,” Stan replied.

“When I need your business advice, I will ask for it,” Morwenna said and pulled out a scroll and scanned it before tossing it over her shoulder. “Not that one.”

As Mason and Tamsin crossed the tavern, the crowd parted for them, and they were greeted with what felt like a hero’s welcome.

“So, what did you see up there?”

“Were there ghosts?”

“Is that where Morwenna hides her treasure?”

The questions circled around them, but Mason simply scowled and nodded, while making sure Tamsin was close behind him. The entire ordeal reminded him of the corridor filled with whispers.

As he walked, he pushed his senses out to see if Valaky was still nearby, but he could not push them past the walls of the tavern. He was no longer inside.

But it’s still daytime, his wolf said.

Is it? Mason raked his hand through his hair. He had lost all sense of time. For all he knew, they could have been in the tavern for hours, days, or weeks.

“Leaving?” Burt appeared at his side with peculiar stealth.

“We are,” Mason said simply.

“To hunt a certain vampire?” Burt cocked an eyebrow at them.

“Do you know where he went?” Tamsin asked.

Burt’s eyes glinted darkly as he leaned closer. “I might have an inkling. Care to share why this vampiric friend of yours might have disappeared instead of waiting to see your safe return? Did the tavern reveal something about him?”

Tamsin stepped closer to Burt. “Let’s just say we have some questions we need him to answer.”

“Then let’s go.” Burt turned and walked toward the tavern door.

“Hey, slow down a minute,” Mason reached out and rested his hand on Burt’s shoulder. “Tell us where he is, and we’ll go find him.”

“Oh no,” Burt shook his head. “If you want my help, you take me with you. I’m not sending you off after a vampire and then leaving you to it.”

“Burt! There you are.” Harry and Stan pushed their way through the crowd around the bar toward their friend. “We thought you’d gone up those stairs without us.”

“We can find Valaky on our own,” Tamsin said and pushed past Mason toward the door.

“You might, eventually,” Burt said quickly. “But I know where he’s going.”

“You want to know where Valaky went?” Harry asked as the other two caught up with them.

“Do you know?” Tamsin rounded on Harry.

“He’s not going to tell you,” Burt said, shooting Harry a look. “But we can show you.”

“Burt?” Harry’s face paled. “I thought we were going to trawl through all of those scrolls Morwenna’s thrown out. She’s obviously looking for something.”

“Something to do with the prophecy. Your prophecy,” Stan added with a curious look at Mason and Tamsin.

“My prophecy?” Tamsin asked sharply. “What does she know about the prophecy? I’ve already told it to you.”

“I don’t know. That’s why we were going to hang around and find out,” Harry said.

“You stay, I’m going to hunt a vampire,” Burt replied.

“Have you drunk too many bread beers?” Stan asked before he tutted and turned to Harry. “Maybe it’s off. It might have addled his brain.”

“That stuff always smells off,” Harry muttered.

“My brain is not addled, and I have not drunk too much bread beer,” Burt said firmly, leaving them in no doubt he was of sound heart and mind. His body, on the other hand…

He is a little old for going vampire hunting, Mason’s wolf agreed.

“But vampires,” Stan murmured and looked around as if afraid someone might hear him. “Why would you want to hunt a vampire? They have fangs and things.”

“And they can glamor you,” Harry said. “I once heard a story about a vampire glamouring a man into thinking he was a chicken. He spent two weeks pecking around in his garden before the effects wore off.”

“That’s an old story that parents tell their children, so they stay away from vampires,” Burt scoffed.

“Yeah,” Tamsin said. “From what I have heard, vampires do a lot worse than that to people.”

“See,” Harry said and prodded Burt in the chest.

“Then it’s best we don’t let this young couple go alone after one.” Burt edged toward the door.

“Burt, are you sure you’re all right?” Stan asked with concern.

“Yeah, you are usually more on the cautious side.” Harry frowned.

“I don’t know what has come over me,” Burt admitted, bouncing on his toes. “But it’s like I can feel the blood of my ancestors thrumming in my veins, and I need to go hunt a fanged creature of the night. It’s like destiny is calling me.”

“Well, tell destiny it’s got the wrong number,” Mason said. “Come on, Tamsin, we don’t have time for this. We can track Valaky ourselves.”

“I’ll get there first,” Burt said and nimbly ran for the door.

“What has gotten into him?” Harry muttered.

“It’s all this doom and gloom from this prophecy.” Stan shook his head. “I much preferred the one about the dancing cows.”

“You have nothing to prove, old chap,” Harry assured Burt as he put his hand on the door handle.

“Don’t I?” Burt asked. “How brave were you when we helped Kengar? And Stan? Stan entered the couples’ competition and completed all those trials. And me? I don’t deserve my family name…”

Harry and Stan looked at each other before they both sighed.

“Okay then. Vampire hunting, it is!” Harry clapped his hands together. “Do we need to take weapons? I did like the feel of a dragon sword in my hand.” He tiptoed to look over the crowd toward the weapons on the wall around the fireplace.

“Aren’t wooden stakes a more traditional weapon for vampire slaying?” Stan asked, scanning the walls of the tavern which were adorned with various weapons and shields. “Is there any particular wood that is effective?”

“Do they even have hearts?” Harry asked, rubbing his chin as he assessed the arsenal of weapons on the walls.

“Wait.” Tamsin held up her hands. “We are not going to slay anyone. We just need to talk to Valaky.”

I have no problem with slaying the bloodsucker, Mason’s wolf said.

Neither do I, considering the trouble he’s caused. But on the other hand, he orchestrated Tamsin’s return to Wishing Moon Bay, Mason reminded his wolf. It does sound like he meant well.

But why? Mason’s wolf asked. Why did he send that non-assassin to find her? Why did he circumvent Sophie’s plan?

That is a question we need answered and only a non-slayed vampire can answer it, Mason reminded his wolf.

“Okay, you can come,” Mason said, weary of the conversation. He needed action. “But there is to be no slaying of vampires, unless absolutely necessary. And if there’s any danger, you will all get out of my way.”

“No slaying of vampires at all. Full stop,” Tamsin corrected.

“Your job is to take us to Valaky. Okay?” Mason glanced toward the bar as Morwenna exclaimed with excitement, her eyes glued to an aged piece of parchment she held.

Are we sure we shouldn’t be monitoring her? his wolf asked. She seems to know something.

Probably, Mason replied. But let’s deal with one problem at a time. And since Valaky is our most pressing problem, let’s deal with him. Morwenna is not going anywhere.

True, she’s a part of this tavern, his wolf agreed. Part of the fabric of the place.

Mason shuddered, his eyes drifting upward into the rafters. They could have spent all of eternity in those rooms upstairs and still not understood the tavern and its place in the world.

And outside of it, his wolf added.

With a shake of his head, he followed the Regulars out of the tavern and into the night.

For it was night.

“How long were we in there?” Tamsin looked up at the stars above.

“All day and most of the night,” Stan said.

“How long did it seem to you?” Harry’s eyes narrowed as he studied their faces.

“Hard to tell,” Tamsin said.

“Try,” Harry prodded.

Tamsin tilted her head to one side. “You heard what Morwenna said. The secrets of the tavern are not meant to be shared.”

“But if you and Mason were talking about those secrets and we just happened to be walking close by and overheard them…” Stan began, “Then where is the harm in that?”

“Good one, Stan,” Harry said. “You wouldn’t exactly be sharing the secrets because you both already know them.”

“And we would know that you were walking close enough to hear,” Tamsin said. “Since Mason is a shifter.”

“I didn’t realize that you two were such a play-by-the-rules couple,” Stan said lightly.

“We’re not,” Tamsin said quickly. “A couple, I mean.”

Stan glanced from Tamsin to Mason, who shot the older man a warning look. “My mistake.”

“So, where to?” Mason asked as they headed down the alley away from the tavern. He scented the air, but it had been so long that any scent of Valaky had already dissipated into the cool night.

“You’ll see,” Burt said evasively.

“You could just tell us,” Tamsin said as they took a right turn, heading for the edge of town.

“And once we tell you, you’ll dump us and then go on without us,” Stan said with a knowing look at Mason. “Am I wrong?”

“We just don’t want you to get hurt,” Tamsin insisted.

“We can take care of ourselves,” Harry said and then slapped Burt on the shoulder. “And this guy is the man when it comes to vampires. So he says, anyway.”

“Have you ever fought one before?” Mason asked curiously.

“No,” Burt said, the color rising in his cheeks. “But it’s an ancestral thing. I’m sure all of their skills will come to me just when I need them.”

“But he, of course, knows how to handle himself around vampires. Rule number one of being a vampire hunter is not to get into a fight with one if there are other ways to handle the situation,” Stan said enthusiastically. “Isn’t that right, Burt?”

“Err. Yeah,” Burt agreed with a nod. “A vampire is strong and cunning and can easily overpower an unprepared opponent. But they also have weaknesses, and that’s where the knowledge passed down from vampire hunter to vampire hunter comes in. Though my knowledge might have been delayed, as I said, I’m sure it will be bestowed upon me right in the nick of time.”

Tamsin rolled her eyes slightly, but a small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “All right, vampire hunter,” she said, her tone softened by a hint of amusement. “Lead the way.”

They continued down the narrow cobblestone street before cutting across the park, where the children’s play area stood eerily empty and quiet. As they walked, a mist seemed to seep out of the ground and swirl around their feet, and Mason shivered, his senses on high alert for any sign of movement.

“You seem a little tense,” Tamsin said as they reached the edge of the park and crossed a wide, tree-lined street.

“I don’t like this,” he said.

“Do you think Valaky might attack?” she whispered. “I don’t think he has it in him.”

“Not without me sensing him.” Mason glanced over his shoulder. “But they don’t have the same feel as living, breathing creatures.”

“Does that make them harder to sense?” she asked.

“It’s not easier or harder, it’s just different,” Mason said. “Add in that they can move fast…”

“It makes you jittery,” Tamsin said.

“I’m not jittery,” Mason insisted.

“You are so,” she said with a grin.

“This doesn’t bother you?” he asked, suddenly curious about his mate and what made her tick.

“No.” Her brows creased as she shook her head. “It might have once. But after so long alone, I understand the term safety in numbers. Besides, Valaky’s harmless.”

Mason chuckled. “I would prefer it if our numbers were not made up of three old men.”

“Older men,” Burt said without looking at Mason.

“He does have good hearing,” Tamsin said. “Perhaps the blood of a vampire hunter does flow through his veins.”

“Perhaps,” Mason said, his tone derisory.

“We might be about to find out,” Tamsin said as they turned right and headed down a wide, cobbled street lined on either side with large manor houses that looked straight out of a Victorian city. Old gas lamps cast the only other light apart from the moon across the mist-covered road.

“Why?” Mason asked as he peered over a stone wall into the well-kept gardens that surrounded one of the grand houses, the mansion standing tall, its gothic architecture menacing under the shroud of mist.

It’s like I can feel a pulse of ancient magic emanating from the building, Mason’s wolf said with a shiver.

“Because we are in vampire territory,” Burt said with some relish. “Isn’t that exciting?”

“He’s right,” she whispered. “This isn’t just any ordinary street. Can’t you sense it?”

“No,” Mason, Stan, and Harry chorused.

“We’re here.” Burt stopped before a tall set of iron gates that broke up the stone wall Mason had been looking over.

“This isn’t Valaky’s house,” Tamsin said. “Unless he’s moved.”

“No, it’s not,” Burt replied. “But I never said we were going to his house.”

“So Valaky is here?” Tamsin asked.

“And where is here, exactly?” Mason asked.

“This is the house of Silas Langdon,” Tamsin said. “So what is Valaky doing here?”

“Why don’t we go in and find out?” Burt asked as the gates opened with a surprisingly small amount of noise, and he strode toward the house.

And maybe their doom.


Chapter Fourteen – Tamsin

When she’d dreamed of being back here in Wishing Moon Bay surrounded by people she trusted and who she could rely on, a wolf shifter and three guys who had perhaps seen too many summers to be much good in a fight was not it.

But here she was.

About to knock on the door of one of the oldest and most powerful vampires in Wishing Moon Bay.

From what she recalled, Silas was a solitary vampire, with a melancholy air, who worked for whoever could afford him. And the people who usually could afford him were less than reputable characters.

So, when a pretty woman in her late forties opened the door, with a wide smile on her face and a cheerful, “Hello,” on her lips, Tamsin was, understandably, taken aback.

“Hi there, Merri,” Burt said with a slight nod.

“Burt.” Merri’s smile faltered a little as she looked at the small group gathered on her doorstep...

Wait! Was this her doorstep? Had Silas moved out?

Perhaps he’d been slayed by Burt, the vampire slayer.

No, that was just too preposterous.

“We’re looking for someone.” Stan leaned forward and inhaled deeply. “Is that coffee and walnut cake I can smell?”

“It is.” Merri cast a cursory glance at them all, each in turn, before she stepped back and said, “Would you like to come in? You look as if you all need a cup of tea and a slice of cake.”

“Oh, don’t mind if we do,” Burt the vampire hunter said as he followed Merri inside.

“Wait.” Tamsin put her hand on Stan’s shoulder and hissed, “I thought this house belonged to Silas.”

“It does,” Stan said, his gaze not on Tamsin but on the inviting hallway beyond the front door. From the imposing exterior, she had not expected the inside to look so…cozy, and she certainly hadn’t expected it to hold the promise of tea and cake.

“So why is Merri here?” Tamsin asked.

“Because she is Silas’s wife.” Stan’s brows knitted together. “How did you not...” His expression cleared. “I forgot you have been living on a desert island for five years.” He shook his head. “You missed one of the greatest romances of our generation.”

“Romance. Silas?” Tamsin locked eyes with Stan. “Has Merri been glamoured?”

“No,” Stan replied, inching away from her and toward the door—and cake.

“Are you sure you haven’t all been glamoured?” she asked. “Because I know Silas is considered an expert at getting into people’s heads and making them see and believe things that are not real and not true.”

“I think living on that island alone has made you paranoid,” Stan told her solemnly. “What you need is a nice cup of tea...”

“And some coffee and walnut cake,” Tamsin finished for him, noting that even her wolf shifter had disappeared inside the house, leaving her alone.

And she thought she could count on him to be by her side through thick and thin. But that had been while they were in the tavern when they had to work together in forced proximity.

Now they were out, surrounded by other people. The lure of tea and cake seemed to be more of an attraction than she was.

But then she had to admit, the cake did smell good even from outside. And what was the saying, if you can’t beat them, join them?

She followed Stan inside the house, which was bright and airy and about as unvampirish as it could be. She recalled visiting here years ago, and if her memory was correct, it had been dark, with heavy drapes at the windows.

Could love have changed Silas this much?

“There you are.” Mason appeared up ahead.

“You sound surprised,” she replied. “I thought those shifter senses of yours could tell where I was all the time. Or don’t they work inside this house?”

“You got me.” He cracked a smile that caught her off guard. It made her heart skip a beat in her chest and her stomach erupt in butterflies. Yep, there was definitely something going on in this house. It was as if a love spell had been cast over it.

“I hope in all the excitement about tea and cake that you haven’t forgotten why we are here.” She stalked down the hallway toward him.

“No, of course not.” His expression sobered. “But it might be easier to ask Merri about any visitors over tea and cake.”

“Can’t you sense him?” she asked as she drew closer.

Mason shook his head. “With vampires, it all becomes a little foggy. Like they are there, but not really there.”

“Because vampires are not the same as people or animals.” Tamsin glanced around and shivered, half-expecting a bloodthirsty vampire to pop out of one of the closed doors that lined the hallway.

“Something like that,” Mason replied. “I usually smell them rather than sense them. They have a unique scent...”

She screwed up her face. “I don’t think I want to know.”

“Just be grateful this house smells more like freshly baked cake than...”

“Thank you.” She held up her hand, and he stopped talking with an amused smile on his lips.

“I can’t take credit for the cake,” Merri was saying as they entered the kitchen, where the Regulars were already seated around the larger wooden table laden with two hearty cakes, while a dapperly dressed elderly man, Silas’s butler, come constant companion, was pouring tea into fine china cups. “Colton is the master at baking. He’s been teaching me his recipes, but I still have a lot to learn.”

“Is Silas not joining us?” Tamsin asked from where she lingered in the doorway. The scene before her was so domesticated. She might be in a family cottage rather than a vampire’s mansion.

She felt like an outsider looking in at what an ideal family home would look like.

As if this was one of the dreams she’d had when she was alone on the island.

A dream of a home that wasn’t a wrecked ship, of a kitchen that was not an open fire pit, and of family. Even perhaps children.

Children!

The sound of running footsteps came along the hallway. Unmistakably children.

Children living in Silas’s house! This got more surreal by the minute.

“Is the cake ready?” the girl asked. “I love coffee and walnut.”

“Coffee is yuck,” the boy said with a retching motion. “Did you make lemon drizzle? Oh, we have visitors?”

“I did, Jared,” Colton said as he received a hug from the boy. “And yes, we do.”

“Sit.” Merri pointed at a couple of spare chairs at the table.

“Have you come for cake, too?” Jared asked the group as he slid into a chair.

“Why are you here?” Colton, a hint of the hardened man he used to be, flickering across his face before he watched the children’s eyes light up at his cake creations.

“Burt wanted to hunt a vampire,” Stan blurted out, his eyes fixed on the cake before him as he picked up a silver fork.

Merri chuckled. “I don’t think knocking on the door counts as hunting, since you know this is where Silas lives.”

“Why is there a piece missing?” Jared asked and glanced around the room at the gathered suspects.

“We aren’t here for Silas,” Burt said, staring daggers at Stan, the teaspoon in his hand held like a weapon.

“Morwenna had a piece with her coffee,” the girl replied.

The cluttering of tableware and the sound of voices stopped altogether, and the group shared looks with one another.

“Morwenna is here?” Mason asked sharply.

“Yes,” Jared replied with a grin. “She makes me laugh.”

“She does?” Harry asked. “Only I’ve never actually thought of Morwenna as having a sense of humor.”

“Oh, I meant her dress. She jingles like a thousand tiny bells,” Jared replied as he took a bite of the walnut cake. “And she says funny things.”

“But Morwenna is here? Right now?” Mason asked.

“Yes, she arrived maybe ten minutes before you did. She’s downstairs talking with Silas and Maughna.” Merri handed him a piece of cake. “Is that a problem? I thought you were here for Burt to hunt a vampire.” She covered her mouth and laughed lightly, her eyes crinkling as she smiled at The Regular.

“We are,” Stan said through a mouthful of lemon drizzle cake. “Wait, you said Morwenna had a coffee and cake?”

“Yes, she’s rather fond of Colton’s special blend,” Merri said, casting an equally fond glance at Colton.

“I didn’t think she liked coffee,” Stan said. “Since she is so against serving it at the tavern.” He took another bite of cake and chewed as he mused. “That witch is full of surprises.”

“Okay,” Merri held up her hands. “I think I need some clarity as to why you are here, why Burt is vampire hunting, and why the surprise over Morwenna.”

“The biggest surprise is that she’s capable and willing to leave the tavern.” Harry rubbed his chin. “I can’t imagine her outside of that place, no matter how hard I try.” His brows knotted together in concentration for a moment before he shook his head. “Nope, can’t picture it.”

“The other strange thing is that we left well before she did.” Stan pointed his fork. “And we didn’t see her on our way over.”

“Does Morwenna visit often?” Tamsin asked.

“Every few months,” Brigette replied. “She likes to come and talk to Maughna.”

“You’re not hunting Maughna, are you?” Jared asked and shifted in his seat to a defensive position.

“No, of course not,” Burt said. “We are on the trail of Valaky.”

“Right.” Merri narrowed her eyes. “Funnily enough, he arrived just after sunset and wanted to speak to Maughna, too.”

“Isn’t Maughna popular this evening?” Tamsin asked pointedly.

“She is.” Merri glanced at her children, her expression one of concern.

“There’s nothing to worry about.” Tamsin had the sudden overwhelming need to ease Merri’s concern, and it only just dawned on her that her very presence, even under the cover of darkness, might have put them in danger.

“But you came here hunting Valaky?” Merri asked.

“Oh, no,” Burt said quickly. “We only wanted to talk to Valaky.”

“We only say hunting because Burt’s family is...” Stan coughed from a heavy nudge from Harry.

“And it takes five of you to talk to one vampire?” Brigette asked.

“No,” Tamsin said with a roll of her eyes. “Mason and I need to talk to him about one of his, ugh, acquaintances. But Burt would not tell us where Valaky was...”

“And we’re here for moral support,” Stan said with a smile.

“And cake,” Harry added with a chuckle. “How very fortunate for us!”

“And where does Morwenna fit in?” Merri asked.

“I don’t know if she fits in at all. It’s just that we left the tavern and came straight here,” Mason said. “And when we left, Morwenna was behind the bar looking at scrolls.”

“How did she get here so fast?” Harry asked.

“Maybe she drives a car,” Stan said. “I could see her rocking some vintage wheels.”

“She doesn’t look like the car-driving type,” Harry said. “More of a broomstick. Perhaps Brushworth can fly?”

“Well, she pulled the wool over our eyes about her coffee drinking, so who knows what else she doesn’t tell us,” Stan grumbled.

“Morwenna is entitled to her privacy,” Colton said with a hint of warning. “As are we all.” His old eyes stared at Tamsin before shifting to Mason. “What information do you seek from Valaky? Maybe I can help you.”

“Yes,” Harry asked, turning his attention from the cake on his plate to Mason and Tamsin. “Why are you looking for him? It’s something to do with what you saw in the upstairs rooms of the tavern, isn’t it?”

“You went upstairs in The Lonely Tavern?” Colton asked, sitting upright and alert.

Tamsin eyed the old man. She had heard rumors that Colton knew more about the lore of Wishing Moon Bay, and for that matter, the World Beyond the protection spell, than anyone. So it was interesting to see him so surprised by that. She could see his burning curiosity in his eyes, but he didn’t ask anything. Perhaps if Morwenna was still in the building, he was afraid she would hear him poking at the tavern’s secrets.

Mason shifted in his chair and looked at Tamsin, but she shook her head, a small enough motion for him to see, but not for everyone else. “We’re looking for Valaky because we think he might have some information we need. To do with a prophecy,” he finally answered. “We’re trying to prevent it from coming true, but his actions haven’t helped us.”

In fact, she was beginning to wonder if Valaky was more of a hindrance. And if he was, Burt might earn his vampire slayer badge after all.


Chapter Fifteen – Tamsin

“A prophecy.” Colton was very alert now, his pale eyes as sharp as a man half his age. “I have read just about every prophecy ever written, so perhaps I could be of help.”

“There you go,” Stan said, nodding toward Colton. “Fate brought us here so that Colton can help you. And perhaps afterward we can pick your brain about one or two we’ve been looking at.”

“No, Burt bought us here,” Harry reminded Stan.

“Does it matter?” Mason asked sharply. “Tamsin, tell Colton the prophecy.”

The color rose in Tamsin’s cheeks as the people gathered around the table all looked at her even though she’d recited this prophecy that had been the secret of her coven so many times. But after her time in the tavern with Mason, she felt suddenly embarrassed. Exposed even.

“When finned stars dost tumble through the scorching firmament, and Venus doth waltz moonward high, a night of devastation shall descend. Cauldrons shall boil over, howls become wails, brooms shatter, and wolves flee in terror. This fateful night shall be foretold by a witch born beneath a troubled sign, chosen by a rooster’s crow and the coven leader’s spilled tea leaves. But should the witch’s beating heart stop and her mate get the chop, if this is the way fate is paved, the coven and pack will be saved...”

As she took a breath, footsteps came along the hallway toward the kitchen, accompanied by humming, but then a voice, breathy and eerie, continued to recite the prophecy…

“Heed the signs, let guide thy hearts, for doom approaches when love is apart.”

“What?” Tamsin’s head snapped toward the corridor. “Was that Maughna?”

“Maughna,” Colton said. “Do you know this prophecy?”

“She must be thinking of a different prophecy,” Stan said. “That last line wasn’t quite right.”

“It was very close, though,” Mason said quietly.

Maughna entered the kitchen and danced around, her tattered clothes giving her a ghostlike quality as she swayed and hummed a different tune.

“Maughna, the prophecy,” Merri said and caught hold of the vampire’s hand as Maughna passed by, swaying from side to side.

“Naughty wolf pack!” Maughna giggled in an almost childlike way. “I’ll teach them.”

“You’ll teach them?” Mason asked. “Teach them what?”

“Who will teach them?” Maughna tilted her head as she looked at Mason. “Fated mates, bring the prophecy’s end.” Then her head swiveled and her gaze fixed on Tamsin. “Haughty taughty coven, we’ll show them!”

“What are you talking about? Who will?” Tamsin asked.

“Morwenna.” Maughna’s attention snapped to the other people in the room. “Where is Morwenna? Where did she go?”

“That is a question I would not mind learning the answer to,” Mason muttered under his breath. “Is she not still here, Merri? We would like to have a word.”

“Gone, gone, Morwenna is gone. Under the bed, under the chair, where is Morwenna with her curly hair!”

“Morwenna left?” Merri asked Maughna.

“Or is she talking about something more profound?” Stan mused.

“Witch, wolf, mates, fates,” Maughna said as she patted Mason and Tamsin on the head. “Coven, pack, must attack.”

“Maughna.” Colton stood up stiffly and approached the vampire.

Tamsin had heard about Maughna but never had a run-in with her. She had a reputation for being often nonsensical, albeit harmless enough.

“Mates, fate, make them hate.” She pulled away from Merri and continued around the kitchen, twirling as she went. “Glass, smash, you’ll pay for that!”

“Glass smash? Didn’t we hear something about that in the hallway with the whispers?” Mason muttered to Tamsin.

“I think so.” She frowned into her plate of cake. They had definitely heard Morwenna’s voice say something about a broken glass.

“A whispering hallway, eh?” Stan asked, leaning toward them.

“Do you know this prophecy?” Mason asked Colton, obviously deciding to ignore Stan’s fishing for information.

“I read it some time ago,” Colton admitted. “I was doing some research for Clancy about the local wolf packs, and the situation with the DuskWood Pack and the DawnLight Coven having not gotten along for centuries came up. But the prophecy you recited is of an unknown origin and so often they are not to be taken seriously.”

“Seriously?” Tamsin asked, shooting a sharp look at Mason.

“Yes.” Colton shrugged. “I mean, anyone can write a prophecy. Often it is the belief in the prophecy that causes more problems than the prophecy itself.”

“Really?” Tamsin shook her head. “Who writes these things?”

She shot Maughna a look. If they could get a straight answer out of her, then they might just have their answer. Morwenna.

But Maughna continued humming the other tune, as she stopped before a closed cupboard and simply stared at it as if it were the most fascinating thing she had ever seen.

“More cake?” Merri asked lightly.

“More cake sounds positively wonderful!” A shrill voice filled the tall room, and everyone turned to the hallway, where the sound of jingling approached from.

“Oh…oh my,” Harry said in a reverent whisper. “She really can leave the tavern.”

“So I can.” Morwenna stepped into the dining room. “It would appear that wherever you go, nowhere is safe from my influence.”

Burt gulped, and Tamsin wondered if Morwenna really was scarier than a vampire.

“Though it seems I am safe nowhere from you lot, either.”

“Hey, we left the tavern first.” Harry pointed his teaspoon at Morwenna, who fixed him with one of her trademark glares.

“Then perhaps you need a better mode of transportation. Walking will only get you so far.” Morwenna approached the table. “Now, I heard that there was lemon drizzle cake.”

“Of course, Morwenna, take a seat.” Merri cut another slice of cake as a chair slid out on its own, which Morwenna perched on, a smug expression on her angular features as she looked across the table at everyone else.

“If everything is all right?” Stan ventured.

“Why, of course,” Morwenna said. “Do I not look all right?”

“Well, that’s the thing.” Burt pursed his lips. “You look like you’re almost in a good mood.”

“I’m always in a good mood when I visit my dearest Maughna.” Morwenna accepted the plate of cake from Merri without taking her eyes from Tamsin and Mason. “And it’s, of course, made all the better with Colton’s wonderful baking, Merri’s company, and Silas’s seemingly para-natural memory.”

“Mine’s just not as cluttered as yours, maybe.”

Tamsin tensed at the sound of the voice. It was time to see if what the Regulars had said about Silas was true.

Silas swanned into the room, his footsteps silent as he crossed the hard floor, before leaning down and placing a kiss on Merri’s head.

“Hello, my love. I didn’t realize we were hosting visitors. It’s quite the tea party.”

“Neither did I.” Merri smiled up at him.

Things really had changed around here.

“What can we do for all of you, hm?” Silas arched an eyebrow as he looked over them all.

Everyone except Burt shrank a little under his gaze.

“We want to see Valaky. He is here, isn’t he?” Burt asked.

“I’m afraid that you have just missed him,” Silas turned his full attention to Burt.

“You’re kidding?” Mason asked.

“Not at all. He left not long after Morwenna arrived, strangely.” He gave her a sideward glance. “Though, may I inquire as to why you seek him?”

“These two have got some questions for him, I believe, related to a certain prophecy.” Burt nodded toward Tamsin and Mason.

“Now why would you want to be asking that old bat about prophecy?” Morwenna asked. “He wouldn’t know a good prophecy if it spelled out his name in the stars and slapped him in the face.”

“But you do?” It was Tamsin’s turn to fix Morwenna with a glare.

The older witch met her eye. “Now, why would you think that?”

“Well, you seemed to have plenty of opinions on it back in the tavern,” Tamsin said.

“I’m very opinionated about just about everything.” Morwenna looked away.

There was a grumble of agreement from the Regulars.

“Okay, then why did you rush here to talk to Maughna when you seemed so busy with your ‘paperwork’ just now?”

“Aren’t I allowed a coffee break?” Morwenna gestured to the cake. “Besides, Flint can handle things while I’m away. Along with serving the customers, and stopping them from going upstairs, which they seem too insistent on since you two went up there.”

“I thought you hated the thought of leaving the tavern?” Stan asked.

“And why did Valaky leave as soon as you arrived?” Burt pressed.

Morwenna shrugged. “He was quiet from the moment I arrived and left without saying much. Which, as we all know, is unnatural for Valaky since he likes the sound of his own voice so much. Perhaps he’s terrified of me, as everyone should be.”

Tamsin shook her head. “I just can’t believe the timing of all of this was coincidental, especially when Maughna seems to already know this prophecy that has been guarded by generations of the DawnLight Coven and the DuskWood Pack.”

“She does?” Morwenna squeaked before recovering her voice. “Did she say so?”

“She recited the last line on her own, so we thought it safe to assume.” Mason watched as Maughna twirled around the kitchen, seemingly oblivious to the conversation.

“Though she got it slightly wrong, so I don’t know where she could have heard it from,” Tamsin said.

“Now, Maughna, you’re not just making up prophecy-sounding phrases, are you?” Morwenna chided.

“Maughna’s been around for an awfully long time.” Merri smiled sadly as she watched the vampire. “She might have even been there when the prophecy was written.”

Morwenna tutted. “Now don’t be ridiculous. No one can just write a prophecy.”

“Wait, didn’t you say that anyone could write a prophecy just yesterday?” Harry asked.

“That doesn’t sound like something I’d say,” Morwenna mumbled.

“Silas?” Merri craned her neck to look up at him. “You don’t know anything about this, do you?”

“Please, if you do, it’s very important,” Tamsin said. “This prophecy has had a terrible effect on both of our lives and finding anything about why it was written or who by could help us.”

Tamsin could have sworn that for just the briefest of moments, Silas’s eyes flicked over to Morwenna before he spoke. “I don’t know if...”

“Under old moon and stars, two souls wove a tale so bizarre,” Maughna brushed past Morwenna, trailing her fingers through the witch’s messy hair as she went. “For revenge or just in jest? I don’t know, but it was a giggle fest!”

The vampire began to giggle as Morwenna shot up. “Now listen here you bag of bones, don’t go spoiling this for me.”

“You do know something!” Tamsin stood up and pointed a finger. “You know who wrote it, don’t you?”

Morwenna pursed her lips before she stomped her foot. “All right, fine. I might know a thing or two about this prophecy. But don’t go asking me for all the answers. That was a long, long time ago, so I’m a bit hazy on the details.” She put a finger on her chin. “Actually, the more I think about it, I’m very hazy on the details. And I imagine she is even more so.” She hiked a finger at Maughna as she picked up a teacup and scrutinized it.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Mason asked.

“Because I’ve got a lot…” Morwenna mumbled the rest of the sentence into her hand.

“What?”

“Because I’ve got a lot riding on this, okay?” Morwenna hmphed. “I can’t remember exactly what, but I’m invested in seeing this prophecy come to pass, and I can’t interfere too much, or else I’ll have to forfeit whatever it is I could win.”

“What you could win?” Mason stood up, a sharpness to his voice. “I was nearly forced to kill Tamsin over this, remember?”

Morwenna held up a finger. “Okay, now that bit I know is not quite right. I can’t remember exactly why it’s wrong, but I’m certain it is.

Colton’s eyes widened. “Oooh. That’s why the prophecy is so important to you two. You’re the wolf and the witch whose fates are entwined.”

“Should have seen that coming, chaps.” Harry brushed crumbs from his jacket.

“I...” Mason glanced sideways at Tamsin.

“Give me some credit,” she told him bluntly. “I don’t need a prophecy to tell me we are mates. I’m just not sure why you never told me.”

“Maybe he is worried you might try to kill him,” Stan said as he dug into a piece of lemon drizzle cake.

“Are you?” She cocked an eyebrow at him.

“We need to talk,” was the only answer she got.

Which pretty much said it all.


Chapter Sixteen – Mason

“You really think I might kill you?” Tamsin asked, having held her tongue just long enough for Mason to shut the door to the large living room. Somehow, the substantial room with its austere architecture had been made cozy. The squishy sofas with their brightly colored throws and scattered pillows practically begged to be sat on.

“When we first met, I had concerns,” Mason said as diplomatically as possible.

“As revenge for trying to kill me?” Tamsin asked, her eyes blazing as she confronted him. Which did nothing for the desire that had been building inside him since the first time he had met her. He loved the passion she showed.

If only that passion was directed toward us in other ways. His wolf licked his lips.

And when Mason said, ‘since the first time he met her,’ he meant the very first time. All those years ago, when he first set eyes on her and knew their love was forbidden.

He’d denied himself his mate for her sake and the sake of the peace between the coven and the pack. But now, with every moment they spent together, he questioned that choice.

And wished he’d made another.

But the risk had been too great. Not only because it would have painted a target on their backs, but also because she might never have forgiven him if she’d given up her coven for him.

Or she might have outright rejected us, his wolf reminded him.

Yes, there is that, Mason agreed. Is that why he’d held back? For fear of rejection? If so, he was a coward who did not deserve such a woman.

“Are you talking to yourself?” Tamsin asked sharply.

He cracked a smile and shook his head. “Sort of.”

“You were talking to your wolf,” she said with a nod.

“I was.”

“And what does he have to say about this whole thing?” Tamsin asked.

“He wishes things had been different for us. That we would have been free to tell you who we are and what you mean to us when we first knew.” His mouth quirked up in one corner. “We feel the same about that.”

“Wow.” She reeled back as if he had thrown a bucket of ice water over her. “You denied yourself the one thing you crave above all else. Why? Because you didn’t want to disappoint Daddy?”

His mouth tugged up at the other corner. “You know why.”

She let out a long breath. “Because you knew they would pin the prophecy on us. Fated mates from the DuskWood Pack and the DawnLight Coven would bring their downfall, after all.” She nodded. “Ironic that I still got the finger pointed at me.”

“I know, and I wish I could have done something more...” He shook his head. “That night in the forest... I was willing to admit everything and die to save you.”

She let out a short, humorless laugh, but then her expression sobered. “You aren’t joking.”

“No, I would never joke about something like that.” Mason sighed. “It seemed the only possible way out. My plan was to make sure you were safe and then return to the pack and admit that we were mates and fall on my sword. Either figuratively, or actually.”

“But then Sophie showed up and magicked me away.” Tamsin nodded and wrapped her arms over her body.

“Yes.” He swallowed hard as he recalled the intense sense of pain and loss he’d experienced as she disappeared beneath the tall trees of the forest. Sophie must have cast a powerful spell to move her so far away. “I picked up the brooch and walked back to the pack lands. Even when I went to see my father, I reasoned I should still admit that we were mates and take myself out of the equation.”

“But you didn’t,” she said. “Instead, you told him you had killed me. That you had fulfilled your duty as a pack member so you could get a pat on the head.”

“You can push back at me all you want,” Mason said gently. “But the truth is, I knew I had to stay alive in case you returned, and you needed me to save you again.”

“Save me again?” She chuckled. “You still think you saved me?”

“You could massage my male ego just a little.”

“I could. But aren’t mates meant to be truthful with each other in all things?” Tamsin asked. “Look, I know you were doing what you thought best, but I wish you had been honest with me. We could have figured it out together and perhaps have avoided this whole mess.”

They stood in silence for a moment.

“How long have you known?” Mason asked. “About us being mates?”

“I don’t know.” She trailed her hand across the arm of the sofa and then sat down heavily. “I recall the first time I saw you. It was a summer fayre. You were just standing there, staring at me. I suppose if I look back, it was then. But I dismissed it. I told myself that the look on your face was one of hatred. Because we were sworn enemies.”

“There’s a fine line between love and hate,” Mason agreed.

“Do you think Guinevere and your father have crossed that fine line? That the lure of the forbidden has drawn them together?”

“I don’t think my father would get romantically involved with another woman after losing my mother.” Mason placed his hand over his heart. “Having lost you, I have an idea of how he must feel. I don’t know what’s going on between them, but I can’t imagine it is love.”

“Of course. That must have been hard for you both, having lost her when you were so young.” Her jaw tensed.

“I perhaps should have had more compassion for him after I lost you. I should have realized that many of his actions were driven by the...” He put his fingers to his temples. “The only way I could stop myself from going insane was to put you out of my mind. To squash down all thoughts, all feelings, all memories of you. And to do that, I had to shut myself off, shut myself away.”

“And that’s why you are living in that apartment in town, rather than in your packlands,” Tamsin said.

“Yes.” He nodded. “Although I also couldn’t bear to live there much longer. It’s like my father’s keeping the whole place stuck in the past.”

“Perhaps because that is where your mother is,” Tamsin said, with such insight, it took his breath away.

How had we not seen that? his wolf asked.

Because we never understood him until now, Mason said sadly.

And now it might be too late to make amends, his wolf said. Because now they know our betrayal. We will be cast out, banished.

“Does he know?” Tamsin asked. “Does your father know about us?”

“No,” Mason said hoarsely. “I have never told a soul.”

“But the Regulars guessed,” Tamsin mused as she looked toward the door. “Which means others might have guessed, too.”

“Which means I have put you in danger,” Mason said.

“Hey.” She stood up and faced him. “You did not do anything. Unless it was you who wrote the prophecy a couple of centuries ago.”

“No.” Mason shook his head. “If I had, I would have written it so that the future of the coven and the pack depend on us being together.”

“Is that right?” Tamsin asked and reached out her hand to touch his cheek. “Tingles.”

“Tingles.” He leaned into her hand, wanting more than tingles. Wanting her.

“So, what do we do now?”

It was hard to think straight when her fingers trailed the line of his jaw. All he wanted to do right now was throw her down on those overly comfortable-looking sofas and claim her. All the pent-up frustration he’d felt for years hit him hard in the solar plexus, robbing him of breath.

“We still need to find Valaky,” Mason replied as he forced himself to focus.

“I’m not sure he is our top priority right now,” Tamsin said.

“Because of Maughna?” Mason asked.

Tamsin nodded. “And Morwenna. She’s obviously not telling us everything. There’s some important information that we don’t have.”

“She was searching for something when we left the tavern. Maybe some old text about the prophecy? But either way, she came here to talk to Maughna about it.” He chewed his bottom lip. “And Valaky came here, too.”

“Which means Maughna is in the middle of this.” Her brows wrinkled together. “But how?”

“Does she ever talk sense?” Mason asked.

“How am I supposed to know?” Tamsin asked. “The DawnLight Coven does not have much dealings with the vampires.”

“But Merri is a witch. Don’t witches...I don’t know. Gossip about these things?” Mason asked.

“Gossip?” Tamsin laughed. “Is that what you think we do all day? Sit around drinking tea, eating cake, and gossiping?”

“Okay, share information,” he said wryly.

“We do.” Her expression darkened. “But I don’t know Merri. At least, I have not seen her for years. She left Wishing Moon Bay for the World Beyond. I was shocked to see her here. I had no idea she had...” Tamsin looked around the room. “Domesticated Silas.”

“Oh.” His brows tugged together. “That was insensitive of me. I get that you missed a lot going on around here.”

“So, our next move,” Tamsin said and blew out her cheeks.

As if in answer, his stomach rumbled. “I need food. Proper food. I don’t think well on an empty stomach and although the cake was delicious, it does nothing for my brain power.”

“I didn’t think wolf shifters had brain power,” Tamsin teased. “So the witchy gossip mill says.”

“Funny.” He cracked a grin. “Let’s go get something to eat. I think we deserve it.”

“You do know that we are probably the most wanted people in Wishing Moon Bay right now?” Tamsin told him.

“I always did like the thrill of adventure.” He held out his hand to her. “And I do believe that you are more powerful than Guinevere and the rest of your coven combined.”

“You do?” Tamsin asked. “Or are you just saying that to impress me?”

“Do I need to impress you?” he asked. “Since we’re mates, you are already mine.”

“Is that a fact?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It is,” he said and slipped his arm around her waist, taking a chance and drawing her close as he wished he had all those years ago when he had seen her at the summer fayre, with flowers in her hair.

“Does this mean we are no longer sworn enemies?” she murmured as she leaned into him.

“I prefer sworn lovers,” he replied.

“Lovers, huh?” She cupped his face in her hands, and he lowered his head, capturing her lips.

The kiss was electric, a promise of the bond that had been written in the stars, and in a prophecy, long before either of them had taken their first breath. As their kiss deepened, he tightened his arms around her, never wanting to let her go again.

They had lost so much time. But he didn’t want to allow bitterness to creep in and taint what they had.

“Sworn lovers,” she whispered again when they parted.

“Yes,” he said, his voice thick with the weight of the moment. “And sworn to protect and stand by each other against anything that comes our way.”

Tamsin smiled softly. “Anything?”

“Anything,” he affirmed, his eyes locking with hers in a silent vow.

“Even the wrath of an entire coven?” she asked, half-teasing, half-serious.

“And a wolf pack combined,” Mason replied confidently. “We stand together.”

Tamsin’s smile widened. “You know, there would be a certain irony if the very actions they used to save themselves led us to this point.”

“And so to their own demise,” Mason said. “If that’s even what the prophecy tells of. At this point, I’m not sure what to believe.”

They stood for a moment in silence, wrapped up in their own thoughts and each other’s arms.

“Come on, let’s grab some food, and then plan our next move.” Mason took her hand and led her toward the door. “Even if our next move is to take a ship to Cairnnor and wait it out until the conjunction or whatever has passed.”

“And once it has passed, what then?” Tamsin asked. “Do you truly think they are going to let us live happily ever after?”

“I don’t care what they think,” Mason said. “We have sacrificed enough for some stupid prophecy. You heard what Colton said. It’s of an unknown origin, which means anyone could have written it.”

“You mean someone sat down and wrote it as a joke, and now our lives are in danger because of it?” Tamsin asked.

“If that is true,” Mason replied. “It’s a good thing it was written centuries ago, and they are already in their graves. Because if they weren’t, I would put them there.”

“You say the most romantic things,” Tamsin said.

“It’s a gift,” Mason said with a smirk.

And so is our mate, his wolf said.

One we will treasure forever, Mason said.


Chapter Seventeen – Tamsin

“We’re leaving,” Mason announced as they left the large living room and headed back to the kitchen, where the others were all enjoying their tea party. Even Burt seemed to have a nice time from where he had been chatting with Morwenna and Silas.

“Oh.” Burt looked down at his coffee and walnut cake, which was half eaten. “Okay.”

As Burt placed his fork down on his plate and made to get up, Tamsin held up her hands. “No, we are leaving. Alone. So stay here and finish your cake.”

“But what about Valaky?” Stan asked through a mouthful of cake. “Don’t you need a vampire hunter to help you find him?”

“No, we’ve got other things to deal with,” Mason looked knowingly at Morwenna, who stared back innocently. “Besides, I feel he will find us when he’s ready.”

“You do?” Tamsin glanced sideways at Mason.

“Whatever he’s up to involves you, or the prophecy, or…” He shrugged.

“But why?” Tamsin asked, although Mason was perhaps right since Valaky had gone out of his way, and risked his life to come find her at the cabin. If Sophie’s spell had failed, he’d have been toast.

Or at least, ashes.

“Next time we see him, I intend to ask him,” Mason said, his expression darkening. “And I do intend to get some answers.”

“Well, if you insist,” Harry said, looking somewhat relieved as he raised his teacup to his lips.

“We do,” Tamsin said, her tone leaving no room for argument. Not that they were likely to get one as the Regulars all dug into their cake.

“Is there anything I can do?” Merri asked as she got up from her chair and followed them out of the kitchen.

“No, thank you,” Tamsin told her while trying not to stare. She was still somewhat bewildered by how Silas had won the heart of a woman like Merri.

“You are welcome to stay here,” Merri offered. “No one would try to enter this house. No wolf pack, no coven. No vampire.”

“Valaky did,” Mason replied.

“Easily remedied,” Merri reminded him.

Yes, she was sure that either Merri or especially Silas would be more than capable of stopping that vampire in his tracks. But even though Merri’s offer was tempting, Tamsin was craving some peace and quiet. Some alone time.

She never thought she would hear herself say that after spending so much time on her own. But it was as if when the tavern brought her back to Wishing Moon Bay, she’d been caught up in a whirlwind and she needed to stop and ground herself.

Not that she wanted to be entirely alone. She wanted Mason by her side.

Because they were mates.

His admission had only confirmed what she’d known to be true in her heart. Yet hearing him say the words, feeling the meaning behind them, and knowing how much he had sacrificed in his attempt to keep her safe had stripped away all the animosity she’d held toward him.

He truly had tried to save her. In his own way.

And perhaps in his own way, he might still. He was offering her everything she had dreamed of while she was alone on that beach, gazing up at the stars.

Now, if they could only survive until after the conjunction had passed, then they might get to have their happily ever after.

She might even find a way to forgive those who wanted her dead.

Or maybe that might be a stretch. But Tamsin had always believed in the power of new beginnings, and perhaps this was hers.

“Thank you, Merri,” Tamsin said, her voice resolute. “But we’ll be fine.”

“I have no doubt.” Merri nodded, a soft understanding in her eyes. “Just know that our door is always open should you change your mind.”

Tamsin gave a grateful nod, then turned to Mason. “Shall we?”

Mason glanced at Merri and opened his mouth to speak, and for a moment Tamsin thought he was going to insist that they stay here. But then he gave a curt nod and said, “Thanks for the offer, Merri.”

“You are welcome,” Merri said. “And if you need a new pack, I’m sure my sister’s mate, Clancy, would have room for a man like yourself.”

“A tempting offer,” Mason said. “The ShadowMoon Pack is one of the most well-respected in Wishing Moon Bay. But I’m not ready to give up on the DuskWood Pack just yet.”

“Aren’t we?” Tamsin asked and then regretted it as he pressed his lips together. Despite everything, they were still his people, his family, his father. Just as a part of Tamsin would always belong to the DawnLight Coven.

“And I am sure there are members of the pack who are not ready to give up on you,” Merri replied, then reached for Tamsin’s hand. “It sounds like you have been through so much, Tamsin. But remember to be true to your heart.”

“I will,” Tamsin said. It seemed that the tea and cake provided to the Regulars had loosened their tongues and they had been spilling the tea on Mason and Tamsin’s secrets.

“Come on.” Mason slipped his arm around her shoulders as they made their way along the hallway, past paintings she assumed were Silas’s ancestors. But then she stopped and turned to face a painting of a happy family.

Merri, her children…and Silas. Smiling, looking nothing like the vampire she had known before. Before Merri. Before he had obviously found his happy ever after.

Perhaps happy endings were possible after all.

“A picture paints a thousand words,” Merri murmured, her fingers lightly tracing the edge of the frame. “There was a time I thought such happiness was just a fairy tale. But Silas showed me that second chances are possible, and they come from the most surprising of places.”

Mason’s arm tightened around her shoulders, his warmth seeping into her skin as they carried on down the corridor. “A second chance. I’d settle for that.”

“Me, too,” Tamsin said. She could hold on to her anger and pain and let it eat away at her. Or she could let it go and once the conjunction had passed, live a life of love with Mason. With or without the coven.

“I’m glad you have found each other,” Merri said as she stood in the doorway, framed by the light from inside the mansion, while Mason raised his head and sniffed the air, seeking out anyone who might be ready to attack. “There is nothing like the bond between a shifter and their mate. One I believe has been denied too long, in this case.”

“Not anymore,” Tamsin said as she threaded her hand through Mason’s.

“That’s what I like to see,” Merri said. “To hell with that prophecy. You two are meant to be together. And no one has the right to say otherwise. I mean, who writes these things anyway?”

“Exactly,” Tamsin said and tugged on Mason’s hand. “Come on, I know where we can go.”

“Is there food?” Mason asked hopefully.

“We’ll grab something on the way.” She turned and waved at Merri, who waved back at them before she closed the door. “But first…”

Tamsin stopped walking and let go of his hand for a moment as she summoned her magic. Muttering a spell under her breath, she hid them from prying eyes and senses.

“Something feels different,” Mason said and held out his hands in front of him.

“I have been working on a spell to make us invisible. Kind of. People can still see us, but they can’t sense us or follow our scent.” She tilted her head to one side. “I can change the way we look, too, if you want?”

“I think I’m good,” Mason said as he held out his hand to her. “I can still sense you. But it’s dimmer.”

“I don’t think it’s possible to shield a mate from a shifter,” Tamsin said as they walked away from Silas’s mansion, heading toward town. “The pull is too strong.”

“Because it’s soul-deep,” he said and glanced down at her. “You’re okay with it all?”

“Do I have a choice?” she asked.

“Do you wish you did?” he countered.

“No. Probably not. It’s not as if it would have changed anything. The coven and the pack didn’t even wait until I’d met my mate to get rid of me,” Tamsin said.

“I suppose if the prophecy had them thinking we would bring about the end to all those witches and wolves, they feared that they couldn’t risk us finding one another,” Mason said.

“Is that your plan?” Tamsin asked. “To abstain from taking our relationship any further until after the conjunction?”

“I have abstained this long,” Mason said, his voice thick with emotion. “I suppose I could wait a day or two longer. At a push.”

“You find me that desirable?” she asked, and then he took her breath away as he pulled her into his arms and held her close.

“You have no idea how much self-control it takes not to make love to you right here, right now,” Mason ground out.

And she believed him.

“Here on the sidewalk.” She glanced around. “A wolf shifter sure knows how to treat a girl.”

Mason chuckled. “Someday you’ll stop doing that.”

“Doing what?” Tamsin asked as she slipped her arms around his neck and pressed closer to him, feeling the heat of his body and the beat of his heart. How had she not seen that this was how they should be?

“Pushing me away.” He lowered his head and looked into her eyes. “One day, you’ll let your defenses down and let me in.”

“Will I?” she asked, breathless.

“Yes.” The moonlight shimmered in Mason’s eyes, reflecting the raw intensity of his emotions. Desire spread through her, a sensation she hadn’t allowed herself to feel for far too long. For a moment, she let herself sink into the comfort of his embrace. “One day,” he repeated softly, his lips brushing against her temple. The touch was electric, sending shivers down her spine. She closed her eyes, allowing herself the luxury of imagining a future where a prophecy didn’t threaten their happiness.

“But for now,” Tamsin whispered, pulling back just enough to look into Mason’s eyes, “We should be careful. The spell I cast is not infallible.”

“You mean Charles might be lurking in the shrubbery.” Mason let her go and went to the nearest bush and parted it with his hands. “Come out, come out, wherever you are. Or is that you lurking in the bushes, Valaky?”

“You shouldn’t joke about vampires,” Tamsin told her. “They are a strange bunch with egos bigger than the tallest mountain.”

“Do you have any clue as to what Valaky is up to?” Mason asked as they held hands once more and continued toward town.

“No, and that worries me,” Tamsin said. “He’s always been a good friend. When he heard I was the chosen one from the prophecy, he offered to protect me.”

“He did?” Mason tensed, and she half-turned to him and placed her hand on his chest.

“Like I said, he is a good friend, but nothing more.” She had no interest in dating a vampire. Not that she had anything against them. But Valaky could never give her what she wanted—a mortal life with children and change. “Perhaps he has just been trying to help.”

“Just trying to help?” Mason snorted. “Maybe he should think his actions through more thoroughly.”

“He said that Valaky sent him to track me down,” Tamsin replied. She was not ready to throw Valaky to the wolves just yet. “He did not tell the guy to attack me.”

“Okay.” Mason threaded his hand through his hair. “I smell food. So let’s forget about vampires, and prophecies, grab something to eat…”

“And?” Tamsin asked.

“I don’t know. Where are we going to go?” Mason asked.

“You wanted to accept Merri’s offer,” Tamsin said as they walked through the streets, heading for the smell of scrumptious-smelling food. She hadn’t had a proper meal since her return and was even beginning to miss the taste of the fresh fish she had eaten every day while she was stranded.

“It would have been sensible,” Mason said.

“It would have been,” Tamsin agreed. “But…”

“But?” he prompted.

“I don’t know if you would understand,” she replied.

“Try me.”

“I’ve been alone for so long. And I have dreamed of having other people to talk to.” She smiled wryly. “There is only so much conversation you can get out of a palm tree.”

“I can imagine,” he replied.

“But since I came back, it’s been full-on. The crowds in the tavern, the people in the kitchen at Silas’s. It’s all…”

“Too much,” he finished.

“It is.” She nodded as they approached a food stall selling exotic street foods and savory pies. The aroma was mouthwatering, and Tamsin’s stomach rumbled in anticipation.

They each grabbed a pie and a couple of side dishes to go and continued their conversation as they munched on the flaky crusts filled with succulent vegetables and herbs.

Mason looked thoughtful as he chewed, then swallowed. “I get it. And if you want, we can find somewhere safe for you, and my wolf will sleep outside.”

“That is cute,” Tamsin said. “And I would love to meet your wolf properly. But you are the exception to what I was saying.”

“You’re saying you like my company?” Mason cracked a grin.

“Let’s just say you are growing on me.” She stopped walking and inhaled deeply. “I know where we can go.”

And with that, she led him through the streets toward the beach, and the familiar smell of salt and sand.


Chapter Eighteen – Mason

“The beach?” Mason asked as they left the streets behind and headed along the boardwalk, past the stores that were closed for the night, their window displays still filled with seashells that whispered secrets of the ocean, magical ocean-themed trinkets, and brightly-colored kites that didn’t need a breeze to fly.

Tamsin paused, letting the salty breeze tug at her hair as she turned to look at Mason. “I was starting to feel a little homesick.”

“I would have thought you would have had enough of the beach to last a lifetime.” He finished the last of his pie and brushed the crumbs from his fingers. “But I guess there is comfort in the familiarity of it.”

“The ocean lulled me to sleep, night after night. The soothing sound of the waves lapping against the shore was a lullaby I never grew tired of,” Tamsin replied softly, her voice almost lost in the gentle wind as she looked out at the vast expanse of darkened water.

It must have been so very lonely, his wolf said mournfully.

Something we could never appreciate, Mason said. Since we always have each other.

True, his wolf said. I’ll never take talking to you for granted again.

Or wish that I would keep my thoughts to myself sometimes? Mason asked lightly.

I never said that, his wolf replied.

No, but you have thought it, Mason said with a chuckle. There’s no use denying it.

Then I won’t, his wolf replied.

“Do you want to sleep on the beach?” Mason asked, wishing he still had his bug out pack with him.

“I thought we could set up camp in the caves farther along the headland,” Tamsin said as she took off her shoes and headed toward the steps that led down onto the beach. “I’m sure they’re still here after all this time.”

Mason clutched the paper bag containing coffee and the couple of remaining dishes they had bought from the street food vendor in his hand. The pie had been wonderful, but not enough to satisfy his hunger.

However, another hunger threatened to consume him. That for his mate.

She’d admitted that he was the only one she wanted to spend time with. Maybe at last he had broken down her defenses. Or at least made a chink in them.

As she reached the sand, Tamsin twirled around and around, her head thrown back and her arms out wide as she looked up at the stars. “I dreamed of a roof and four walls. But the sky was my always ceiling, and the stars my night light,” she confessed, her voice carrying a hint of wistful longing. “Maybe I wouldn’t trade those for four walls, after all.”

Mason watched her, mesmerized by the graceful movements of her bare feet dancing over the sand. For a moment, she seemed like a spirit of the night—untouchable and free.

He approached her slowly, the scent of sea salt mixing with the aroma of their dinner. The caves were still a bit of a walk away, but he didn’t mind. Any distance spent beside Tamsin was worth it.

“You know,” he began, his voice a gentle rumble against the backdrop of the waves crashing softly against the shore, “I’ve always wondered if the stars knew what was happening. Everyone always says things like ‘written in the stars’ and even our prophecy is measured by the planets, but do you think that they actually care about petty feuds between witches and wolves?”

Tamsin stopped twirling and looked at him with a soft smile. Moonlight illuminated her face, casting her features in a gentle glow. “I don’t think they pay much mind to things like that.” Her voice was quiet as she turned her eyes skyward. “I always thought they would understand how unimportant things like that really are, that perhaps they watched over us, waiting for us to see the bigger picture. That thought helped me feel less alone when the stars were the only company I had.”

“But they are not your only company now,” Mason reminded her.

A small smile spread across her face. “No, they are not.” She stepped toward him. “Will you always be by my side?”

Mason’s eyes widened at her question. “Isn’t the answer obvious?”

Her brows furrowed together. “I hope so. But I’d like to hear it from your lips.”

Lips. Oh, how he wanted to kiss her lips. To kiss them and hold her in his arms under the ever-watchful stars. “I will always be yours, Tamsin. Just as I always have been since the day I first saw you.”

She stood on tiptoes and kissed his lips, and he wound his arm around her waist and pulled her to him. His skin tingled beneath his clothes, and heat spread through his body. He longed to claim her. To prove to her that he was faithful, and loyal, and nothing in this world or the next, not even his pack or her coven, could change that.

As their kiss deepened, he groaned and tightened his hold on her, ready to throw their food onto the sand and lay her down and make love to her beneath the stars that Tamsin loved so much.

But a cave would give them some privacy.

So he broke the kiss and took her hand, guiding her along the beach. However, Tamsin tugged at his hand and pulled him back toward her.

“Let me carry the food.” She held out her hand for the bag he carried. “I want to meet your wolf.”

Mason’s wolf let out a howl, filled with longing and joy. The moment he had waited for was finally here.

I take it you want to meet Tamsin? Mason asked as he relinquished his hold on the bag.

Do you need to ask? To finally be with her without having to focus on being hunted, to give her my full attention. His wolf was tearing at the edges of Mason’s mind, fighting for his freedom, fighting to be near their mate, to feel her hands on his fur.

Mason took a couple of steps back, but then he let go of the world as his wolf took control. His wolf had never been like this before. But then he had never met his mate before.

In an instant, Mason’s human form was gone from the world. And then, in a heartbeat, his wolf took his place.

“Oh my,” Tamsin said as she dropped to her knees before him. “You really are incredible.”

His wolf grinned and rubbed his head against her shoulder before she let go of the paper bag, wrapped both her arms around his neck and hugged him. His wolf was ecstatic. This is the best day of my life.

Mason chuckled. I think we can agree on that.

Finally, it was as if they were complete.

All they had to do was stay alive until after the conjunction of the moon and Venus tomorrow. Then they could decide on how they wanted to live out their life together.

Easy, his wolf said. We can just light a fire in the cave and wait it out. Who’s going to be looking for us there?

We could, Mason said, wishing they had bought a lot more food from the street vendor.

We can curl up together and keep each other warm, his wolf went on.

It’s not a bad plan, Mason said. Tamsin’s spell should keep the pack and the coven at bay.

At the thought of their adversaries, Mason pushed out his senses. As far as he could tell, there was no one there. No one lurking on the cliffs above, or the boardwalk. But the spell had severely diminished his senses, and he missed them.

“Shall we walk?” Tamsin rose to her feet and grabbed the bag of food. Then, with one hand resting on the wolf’s shoulder, they made their way along the beach.

A wolf and his mate.

It was as if they had never been apart. As if they had never been enemies.

And once the conjunction had passed, everything would be all right. They could make a home, a family. Get married.

How he longed to put his mother’s ring on her finger.

The wolf looked up at the stars in the sky. Was she up there looking down on her son with a smile on her face and hope in her heart? Hope that he might finally get his happy ending with the mate he loved and so nearly lost.

They kept on walking past the first few caves, which often attracted teens wanting a place to hang out. Or even lovers seeking privacy away from the prying eyes of the townsfolk.

As they passed each cave, Mason forced his senses to penetrate the fogginess brought on by Tamsin’s spell and check for any sign of life. There were none.

It was as if they had the beach to themselves.

“This one?” Tamsin’s fingers combed through Mason’s fur absentmindedly as they stood before a small cave mouth. “I’ve been here before. It looks small and cramped, but it opens up into a wider cave a little way back.”

His wolf followed her inside as she ducked under the entrance. “Light.” She broke contact with the wolf as she held out her palm, and a small flame flickered to life before her. With a satisfied smile, she went to the back of the cave and squeezed through a narrow tunnel into a larger cave.

The wolf followed. I never have been fond of being underground. So much rock above that could fall on our heads.

The rock isn’t going anywhere, Mason assured him.

To one side was a stack of firewood and a large stone had been rolled in here to act as a seating area around the fire pit which was dug into the sand.

“Okay, let’s get this place warmed up,” Tamsin said with a shudder.

You should help her, his wolf said, and with one last inhale of her scent, let Mason return to the world.

The air crackled and popped and Tamsin held out her hands as the static electricity caressed her skin. The smile on her face was one of wonder and the first thing Mason saw as his human form returned to her.

“That is incredible,” Tamsin said. “I can feel the magic. It’s old, ancient, but different from anything I’ve ever felt before.”

“Don’t ask me.” Mason held up his hands. “I have no idea how it works. All I know is it does.”

“Do you have to think about it?” she asked as she picked up an armful of wood and carried it to the firepit.

“Shifting?”

“Yes.” Tamsin placed the wood down next to the firepit, then took four smaller pieces and placed them in the pit, which was surrounded by smaller rocks. Then she whispered, “Fire.”

Instantly, the wood burned with a cheery glow.

“Impressive,” Mason said and held out his hands to the flame.

“You have seen nothing yet.” There was a noise, like the rush of wind as she summoned her magic. Then she murmured to herself as she waved her hands around as if painting a picture.

The cave walls seemed to melt away, replaced by what looked like old ship timbers, carved with words that seemed to come alive in the light of the flames. Then, overhead, stars came out one by one, as if the rock above had melted away to reveal the heavens.

“This was my home on the island.” She smiled, but her eyes misted with tears. “I wanted to share it with you.”

“You carved the prophecy into the timbers.” Mason reached out, expecting his fingertips to go right through the timbers as if they were merely an illusion. But the scene Tamsin had conjured seemed to be as real as the cave.

“I did.” She whispered another spell and a thick blanket appeared on the ground next to the fire. But when he looked closer, it wasn’t a blanket, it was her cloak. The same cloak she had worn on the day she had disappeared. He remembered it vividly, the way it swished around her ankles as she turned and ran from him. “I would lie awake and stare at the words, hoping for a way out. Hoping for a way back.”

“But the way back found you.” He moved closer to her. It was as if he were getting a rare glimpse of his mate’s inner thoughts and feelings. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”

At least she did not carve a picture of us with our heart cut out, his wolf said.

Our heart was already cut out from the moment she left, Mason replied.

But now that she was here, he was whole again.

“This place is a part of who I am, of who I became.” Tamsin tilted her head back and stared at the stars. “It was under these stars that I honed my craft. That I learned to tap into a part of myself and call forth a magic that was more powerful than anything I had ever experienced before.”

“I can feel it in you,” he said, holding his hand out to her, palm outward. It was as if he could touch her aura.

“And I feel it in you,” she replied. “It’s like I have tapped into that ancient magic, the magic that enables you to transform from man to wolf and back again. Or maybe I was trying to reach out and touch someone, anyone, in those lonely days. And that person was you.”

“I wish I’d gone wherever you went with you,” Mason told her.

“I could have done with the company,” Tamsin told him. “But you are here now.”

“I am.” Mason shook his head as he looked around the cave, at the world she had created. “It’s beautiful. And so are you.”

“I see you have been working on your romance skills,” Tamsin said with a smile that caused his stomach to erupt in butterflies, something he had never experienced before.


Chapter Nineteen – Tamsin

She’d dreamed of this moment.

As she looked into Mason’s eyes, it was as if they were truly alone on her little island, in the bolt hole she’d made in the wreck of a ship.

If only he had been there by her side, it would have been bearable. No, more than bearable…

“I wish you’d been pulled through the portal with me,” she murmured.

“So do I.” His mouth tugged up at the corners. “More than anything, I wished I’d told you we were mates the first time I saw you.” He sucked in a shuddering breath. “So much wasted time.”

“Then let’s not waste anymore.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed his lips, and he slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her close so that she nestled against his hard, toned chest.

As their kiss deepened, she could feel the drum of his heart and the heat of his skin. Shivers traveled up her spine and her skin tingled, as if she were attuned to him on every level.

The kiss seemed to stretch into eternity, a moment where the weight of their shared history dissolved into nothing but a pure, unadulterated connection. Mason’s other hand came up to cradle her cheek, his thumb tracing gentle circles that sent electric currents through her.

Tamsin slipped her hands up his chest and unbuttoned his shirt, but he broke their kiss and curled his hands around hers.

“Tamsin,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “You know us being together might complete the prophecy.”

Reluctantly, she pulled back and searched his eyes, finding a storm of conflicting emotions there. “Complete a prophecy that has already affected our lives on every level. A prophecy that was written by who?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

“And how do we know we haven’t already completed the prophecy and set things in motion? Just by admitting that we are mates.” She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly as another thought hit her. “Or maybe we set it in motion that day at the summer fayre, the first time you looked at me and knew we were mates.”

He tugged his brows together, her hand still held in his. “You’re right.”

“Possibly,” she replied. “We don’t know.” She traced small circles on his chest with her fingertips. “But I know one thing. If there’s a chance that we might get torn apart again, I want a memory of this. Of us, to hold on to.”

“If we get torn apart again,” he murmured harshly, “I will find my way back to you.”

“Maybe I should cast a spell on us. A spell to bind us together so that we will never be apart again.” She tilted her head up and smiled at him. “I can’t believe that only days ago I hated you and what you’d done. But now I know your heart was pure.”

Mason’s expression softened, and he leaned in closer, his forehead resting against hers. “And I can’t believe that despite everything, you were willing to give us a chance,” he whispered, his breath warm against her lips.

She closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of his presence seep into her very soul in the silence that followed.

“You know,” she began, her voice barely above a whisper, “I never believed in destiny—not truly. Not until you.” Her words hung in the air.

“Tamsin,” he murmured into her hair, “destiny might have brought us together, but it’s our choices that will keep us together.”

“Then let’s choose wisely,” she whispered. “Let’s make our own fate from this moment on.”

Mason’s arms tightened around her. “Isn’t it strange that fate brought us together and yet a prophecy would keep us apart?”

Tamsin withdrew slightly and looked up at him. “Not anymore.”

“Not anymore,” he said in agreement and bent his head, kissing her as he released her hands.

As their lips pressed together, she returned to her task of ridding her mate of his clothes. Deftly working on his buttons, she stroked his skin with reverence, feeling the heat of his body respond to her touch. Mason’s breath hitched in anticipation, a sound that was incredibly arousing, fueling her desire.

Finally, with the last button undone, she pushed his shirt off his shoulders, and it slid to the ground. He groaned against her mouth as her fingers sought his nipples that hardened under her touch. She teased them, tweaking them with her finger and thumb.

Mason broke their kiss, leaving her breathless, as he set about stripping her clothes from her body. She had cast a spell to make them unbreakable, but she sensed Mason would find a way to tear them from her body in his haste to see her naked. He groaned in frustration as he struggled to undo the ties that held her dress in place, and she covered his hand and muttered a spell that sent the knot unraveling.

“Interesting.” His eyes met hers, a hint of mischief in them. “Perhaps you could simply cast a spell to leave us naked.”

“And where would be the fun in that?” she replied teasingly as she reached for the belt holding up his jeans and unbuckled it.

“Maybe not so much fun,” he replied. “But then perhaps we might have more fun after we’re naked.”

He arched an eyebrow at her, which forced a smile on her lips. There was one thing to be said about this wolf shifter. He knew how to make her laugh. She’d never thought the DuskWood Pack members had a sense of humor. They always seemed so serious. But then Mason didn’t seem to be the typical DuskWood Pack member, even if he was their heir.

“See.” She unbuttoned his jeans and then slid them down over his hips so that he stood naked before her. “No magic required.”

“Are you goading me?” he asked as he finally won his battle with her dress and slipped it down over her shoulders.

“And what if I am?” she asked as she stepped out of her dress, standing naked before him.

“I might just have to show you how wolves respond to a little teasing,” Mason growled, his voice a delicious mix of playful menace and raw desire.

An electric thrill ran down her spine as he caressed her bare skin, his touch kindling a fire deep within her. She leaned into him, feeling the heat of his body against hers, and for a moment, she let herself be lost in the sensation.

Mason’s hands roamed with a possessive tenderness, tracing the curves of her body which reacted to his every touch as if he was the one who had cast a spell over her.

Her breath caught in her throat when his lips found the sensitive spot just below her ear, sending shivers of pleasure to her core.

Then he kissed her neck, leaving heat in his wake as he nuzzled his way down to her collarbone. Tamsin’s fingers threaded through his hair, tugging gently, urging him on. Not that he needed urging. As his lips pressed against the swell of her breast, he let out a long, contented sigh before he flicked his tongue over her nipple.

She closed her eyes and arched her back, giving herself fully to the sensation of his mouth on her skin. Each flick of his tongue sent waves of heat coursing through her that pooled between her thighs. Mason’s hands continued their exploration, tracing lines of fire down her sides and over the curve of her hips, before finally settling on her waist. He pulled her closer, and she could feel his hardness pressed against her thigh.

Tamsin slipped her hand down between their bodies and wrapped her hand around his shaft, stroking him with a deliberate slowness that had Mason growling with barely restrained desire.

“Careful, witch,” he warned, his voice thick with need. “You might find yourself at the mercy of a wolf’s hunger.”

“Maybe that’s exactly what I want,” she whispered, her voice a sultry promise.

Mason’s response was immediate, his body tensing with a feral energy that seemed barely contained. He leaned down and scooped her up into his arms, before striding toward the fire and laying her down on the cloak. Then he rocked back on his heels and stared down at her, his eyes dark with a hunger that made her tremble with anticipation.

This wolf shifter had waited far too long to claim his mate.

Mason pressed his hands against her knees and for a moment she tensed, not used to a man looking at her intimately. But then she relaxed under the pressure as he slowly spread her legs, exposing her to his penetrating gaze.

Color flooded her cheeks as his eyes roamed over her body with an intensity that sent a fresh wave of heat coursing through her. Tamsin’s breath quickened as she watched him, anticipation coiling like a spring inside her.

Mason lowered himself between her thighs, his stubble scraping against the soft skin as he pressed a kiss to her inner thigh. Each touch felt like a spark igniting an inferno within her, and she let out a breathy moan in response.

A low growl rumbled in his chest as he dipped his head lower, the sound vibrating through her core. Tamsin’s fingers tangled in Mason’s hair, pulling him closer as he buried his face deeper, tasting her for the first time. His tongue moved deftly, caressing her with a rhythm, drawing mewling whimpers from her.

Tamsin’s back arched, and she bit her lip to stifle a cry of pleasure, the tension building in her core threatening to snap. Mason shifted his weight and slipped two fingers inside her with a slow, deliberate movement that had her gasping for breath. He knew exactly how to drive her wild, and he seemed determined to take her to the edge and keep her there, teasing and tormenting her until she couldn’t bear it any longer.

Just as they had been tormented because of the prophecy. But perhaps their joining was more intense because of that torment.

His fingers moved in a lazy rhythm, each thrust sending shivers of pleasure coursing through her body while his tongue continued its relentless assault. Tamsin’s grip on his hair tightened, her nails grazing his scalp as she was pulled deeper into the whirlwind of sensations that Mason was orchestrating. Her breaths came in ragged gasps, punctuated by breathy moans that filled the cave.

In and out he moved, the pace increasing in tantalizing increments. Tamsin felt every nerve ending in her body come alive, the tension coiling tighter and tighter within her. She was lost in him, her senses overwhelmed by his touch, his scent, the heat of his body against hers.

His teeth grazed her sensitive flesh as he hooked his fingers inside her, hitting that perfect spot that made her cry out. Tamsin’s vision blurred, the world distilling down to the primal connection between them. Mason’s growl deepened, feral and possessive, as he brought her to the brink of ecstasy.

And then she came. Her body tensed as her orgasm ripped through her. Mason did not relent, his fingers and tongue continuing their relentless rhythm until every last wave of her climax crashed over her, leaving her in no doubt he was laying claim to her.

As her orgasm faded, he eased his fingers in and out of her, coaxing her arousal back to life. He moved, kissing a trail up her body, and Tamsin shivered under his touch, her skin still humming with the afterglow of her release. His lips brushed over the peaks of her breasts, lingering just long enough to send another spark of desire through her before he continued his ascent, his breath warm against her neck and his voice a low, whispering caress.

“Mine,” he murmured against her skin, his voice imbued with an ancient, primal certainty that sent another shiver down Tamsin’s spine. Her body responded to his possessiveness, the embers of her desire rekindling.

Tamsin arched her back, surrendering to the magnetic pull between them. Her hands drifted down his back, feeling the muscle beneath the skin, reveling in the solidity of him. Mason’s mouth found hers, capturing it in a kiss that was both tender and fiercely possessive.

Then he wrapped his arm around her and, in one swift movement, sat down on the cloak, with her straddling him. She rose on her knees, feeling the solid length of him against her, and then sank down slowly, savoring every exquisite inch as he entered her. Mason’s hands gripped her hips, guiding her movements with a firmness that made her breath catch in her throat. She met his gaze, finding his eyes dark with primal desire.

It was as if their union had awoken something ancient and powerful within him.

She shivered as he cupped her breast in his hand and then lowered his head, sucking and licking her nipple in delicious torture. Her inner muscles tensed, and she gripped his hardness as she circled her hips, moving up and down on his shaft.

She moved in a steady rhythm that was intoxicating, primal, and utterly consuming.

His hands roamed her back, urging her on, while his mouth worked its magic on her other breast.

Tamsin’s mind, usually so sharp and focused, became a haze of sensation. Each movement, each touch, each thrust took her closer to the edge. As if some innate magic had taken over her body. Her hips rolled and twisted, finding a rhythm that was all their own.

Mason kissed her breasts each in turn before he fisted her hair and claimed her mouth. His body tensed and he wrapped one arm around her, guiding her as he impaled her on his hardness.

Tamsin’s breath came in ragged gasps, her fingernails digging into Mason’s shoulders as he held her close. Then he tensed and lifted his hips off the floor as he ground into her, his seed filling her.

It was as if something wild and ancient took over them, their bodies moving as one, reaching for and finding the pleasure and satisfaction that only the other could bring.

Mason cried out, the sound raw and primal echoing through the cave. Tamsin’s skin tingled as if her magic were swirling around her.

But then it faded, and the little world she had created faded along with it.

As they lay in each other’s arms, they were where they belonged, where they had always belonged. In Wishing Moon Bay.


Chapter Twenty – Mason

Now what? That was the question reverberating around Mason’s head as he lay there in the darkness. The stars that had encircled them had gone, leaving him staring at the cold rock ceiling.

He shivered at the thought of all the weight of the rock above their heads.

But it was nothing compared to the weight of responsibility that rested on his shoulders and pressed down on his chest until he could hardly breathe.

“Breathe,” Tamsin whispered in his ear. “In…”

“Please, do not do an impression of Morwenna.” He chuckled and let go of his sense of impending doom. He was not the same man he was five years ago when he sacrificed his love for his mate, his need for her, for the survival of the coven and the pack.

And for our father, his wolf murmured.

Indeed, when he looked back, he’d been trying to be everything to everyone. He’d been trying to save everyone.

When the only person he should have focused on saving was his mate.

We thought we had, his wolf reminded him.

But whether he had succeeded or failed remained to be seen.

The answer would soon come, though. The conjunction was upon them. Today was the day, so they would soon see if they were right about being able to wait everything out.

“Talking of Morwenna,” Tamsin said. “I think we need to go back to The Lonely Tavern.”

“You want to go to town?” Mason said. “To the one place people probably expect us to go.”

“If by people, you mean the coven and the pack.”

“I do,” Mason said. “By now I expect they have figured out that the brooch is not going to lead them to you.” He pressed his lips together as he was hit by a twinge of guilt. Hopefully, it hadn’t led them to…

“Sophie will be okay,” Tamsin told him. “She can look after herself. She’s probably safely swanning about in some dragon’s castle on Cairnnor.”

“I know.” He turned on his side and looked at her, his fingers brushing against her cheek. “She’s a good friend to you.”

“She is,” Tamsin replied. “And when this is over, I plan to thank her properly. She’s sacrificed so much for me.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Mason said. “Leaving the coven seems to have suited her.”

“Did she leave, or was she pushed?” Tamsin leaned up on one elbow. “With everything going on, I never asked.”

“She left. As far as I know, she never went back after she…”

“Opened a portal and saved my life,” Tamsin finished.

“Yes.” He swallowed hard but forced himself to let go of his lingering guilt. If he hadn’t volunteered for the task, his father would have gone, and he would have killed Tamsin.

We did our best, his wolf said.

But Mason could not let go of the idea that instead of rejecting his mate, for all the right reasons, he let her go for all the wrong reasons.

“It was smart,” Tamsin said.

I don’t think she’s talking about you, Mason’s wolf teased.

“Guinevere probably thought Sophie left because she was so upset about my death,” Tamsin went on.

“But really, she was hiding her part in your escape.” Mason nodded.

“The fire is dying down.” Tamsin sat up and pulled away from him.

“I can collect more driftwood,” Mason offered.

“Sweet,” Tamsin said as she looked down at him, her face cast in the shadows of the dying embers. “But we need to go.”

“Even though we only have to hide for another few hours?” Mason asked. “I thought we were going to stay here until it was over.”

“We were.” Tamsin leaned down and kissed his cheek. “But that’s not going to work.”

“It’s not?” Mason asked, sensing she knew something he did not.

“No.” She stared out toward the ocean. “I can feel the magic of my sisters. They are casting a spell. And I believe that spell will lead them to us.”

Mason sat bolt upright. “And you’re telling me this now?”

Tamsin leaned down and brushed her lips against his. “I wanted to make this time together last for as long as possible.” A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Plus, I thought you might need some time to recover your energy, wolf.”

“And what does that mean?” he asked as she pulled away. He wanted to reach out and grab hold of her hand and pull her back to him.

But it is time to let her go once more, his wolf said. Only not so far this time.

“It means our lovemaking was rather…vigorous…” She reached for her clothes in the darkness and began dressing in that same dress she’d worn for so long.

“Vigorous.” He arched an eyebrow. “You were pretty vigorous yourself.”

She chuckled then stood up and rummaged around for her shoes, while he tugged on his jeans and searched for his shirt in the dying light of the fire. “There, we are a perfect match.”

He reached for her hand, pulled her to him and fisted her hair as he claimed her mouth. “And no one will tear us apart.”

“No one.” She placed her hand on his chest over his beating heart, her expression unreadable.

She doesn’t believe us, his wolf said.

Then we need to prove it to her, Mason replied, and let her go to finish dressing.

And prove it to ourselves, his wolf added.

“Do you have a plan?” Mason asked.

“I thought you were going to save me again?” Tamsin asked, casting him a look over her shoulder.

“I would if I could,” Mason replied. “But even I’m not delusional enough to think I can go up against your coven and win.”

She straightened up and her expression tensed. “They are not my coven. Not anymore.”

He closed the distance between them as he noted the waver in her voice. “They will always be a part of you. Just as my pack will always be a part of me.”

She slipped her arm around his shoulders and rested her head on his chest. “We understand each other in ways I wish we did not.”

“We’ll make our own coven, or pack, or whatever we want to call it,” he murmured against her ear.

But then she pulled away. “Come on. We need to go.”

Her urgency propelled him forward, and he quickly hunkered down and put out the last of the fire with a few fistfuls of sand. As he stood, Tamsin was already heading for the cave entrance.

I don’t like this, his wolf muttered.

Me neither, Mason answered. But we only have to stay safe for another few hours and then the danger will have passed. They will all see that the prophecy was an empty threat…

Unless it is not, his wolf replied.

It is, Mason said, and he firmly believed it. After last night, holding Tamsin in his arms, making love to her, everything had become crystal clear. There was no way the bond he shared with his mate could ever be wrong. Even Morwenna had hinted that would be the case.

If that bond, if his relationship with her, broke the DuskWood Pack and the DawnLight Coven, then that was how things were meant to be.

He followed Tamsin out of the cave, into the first light of dawn, where she stopped and closed her eyes as if absorbing the light from which her coven gained their name.

Mason stood back, somewhat reverently, while he pushed out his senses. Tilting his head to one side, he tried to focus, but it was as if something was blocking him, stopping him from locking onto something, someone, moving toward them.

The coven, his wolf muttered dangerously, ready to spring forth and protect their mate at all costs.

“Ready?” Tamsin asked and headed off along the beach before he had a chance to answer.

“Where are we going?” Mason asked as he jogged to catch up with her.

“Well, we could head to the docks, catch a ride on a ship to somewhere overseas, and wait it out,” Tamsin said.

“Or?”

“Or we head back to The Lonely Tavern.” She glanced over her shoulder at him as she strode along the beach toward town. “How are your sea legs, anyway?”

“They are just fine,” Mason said. “But I thought you had seen enough of the ocean for a lifetime.”

“Oh, I like the ocean just fine,” she replied. “I love the wildness of it, the untamed currents and tides. But in small doses.”

“You want to head for the tavern.” Mason didn’t like it much, but it seemed the logical move. “Are you thinking we might venture back upstairs?”

It is a logical move, his wolf agreed. Since if anyone follows us, they take the chance of never making it out again.

But it’s a risk for us, too, Mason said. We might not be as lucky the next time we go up those stairs.

“I thought Morwenna might know more than she is letting on,” Tamsin said, and he sensed a ripple of magic in the air.

Oh, does our mate intend to take on Morwenna? his wolf asked uneasily.

“I’m certain she does, but if she wanted us to know what she knows, she would have told us by now,” Mason said.

“That depends,” Tamsin said. “I don’t know if she knows what she knows.”

Mason tensed as his senses locked onto movement up ahead. “Someone is coming this way.” Or something. It was as if his shifter senses had been scrambled.

He’d never felt like this before. No witch, no magic, had ever managed to fool his senses so completely before.

But this is not one witch, or two, his wolf reminded him. If the whole DawnLight Coven is working together, then their magic might be strong enough to fool our senses.

Especially if our father has helped them, Mason said with distaste. It might not take long for them to create a spell to fool shifters if they had volunteers to practice it on.

It seemed that the prophecy had worked in reverse. Instead of keeping the pack and the coven apart, it might have brought them together and forged an alliance.

Damn prophecies, his wolf ground out.

“I know,” Tamsin replied as they passed the end of the headland, leaving them exposed to whoever might be watching from the boardwalk.

“Hurry.” He ran forward and grabbed hold of her hand.

Without question, she matched his pace as they ran along the beach toward the boardwalk. As they reached the steps, he looked for movement but saw none.

“Which way?” she asked.

“Follow me.” Mason ran along the boardwalk and then dodged down an alleyway as his senses picked up people ahead.

The coven, his wolf said.

Then Mason’s head snapped around, and he stared into the night. His eyes couldn’t see anything, but his senses told him that the pack was approaching. Led by his father.

Panic gripped him, but he pushed it down. He needed to keep a clear head and guide them to the tavern and what he hoped was safety.

And answers, his wolf said. We’ll get them out of Morwenna this time, no matter what.

Answers that might just stop this whole thing in its tracks.

Their brisk jog turned into a full-blown spring as they raced down the empty alleys and side streets of town. If it wasn’t for the fact that they were practically dragging Tamsin along with them, they would have shifted and sped off into the night.

Not far now, his wolf said as they sensed the coven and the pack closing in. At the edge of his hearing, over the sound of their labored breathing, he could hear the footfalls of boots and paws.

“I can hold them off,” Tamsin said as they skidded around a corner and along a long street, still in darkness where the early sunrise couldn’t reach.

“We stick together,” Mason reminded her. “Nothing will tear us apart again.”

The look she gave him said she didn’t believe that was true, but she smiled and gave him a reassuring nod. “Let’s hurry then. Together.”

Why do I get the feeling that we might be the ones to end up on a desert island this time? his wolf asked, antsy to get out and do whatever he could for Tamsin.

Mason pressed his lips together as they took a right turn. You think Tamsin will send us through a portal to keep us safe?

We were willing to sacrifice ourselves last time, his wolf said. This time I believe that is exactly what Tamsin intends to do if there is no other way out.

There is a way out, Mason told his wolf as they turned into the alleyway and spotted the sign for The Lonely Tavern swinging idly in the breeze. They would surely be safe there.

“Still!”

He came out of nowhere, hugging the shadows left unclaimed by the dawn. Mason hadn’t sensed him or scented the sour smell of expired flowers. But there stood Valaky, his hand outstretched as he looked into Tamsin’s eyes and froze her to the spot.

“What are you doing?” Mason asked as he turned on the vampire, ready to unleash the full fury of his wolf.

“Saving Tamsin,” the vampire replied.

“She doesn’t need saving,” Mason told him. “Not by you.”

“Really?” Valaky arched an eyebrow at Mason. “Have your senses abandoned you? For I can hear the very harbingers of your doom drawing near. The coven on one side, the pack on the other. You cannot evade them for eternity.”

“We don’t need to outrun them forever,” Mason said. “We just need to get through tonight.”

“They will not relent,” Valaky said.

“Who will not stop?” Mason glanced at his mate, who was as still as a statue. He wanted to touch his hand to her cheek and feel the warmth of her skin.

“The coven and the pack,” Valaky looked into the distance. “They hold the belief that their very existence depends on it.”

“How do you know so much about what they believe?” Mason asked.

A small smile played across the vampire’s pale lips. “I cannot divulge the origins of my information.”

“I don’t care. I just need to get to the tavern with her.” Mason’s heart raced at the sound of the approaching pack. He could now hear the baying of the wolves. They would be pouring into the alleyway any second now. But he’d never had to deal with a vampire before.

If only Burt the vampire hunter was here, his wolf said wryly.

“I can save her.”

Mason’s attention snapped back to the vampire. “How?”

“The clue lies within the wording of the prophecy.” Valaky reached out to Tamsin. “I can still her beating heart. I can render her immortal.”

Is he talking about what I think he is? Mason’s wolf snarled.

“No,” Mason said hoarsely.

“Do you not love her enough to let her go?” Valaky said, his pale eyes fixed on Mason.

“I promised her we would not be apart again,” Mason said. “And I intend to keep that promise.”

“Wolves are pitifully weak,” Valaky hissed. “They think solely of themselves.”

“I am thinking of Tamsin,” Mason replied shortly. “I have seen Maughna. I know her story. She was a powerful witch, but her magic was lost when she was made a vampire. And it drove her out of her mind.”

“That is not why Maughna is as she is,” Valaky said. “Surely you would rather see Tamsin preserved like this forever than witness her destroyed due to the prophecy. I know I would.”

Why does it feel as if we are pawns in Valaky’s game? his wolf asked.

You’re right, Mason said. This vampire is using the prophecy for his own ends.

And this wolf is not playing along anymore. With that, Mason shifted, launching himself through the air, his claws raking the side of Valaky’s face.

As the vampire cried out, the wolf pounced on him, knocking him to the ground.

“Mason?” Tamsin was free of the glamor Valaky had put on her.

But with the pack and coven almost upon them, they were out of time.


Chapter Twenty-One – Tamsin

She was cold. So cold, as if she had been frozen in ice.

But the voice in her head screamed at her to move. To run.

But she was going nowhere without Mason.

“Leave him,” Tamsin said and grabbed the wolf by the scruff of the neck, pulling him off Valaky. “Come on. We must get to the tavern.”

It was their only means of escape. If the door opened for them.

And if it didn’t? Then she would fulfill the prophecy and take out the pack, the coven, and anyone else who threatened her. Including Valaky.

She wasn’t sure exactly what had transpired in the moments she had been under his influence, but she knew that vampire would never catch her unawares again.

Mason’s wolf snarled and spun around, leaping through the air as she turned on her heel and sprinted for the tavern.

“Open! Please!” she cried out to the door. She didn’t wait for it to answer, and they ran at it, anyway. She winced, braced for impact with the solid wooden door, but then they were crossing the threshold, and the warm, inviting smell of beer and old wood cocooned them.

“Unannounced and uninvited!” Morwenna called out as the tavern door thudded shut behind them.

“Not to the tavern. It seemed to be expecting them,” Stan said and earned himself a withering look from Morwenna.

“Yes, it doesn’t open for just anyone,” Harry agreed. “That actually seems like a poor business decision, if you ask me. You’re limiting how many customers can come in.”

“Like a certain vampire, hopefully,” Mason said, once he had shifted back into his human form.

“Vampire!” Burt cried.

“We just had a run-in with Valaky,” Mason said and reached out to Tamsin. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” She nodded, and forced a smile, feeling anything but okay as the cold in her bones made her shudder. Luckily, the cozy atmosphere of the tavern seemed to be quickly melting away the frigidness in her body.

“What are you all doing huddled together?” Mason asked as they ventured farther into the tavern. “And you’re all here really early again.”

“Oh, us?” Morwenna asked. “Nothing much.”

“We’re on the trail of Morwenna’s prophecy,” Stan said brightly before he caught Morwenna’s glare. “Sorry, paperwork.”

“I knew it!” Tamsin said, and a surge of magic threaded through her veins, chasing away the last remnants of whatever Valaky had done to her. “You know something that you don’t want to tell us!”

“Now, now, let’s not be hasty in our accusations,” Morwenna said.

“Don’t try to squirm your way out of it,” Tamsin said.

“I do not squirm,” Morwenna said. “I’m much more of a wriggler.”

“Except that time you opened the fridge, and the yeti threw a snowball at you, and it went down your neck,” Stan said.

“Yes, thank you,” Morwenna replied.

“You’re welcome,” Stan replied with a smile.

“Look, we’ve got the whole of the DuskWood Pack and the DawnLight Coven outside, probably trying to force their way inside to get to us as we speak. We could really do with you throwing us a bone here,” Mason said, obviously trying his hardest to be civil.

Morwenna laughed and clasped her hands together. “Throw the wolf a bone? I didn’t realize it would take impending annihilation to bring out the humor in you, Mason.”

Mason gritted his teeth. “I’m not trying to be funny, and we’ll see how you feel about having a whole lot more ‘uninvited and unannounced’ guests in here any moment now.”

Morwenna huffed. “All right, fine. I think I know who wrote the prophecy. Actually, I’m pretty certain I do, but I just can’t—quite—remember.”

“You knew who wrote the prophecy that started a several-hundred-year feud between a whole witch’s coven and a whole wolf pack?” Tamsin asked incredulously. “How do you not remember that?”

“And didn’t you say you were invested in this somehow?” Mason pointed a finger.

Morwenna threw up her hands. “It was a long time ago, okay? And I’m usually pretty good with these things, but for some reason, it’s just a little hazy.”

“Perhaps a couple of drinks will jog your memory?” The deep, calming tones of Flint, Morwenna’s hulking man of a bartender, walked over, a tray of glasses in his hands.

“Oh, yes, that does ring a bell or two.” Morwenna reached up and grabbed a tall glass of something fizzy and took a long sip. “Oh! Yes, yes, it’s working.” She squinted her eyes and looked up before letting out a breath. “Nope, it’s gone.”

“Can I get you two something?” Flint asked.

“Yes, please,” Mason said as he skirted around Morwenna and the Regulars and headed for the bar, which was still stacked high with books and reams of paper. “It’s been a long day.”

Tamsin, however, was drawn toward whatever Morwenna and the Regulars were huddled around. With a glance toward the door, which hadn’t yet been blown from its hinges, she stooped down next to Harry, peering around his shoulder, and a large crystal ball sat in the center of the table. “Are you scrying?”

“Kind of,” Harry replied. “After you left Silas’s last night, Morwenna was asking Maughna again about this paperwork she’s been looking for. Maughna, meanwhile, was jabbering on about some prophecy. We assume your prophecy. Well, us old boys put two and two together and realized that this paperwork Morwenna’s been looking for this whole time was the prophecy.”

Tamsin frowned. “Why would Morwenna’s ‘paperwork’ be sitting in the coven’s reliquary?”

“Well, that’s the thing.” Stan held up a finger. “Morwenna’s sure that there’s no way she’d have left anything there short of a hex that turned everyone’s tea cold.”

Morwenna rapped her knuckles on the tables. “Those witches don’t deserve hot tea. They’ve always been so aloof.”

“So, now we’re all helping Morwenna look for the prophecy,” Burt said.

“She offered to turn us all into toads to return the favor,” Stan piped up.

“By the time we made it back here…”

“She was kind of frazzled,” Burt said.

“Yes, I’m sure her hair is more fuzzy than usual,” Stan said.

“I am sitting right here,” Morwenna said tartly. “And if my hair is more frazzled than it’s by design.”

“Anyway, not wanting Morwenna to end up like Maughna, who is a little...unique,” Harry said tactfully. “We went to The Fickle Cauldron and asked Cassie if we could borrow this beauty.”

“This beauty?” Tamsin drew closer and the Regulars parted to reveal a crystal ball. “But doesn’t that show you the future?”

“Oh no,” Harry said proudly. “This shows you the past.”

“And before you entered...”

“Unannounced and uninvited,” Morwenna mumbled.

“Morwenna was about to put her hands on it so we can get to the root of this prophecy conundrum,” Burt said.

“It’s got to be here somewhere.” Morwenna threw up her hands. “I never go anywhere else. And definitely not with a prophecy in my back pocket.”

Tamsin’s mouth hung open, and she shook her head. “You have the original prophecy here? But that can’t be possible. Valaky and I found the original prophecy in the reliquary.”

“Was it signed?” Morwenna raised an eyebrow.

“I-I can’t remember.”

“You’d remember a signature on a prophecy. It’s the real brow raiser for those unfamiliar with the art form,” Morwenna explained. “You read through this epic text, only to get to the end, and go ‘huh, that’s weird. Someone signed it, and worst of all, the person who wrote this is called Jeff.’ Not that there’s anything wrong with the name, but you wouldn’t expect it from a prophecy-writer.”

“So, you think it was written here? In the tavern?” Stan asked.

“I know it was written here. Which is unfortunate because it’s really terribly written.” Morwenna shook her head and tutted. “They don’t make good prophecies like they used to.”

“Did I hear you say art form?” Mason called from the bar. “My mate nearly got killed because of that.”

“Rum.” Flint thrust a large glass toward Mason.

“I don’t think rum is going to help here...” Mason began.

“My wife created it,” Flint said as he held it out to Mason. “I think you’ll find it’s just what you need.”

“He’s right,” Harry leaned back in his chair and called back encouragingly. “It’ll sort you right out.”

“Have a drink and take a seat.” Flint came around the bar with two glasses of rum in his hand.

“Why not?” Tamsin said and accepted the glass of dark liquor. “I want to get to the root of this, don’t you?”

Mason shot daggers at Morwenna before accepting the drink from Flint and taking a sip. His expression instantly mellowed, and he sucked in a deep breath.

Tamsin eyed the rum warily before she took a sip. It was as if Flint’s wife had bottled Morwenna saying, ‘breathe in. And breathe out.’

“Now, come take a seat.” Burt got up and fetched her a chair, which he held for her while she sat down, and then helped slide it under the table.

“I’ll get my own,” Mason insisted as he grabbed a chair and sat down next to Tamsin.

“Right, where were we?” Stan asked.

“I think Morwenna was about to tell you to stop talking,” Harry said.

“She was, I’m sure,” Harry agreed.

“Just put your hands on the crystal ball and see what it shows you,” Flint said. “If you saw it being written, you just need to remember what happened to it after.”

“Do you want me to pour you some of Liselle’s special rum?” Morwenna asked her bartender.

“No, I’m fine,” Flint said, sounding exasperated. “I’m just fed up with all this talk about prophecies. I never did believe in them and lately, it all seems to have gotten out of hand.”

“Agreed,” Mason mumbled.

“So, Morwenna, when you are ready,” Harry said with a flourish of his hand.

Morwenna steepled her fingers and then flexed them before she placed her outstretched hands on the crystal ball.

Everyone leaned in to get a better look as an image appeared.

“Is that you flying on a broomstick in your pajamas?” Stan asked.

Burt peered closer. “Is that a garden gnome on the back?”

“I don’t think we need to see any more of that!” Morwenna removed her hands.

“Try focusing on what you want the crystal ball to show you,” Harry directed.

“Maybe I was,” Morwenna replied.

“An old flame, perhaps?” Harry asked with a nudge to Stan.

“The prophecy,” Tamsin said, trying to get them back on the subject of why they were all gathered here. It certainly wasn’t to see Morwenna’s romantic exploits.

Morwenna flexed her fingers and closed her eyes as she placed them on the smooth, glass-like surface once more. This time, the crystal ball showed a familiar scene. The inside of The Lonely Tavern. It looked almost exactly as it did now.

Morwenna was sitting at a table, a tankard in hand, which she held up in cheers, the amber liquid spilling to the floor in her wobbly grip before she tipped it to her lips and took a long drink. As she brought the tankard down, her face was one of mirth as she thrust the tankard forward once again. This time, it was met by another, which was held by another woman, slinging their drinks all over the table once again.

“Is that…Maughna?” Mason pointed at the figure seated at a table with Morwenna.

“It is. Look at her clothes, they’re the same but not so…tattered,” Burt whispered as if afraid he might frighten away the image.

“I remember,” Morwenna said with a sad smile.

“I wish this thing had sound so we could hear what you are saying,” Stan said. “Looks like you two were having a grand old time.”

“Hmm.” Morwenna adjusted her grip on the crystal ball, and a burst of static made them all jump back.

“How did you do that?” Burt asked, wide-eyed.

But Morwenna didn’t answer as she adjusted her grip once more. “There. It just needed a little tuning.”

“I’ll teach that haughty taughty coven leader...” Morwenna held up a piece of parchment, and cackled. “I’ll be. I think we’ve outdone ourselves with this one, old bird.”

“They’re coming…!” An older man with gray hair ran into view and skidded to a halt next to Morwenna.

“Is that you, Stan?” Harry asked, peering closer to the crystal ball.

“No, I would have remembered if I were there.” Stan frowned. “I think? Maybe I wouldn’t if this was hundreds of years ago.”

“No…it’s your great, great, great, great...Grandpa Joe,” Burt laughed. “I recognize his shirt from that painting on your wall. It’s so…yellow. You remember the small painting that you knocked over when you were six and broke the glass. Your mom went mad...”

“Oh yeah,” Stan said with a grin. “It is. Well, fancy that!”

“Shh,” Mason said as the people in the crystal ball started talking.

“Remember what you have to do?” Morwenna asked from the past. “It’s imperative that you give us the angels of voices and the gods of thunder. No, wait, other way around. No gods in here, please. And no lightning! We’ve spilled enough liquor to have this whole place go up in flames if we start slinging thunder. No! Lightning. We want the thunder.”

“You can count on us,” came another voice that was ‘off-screen,’ so to speak.

“Robbie, you’re on thunder duty,” Grandpa Joe said as he passed another man a large sheet of thin metal.

“He’s my great...” Harry was cut off with a sharp ‘shh.’

“Bert, grab the bellows,” Robbie said.

“We know,” Stan hissed as Burt opened his mouth to speak. “That’s your great, great, great—”

“Shh!” everyone hissed.

“Don’t go falling out of the rafters, now,” Grandpa Joe said, looking up.

“I won’t,” Robbie answered from, presumably, the rafters. “Stealthy is my middle name.”

“I thought it was Harold,” Bert from the past mumbled.

“Now, focus, and don’t overdo it,” Morwenna from the past was saying as she tied a headscarf around her head, which made her gray frizzy hair stick out even more. “Actually, what am I talking about? If you don’t overdo it, you can consider yourself banned from the tavern.”

Maughna stepped to the side as Morwenna hopped up onto the table.

“And, action,” Morwenna said as the sound of the tavern door opening reached those looking in from the future. They caught a glimpse of a crowd of people stepping inside.

“Morwenna, what on earth is going on?” a voice called out. “I thought you said this was supposed to be an important revelation, but I can’t help but notice you invited the strays in as well. I should have thought you would cater to their kind.”

“Yes, having the village charlatans here doesn’t do much for the authenticity of this whole thing,” came a gruff, vaguely familiar voice.

“At least we weren’t given the boot for being brutish and damaging Morwenna’s precious glassware.”

“Don’t act like you care. You yourself said you’d rather host your meetings in the latrine than in this place.”

“Perhaps I’d have changed my mind if I realized—”

There was a loud crash that sounded like thunder that cut through the bickering, eliciting gasps from the crowd.

At least, that was what it was meant to sound like, but Tamsin suspected this was Grandpa Joe on thunder duty.

Then a wind blew, hard enough to make the windows rattle and Morwenna’s hair blew in front of her face. She spat hair out of her mouth before she raised her hands, accompanied by an eerie ‘wooohooo’ sound from the rafters.

“Sprits, speak,” Maughna’s breathy voice said, as she circled around and around Morwenna, who was standing atop the table. Maybe the very table they were seated at now.

“Wooohooo.”

Crash!

Whoosh!

“Epic,” Harry said in awe.

Mason took another sip of his drink and shook his head.

Tamsin had to admit, this was kind of amusing. Unless you considered the consequences of the scene unfolding.

“Morwenna, what are you doing?” came a voice.

“Haughty, taughty,” Stan said.

“Spirits, speak,” Maughna said.

“Wooohooo.”

Crash!

Whoosh!

Morwenna rolled her eyes up into their sockets, looking like a thing possessed as she began to talk in a strange voice that sounded like a creature of the night, raspy and harsh. She began to rise up into the air. The unintelligible babble from her mouth slowly formed coherent words before she was finally talking straight. Well, kind of straight.

“When the finned stars stumble through an unusually warm sky, and Venus waltzes moonward high, a night of nonsense shall descend, where cauldrons only brew soup without end. DuskWood howls will turn to a goat’s yodel, while DawnLight brooms will bend and doddle. Hats will shrink and wolves, oh dear! Will find their fur turned pink. Lo-and-behold! To break this curse, a witch and wolf must join, of course. But where to find this fated pair? Comets, quakes or roosters air? Tea leaves read? No! Seek the quirkiest place around: The Lonely Tavern, where love is found, and Morwenna gets the last laughing sound.

Heed the signs, let guide thy hearts, for doom approaches when love is apart!”

“That’s certainly…inspired,” Stan ventured.

Morwenna winced. “Not my best work, perhaps.”

“Wooohooo.”

Crash!

Whoosh!

The candles and lanterns throughout the tavern all blew out, leaving the room in total darkness, with only the howling of wind and voices and the crashing of thunder, before they slowly flickered back into life.

“And they believed this?” Tamsin asked incredulously. Unable to believe that she was witness to the events that set the prophecy in motion, culminating in a war between the DawnLight Coven and the DuskWood Pack. And an attempt on her life that led to her being stranded alone.

“Well, I thought the percussion was quite convincing,” Harry said.

“Didn’t our ancestors do well?” Stan agreed.

“I can see where we get our talent from,” Burt joined in.

“So can I,” Morwenna said, casting the Regulars a derisory glance. “Besides, people back in these times were a superstitious lot. Still are, I suppose.”

“Oh, there’s more,” Flint said.

“You’re making this up, Morwenna,” the haughty taughty voice said, then the witch the voice belonged to came into view, wearing the brooch of the DawnLight Coven.

Could this get any more bizarre?

“Your hat,” Maughna pointed.

“What about...” The coven leader put her hands up to her head, as her hat shrank around her head, then she let out a screech as she turned to look at the crowd, only to find the many of those gathered, who must have been from the wolf pack, had all the hair on the bodies turned a pink so bright it almost hurt to look at.

“Heed my words, and…eat my curds? This prophecy will live on for....years...” Morwenna, from the past, stiffened and slowly sank back down to the table before she jerked upright, hovered again for a few moments before she plonked down heavily onto the tabletop.

One of the pink-haired wolf shifters stepped forward to speak, but as they opened their mouth, the only sound that came out was the loud, rather disturbing sound of a goat yodeling, which reverberated around the tavern. After that, the crowd rather swiftly exited the tavern, to the sound of witches yelling and goats bleating.

“I think that went rather well,” Robbie said as he ducked his head and looked down from his perch in amongst the rafters.

“So do I,” Morwenna said as she rolled up a scroll of paper and threw it over her shoulder. It sailed through the air in a lazy arc before it landed behind a bottle on the highest shelf behind the bar. “Those effects will wear off soon enough, but I do believe we got our message across.”


Chapter Twenty-Two – Mason

All eyes turned to look at the shelves behind the bar. Then, as if someone had fired a starting pistol, they all got up from their chairs and fell over themselves as they headed toward the bar.

Flint got there first, and the others gathered around as he stood on tiptoes and moved a dusty bottle of liquor in a plain bottle. “It’s here.” The dragon shifter held up the rolled-up scroll.

“It’s real,” Stan breathed.

“The scroll is, but the prophecy is not,” Mason reminded them.

“The prophecy I wrote was perfectly real. Thank you very much.”

The prophecy Morwenna read didn’t even sound the same as the one that has been passed down through the generations, his wolf said.

I guess that’s what happens when there’s no written version, Mason replied. And perhaps everyone was traumatized by what happened in the tavern.

“What does it say?” Harry asked excitedly.

“We already know what it says,” Harry said.

Flint handed the scroll to Morwenna. “I believe this is yours.”

Morwenna groaned as she reached for the scroll, her bony fingers closing around it. “In my defense, I was drunk.”

“Morwenna!” Stan shook his head. “You should never drink and prophesize!”

“You should not prophesize period.” Tamsin folded her arms across her body as Morwenna blew the dust off the scroll.

Instantly, Brushworth appeared with a dustpan and swept up the dust midair, while Morwenna unrolled the scroll. She scanned it quickly and then rolled it back up. “It’s the same as the one I read out in the...” She nodded toward the crystal ball.

“Are you just saying that?” Stan asked.

“Come on, Morwenna.” Harry held out his hand. “Hand it over.”

“It’s too embarrassing,” Morwenna said. “I’ve heard of some trashy prophecies before, but I never recalled writing one this bad.”

“You were drunk, and it was a long time ago,” Burt soothed. “It might even be considered a classic in that case.”

“Morwenna.” Harry beckoned to her, and she reluctantly handed over the scroll.

Stan and Burt huddled around as Harry unrolled it and there was a couple of moments’ silence before they shook their heads in unison.

“You even signed it,” Burt said as he jabbed his finger at the ancient scroll.

“What even is a ‘finned star’?” Harry asked.

“It was meant to be the Pisces star sign. I never really thought that there would be a warm day in late February, let alone under a conjunction of the moon and Venus, but here we are. I think I need a drink,” Morwenna moaned. “Flint. Pour me whichever spirit you think will make me feel better.”

“Do you think it’s wise to drink?” Tamsin asked. “Or do you enjoy wrecking lives while under the influence?”

“Now, let’s look at this rationally,” Flint said. “Morwenna’s prophecy is not the same one the pack and coven have been living by. In fact, this one’s almost positive, if not a little vindictive.”

“And neither is it the same one you found with Valaky,” Mason reminded her.

It’s time we laid the blame where it belongs, Mason’s wolf said.

Valaky, his Mason growled.

“So what happens now?” Tamsin asked. “How are we supposed to convince everyone that the prophecy has no power or real meaning?”

“Excuse me,” Morwenna said. “It has real meaning.”

“Okay, yours might have, but the one that’s caused all this grief doesn’t.” Tamsin turned to Mason. “What do you want to do?”

As if the tavern was attempting to answer that very question, the door swung open, and in came Valaky, with the coven and pack flooding in behind him, as if everyone had been pushing and shoving to have a go at trying to get inside.

If they had pitchforks, his wolf said, they would be raised.

But they don’t, Mason said, ready to fight for his mate and his future.

“There they are...” Valaky, looking disheveled, with dirt on his normally pristine coat, pointed at Mason and Tamsin. “If you wish to save yourselves...”

“Hold on!” Morwenna stepped forward with her hand up. “This establishment has a no fighting rule. The furniture may look rugged, but I assure you it’s very fragile.”

“Step aside, witch!” Valaky sneered. “Unless you wish this establishment to require new management.”

Morwenna snorted. “We’re not due a shift change for another three hundred years.”

“Just how old are you, Morwenna?” Harry asked.

“It’s bad manners to ask a lady her aga,” Morwenna said, then was interrupted.

“Valaky has the DawnLight Coven’s support,” Guinevere Gwilym said.

“Haughty, taughty,” Stan murmured from behind Mason.

“And you think that is enough?” Morwenna answered coolly.

“The DuskWood Pack is ready to stand with the DawnLight Coven and the vampire, Valaky.” Lyril stepped forward.

“See, the prophecy has brought everyone together,” Morwenna said in a self-satisfied tone.

Tamsin, Mason and the Regulars all gave her a scathing look.

Morwenna held up her hands. “I’m not wrong. All right, fine.” She handed Tamsin the scroll. “I think it is very much time to end this charade.”

“What is the witch talking about?” Lyril growled at Mason.

“This is the prophecy.” Tamsin held up the scroll.

“We already know the prophecy.” Guinevere narrowed her eyes.

“This is the original prophecy. The real original prophecy. The one I found in the coven’s reliquary must have been a fake.”

Guinevere blinked. “What are you talking about? The prophecy has been passed down through the generations of both witches and wolves and the scroll you found…”

“Was a fake.” Mason’s eyes slid past them to the pale figure behind. “Written by Valaky.”

The two leaders turned to look at the vampire.

“Foor soothe!” Valaky cried indignantly. “Where would you have conceived of such an idea?”

“You were the only other person who was there when I found the scroll,” Tamsin said. “And considering that the coven keeps tabs on everything in there, it makes me think you planted it there for me to find.”

“Oh?” Valaky raised his hands. “I see what you are doing.”

“I don’t think you do,” Mason said.

“You are deflecting.” He shook his head as he inched forward, away from the crowd, pressing closer. Then he spun around and faced them. “Do not let this silver-tongued wolf sway you from your task. The witch’s heart must stop beating before the conjunction...”

“And why don’t you tell them how you proposed to stop her heart by turning her into a vampire?” Mason asked.

A collective gasp filled the tavern, and in the silence that followed, all eyes turned to Valaky.

“I figured that you had feelings toward Tamsin, but when we spoke to the man who attacked her, it became clear,” Mason said. “Despite the only way to keep Tamsin safe at the time was for her to stay out of town, you sent someone out to find her, and you even loaded him up with her favorite snacks and books, as you knew she was an avid reader from the time you spent together.”

“And when you found out I was back in town, the first thing you did was try to put distance between me and Mason because you suspected we were mates.” Tamsin shook her head. “You planted the prophecy that you wrote to make sure to make sure it specified me as being the ‘chosen’ one, so you could swoop in and ‘save’ me.”

“Is this true, Valaky?” Guinevere turned on him. “Did you plant this false prophecy to have us target Tamsin?”

“These two have led you astray, just as the prophecy foretold.” Valaky took a couple of steps back, his foot tangling around Brushworth, who was frantically brushing up the dirt brought in by the sudden heavy footfall. As he stumbled, he stuck out his hand, which landed on the crystal ball.

An image filled the glass-like ball, one of Valaky, in the valley of the packlands.

Is that Lyril’s house? Mason’s wolf asked.

It is, Mason said.

“What is this?” Lyril stepped closer, staring at the scene in the glass.

“It’s nothing,” Valaky went to remove his hand, but Lyril firmly placed his over it, holding it in place.

“What are you doing?” Lyril asked as the image showed Valaky outside the pack leader’s house. “It was you?”

“What was him?” Mason demanded.

“The voice in my head.” Lyril put his hands to his head. “Whispering, relentless, telling me what to do, how the prophecy will be the end of us all, and that the witch must die.”

“This isn’t real, I assure you,” Valaky insisted, grabbing his wrist with his free hand and tugging at it, as someone else came into view within the glass orb.

“Maughna?” Tamsin said. The unmistakable Maughna, somehow moving silently despite her twirling and dancing, crept up on Valaky from where he peered through the window of the longhouse.

“So that is why you went to see Maughna,” Morwenna said, her voice tinged with a protective edge. “She knew what you have been doing. I did wonder…”

“No, Maughna is an old friend,” Valaky insisted.

“What did you plan to do when you met with her, hm?” Morwenna asked, her voice taking on a tone that made Mason’s hackles stand on end.

“He came to me, too,” Guinevere suddenly called out. “I heard voices, too. Telling me to...”

“Kill me?” Tamsin asked, and a hushed silence followed.

“I think we have heard enough.” Mason stepped forward, ready to take on Valaky. “It’s time you paid for your crimes.”

“Allow me to make him pay,” Burt said, stepping in front of Mason, much to the distress of Stan and Harry.

But before they could pull their friend out of harm’s way, Lyril stopped forward. “No, allow me!”

Valaky, sensing the end of his unnaturally long life, bolted for the door with incredible speed. Mason half-expected it to stay shut and trap the vampire, but instead, it flung wide open.

“Ahh!” Valaky stumbled backward, his hands raised to shield his face as the smell of burned flesh wafted through the tavern.

I guess dawn has broken. Mason’s wolf chuckled as Valaky turned and ran back into the tavern. Mason wondered for a moment where he was going to go, but it was too late when he realized.

The vampire was going upstairs.

Mason leaped forward, but it was too late. With blinding speed, Valaky had disappeared.

Damn! Mason grunted.

What the—?

The huge shape of his father’s grizzled wolf launched past him, clearing the first flight of stairs in one pounce, landing on the landing above, and shifting back into a man.

“It is time for new blood!” His voice boomed throughout the tavern. “I relinquish my role as pack alpha to my son, Mason. He saw what I could not and would have saved us from all this grief. I know he will lead you forward, where I have held you back. And now, I will take part in one last hunt. Alone.”

He shifted once again, and his wolf disappeared up the second flight of stairs.

“No!” Tamsin grabbed hold of Mason as he made to give chase.

This is where we belong, Mason’s wolf reminded him. We can’t risk going up there again.

Yet it was hard to let his father go to an unknown future alone.

“The DawnLight Coven stands ready to make peace with the DuskWood Pack,” Guinevere announced. “And we welcome our daughter, Tamsin, back into the fold.”

“We do,” one of the coven members said as she brushed past Guinevere and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Tamsin. “But we do not stand with you. You who betrayed our sister.”

One by one, the other coven members brushed past Guinevere and stood by Tamsin until Guinevere stood all alone. Just as Tamsin had been alone.

It looks like our mate might just be the new leader of the DawnLight Coven. And we are the new pack leader of the DuskWood Pack, his wolf said.

If you tell me that prophecies are not so bad after all, I might never speak to you again, Mason said.

“Everyone! Stop and listen!” All eyes turned toward a table near the door where someone was standing with their hands raised.

“Sophie?” Tamsin asked.

“Everyone! You don’t need to hunt Tamsin anymore! The prophecy, it’s not even real!” Sophie yelled. “It’s fake!”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Morwenna put her hands on her hips. “There was nothing fake about that prophecy. It was signed and everything. We’ve just established that.”

Sophie didn’t seem to hear Morwenna over the murmur throughout the crowd in the tavern. “I managed to find a hermit living in a cave up on the mountains who’s great, great, great…however many more greats grandma was there the night it was written, and the original was a just a bad joke!”

Morwenna scoffed. “It was perfectly serious. And if it was a joke, it would have been hilarious.”

“It’s okay, Sophie still thinks we’re in danger,” Tamsin said to Morwenna before she pushed through the crowd toward Sophie. “Sophie!”

“Tamsin?” Sophie did a double take. “You’re okay! I made it just in time. The prophecy? It didn’t even say anything about you and Mason being the downfall of the pack and the coven. It says nothing about anyone having to be kept apart. It must have been gradually changed as it was passed down through generations, but the prophecy everyone knows today isn’t even real.”

Tamsin raised a hand up to Sophie. “It’s okay, Sophie, we know. That’s why everyone is here drinking together.”

“I—what? You already knew?” Sophie took her hand as she looked about. “I did wonder what was with the lack of fireballs and lightning bolts. When did you find out?”

“Only just now.” Tamsin helped her down from the table as Mason approached. “But I had no idea what happened to you after we parted. I was worried you were safe, but I had no idea that you were going about trying to find a way to save me again.”

“That’s what friends do for each other.” Sophie smiled. “But luckily you didn’t need saving, after all.”

“It was very close, so I wouldn’t worry too much,” Mason chuckled.

Sophie let out a breath and shrugged her shoulders. “Well, I suspect everyone is feeling rather silly getting wound up over nothing.”

“It all turned out in the end.” Tamsin looked up into Mason’s eyes. “The prophecy may have been fake, but our love is definitely real.”


Epilogue

“Good morning, Mr. Wolf.” Tamsin ran her fingers across Mason’s chest as he growled, low and rumbling, as he turned on his side and brushed her hair back from her face.

“Good morning, witch.” Mason leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers.

Waking up with his mate next to him each morning was the most incredible thing.

No, not the most incredible thing.

That would be making love to her each morning. And night.

And sometimes in the day beneath the ancient oak tree in the sacred grove.

A place now shared by coven and pack, his wolf said happily.

Yes, how things had changed in the last couple of months since Tamsin’s return.

And everyone had realized they had been fighting for centuries over a prophecy that had been written, not by some otherworldly source, but by a drunk witch.

And a conniving, opportunistic vampire, who had fallen in love with Tamsin and decided to manipulate everyone to get what he wanted.

A vampire bride. His wolf ground his teeth together.

But that vampire was now lost in the tavern’s upstairs. Perhaps never to be seen again.

Or perhaps he had found what he wanted and decided never to return.

Or perhaps Lyril has hunted him down and torn him limb from limb, his wolf snarled.

His father. Was there a chance that Lyril had found what he wanted in those rooms? Had he found a way to be whole again? Something he had never been since he lost his mate. Mason’s mother.

“Hey.” Tamsin cupped his face in her hand and his eyes were drawn to the ring she wore on her finger. His mother’s ring. “Am I boring you?”

“Never.” He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

“You were thinking of your father.”

“You know me too well.” As he looked into her eyes, he forgot all about his father and Valaky. This was not the time to look back, it was a time to look forward.

“I have known you in my heart since the day our eyes met at the summer fayre,” she said. “Hey.” She brushed her lips against his. “Let it go.”

“It haunts me,” Mason said. “At night, when I close my eyes, I see you running from me. I feel the loss of you leaving, of not knowing if I will ever see you again.”

“But you know the answer to that,” Tamsin said. “I am here, and I am not going anywhere ever again.”

“I love you,” he murmured as he stroked her cheek.

“And I love you,” she whispered. “So very much.”

He kissed her then, a kiss filled with love and longing, and a promise to himself. It was time to forgive himself and the part he played in Tamsin’s isolation.

Our intentions were always good, his wolf reminded him.

They were then, and they were now. But unless he could move past that night, and let it go, he might taint their future and that would be unforgivable.

As their mouths moved together and tongues entwined, she stroked his chest, the tips of her fingers grazing his nipples, and sending electric shocks through his body.

He groaned and nipped her bottom lip as her hand moved lower, down his abdomen, and curled around his hardness. Slowly, she moved her hand up and down, working him with expert skill, until he couldn’t take it anymore.

“Please,” he begged, as he slid his hands into her hair and drew her closer, her lips pressed to his throat, and her tongue sweeping across his skin, sending heat blazing through him. “I need to be inside you.”

“Patience, wolf,” she whispered.

But Mason had no patience where his mate was concerned.

But he could fight fire with fire.

Cupping her breast in his hand, he brushed his thumb across her taut nipple, and she bit down on her bottom lip as she sucked in a breath. Lowering his head, he licked the sensitive bud with the flat of his tongue before grazing his teeth across her skin.

“Not fair,” she murmured as her hand flexed around his hard length.

He smiled against her breast and then upped the pressure on her as he slipped his hand down between their bodies and stroked her mound. She inched her thighs wider, inviting him to delve deeper, and he did.

Slipping two fingers inside her slick heart, he stroked her inner walls, while his thumb brushed her sensitive bundle of nerves. In and out he moved, knowing exactly how to bring her to the edge. Mouth and hands working in tandem, he took pleasure in the small whimpers escaping her mouth and the way her body writhed at his touch.

It was intoxicating to have this control over his mate’s pleasure.

But she had control over him, too, as her fingers expertly moved, applying just the right amount of pressure.

“Enough,” he growled, needing to come inside her.

“Can’t take the heat, wolf?” she said breathlessly.

“I don’t want to take the heat,” he replied. “I want to take you.”

In one fluid movement, he flipped her onto her back, and moved to nestle between her thighs, the tip of his hardness against her heated core.

“Take me, wolf,” she purred.

And he did.

As he sank inside her, they both moaned with pleasure. And as he pulled back, her body quivered around him, and when he drove back inside her, he was consumed by the delicious tightness of her.

Slowly at first, he moved. Each thrust met with an equal measure by her hips. She lifted her knees, changing the angle, allowing him to push deeper and harder.

There was something primal about making love with Tamsin. The way they connected on such a deep level, physically and emotionally. It was more than just sex. It was a bonding of two hearts, two souls, and two beings.

Two mates. They made love as if they were trying to make up for all the time they had lost.

Mason claimed her mouth as she moaned, her fingers digging into his shoulders.

His body ached with the need to come. But he didn’t want to rush this. He wanted to savor every moment.

He rocked his hips, moving slowly, each stroke of his hardness against her heat drawing a moan from her.

She arched her back, offering her breasts to him, and he accepted, cupping them in his hands, and pulling her taut nipple into his mouth, sucking hard.

He felt her body clench around him, and he knew she was close.

Grinding his hips, he pressed against her sensitive bundle of nerves, bringing her close to the edge. Then he stopped, rocking inside her, small movements until her breathing slowed.

“Are you playing with me, wolf?” she asked.

“Yes. I am enjoying making you squirm.” He grinned down at her.

“And what happens if I take matters into my own hands?” She reached down between their bodies and started to stroke herself.

“That won’t be necessary.” He reached down and batted her hand away, replacing it with his own. As he circled her, her legs trembled, and her body writhed.

“I need to come,” she gasped.

“Not yet.” He gritted his teeth, trying to hold back, but the way she was grinding her hips was driving him wild.

As she took control, a smile played across her lips, and that was the biggest turn-on. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he flipped their bodies, so that she was on top, her hair tumbling down her back. Tamsin placed her hand on his chest and then began to move, grinding her hips as he filled her.

In that position, he could drive deeper, and his body shuddered as she rode him, her hips circling as he placed his hand on the small of her back and then sat up, capturing her nipple in his mouth. His tongue flicked over it, teasing and tasting as she threw her head back and called out his name.

He had never been one to draw things out for too long, but this was a different story. Making love with his mate was something he wanted to do all day.

She was like a drug, and he was addicted.

Her body was so beautiful, her curves so inviting, that he could barely keep his hands off her. But he could hold on no longer.

Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she rode him faster, her inner muscles quivering. She was close, too.

“Come for me, witch,” he growled, his voice low and husky.

His words were the last push she needed.

With a cry, she came, her body shuddering as wave after wave of pleasure washed over her.

The way her body quivered around his sent him over the edge. With a roar, he exploded, his seed filling her as his body pulsated with the force of his release.

They collapsed together, panting and breathless, as she nuzzled her face against his neck, and he kissed the top of her head.

This was a special bond, a connection that went deeper than anything he had ever imagined.

As they lay there, content in each other’s arms, Mason couldn’t help but wonder how lucky he was. That she had come back to him against all odds and now he was complete.

More than complete. His wolf grinned…wolfishly.

At last, the coven and the pack would be joined, and their differences set aside forever. For Tamsin carried the heir to both. A child that would be a DawnLight Witch and a DuskWood Pack member.

One child to rule them all. No prophecy required.
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Christmas Bear

Hero Bear

Undercover Eagle

Single Daddy Dragon

Secret Baby Bear

Silverback Wolf

Awakened Dragon

Treasure Bear

Silverback History Bear

River Run Wolf

Silverbacks and Second Chances

Cursed Bear

Lucky Bear

Fated Bear

Song Bear

Blind Date Bear

Christmas Bears

Sleighed

Claused

Wrapped

Shifters Prime Sleeping Lions

Complete Box Set Now Available
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Living a Lion

Freeing a Lion

Fighting a Lion

Sci-Fi Romance

The Princess and her Alien Rogue

The Princess and her Bounty Hunter

Chosen by the Karal

Complete Box Set
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Or available individually

Deceit

Love

Power

Hunger

Devotion

Warriors of Karal

Stranded

Found

Taken

Hunted

Allies

The Dualis

(Mate of the Cave Bear)

Found (Book One)

Lost (Book Two)

Return (Book Three)


Harmony Raines Newsletter

I love hearing from my readers, you can find me here!

Facebook

Harmony Raines

Website

www.harmonyraines.com

BookBub

https://www.bookbub.com/authors/harmony-raines

Follow me on Amazon

https://www.amazon.com/Harmony-Raines/e/B0090Q3DWM/
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