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      One Fate, one mate, a bond too strong to deny …

      

      Paul Collins, duty-bound Pack Warlock and seer, must marry a strong witch for the good of Pack McVale. But his hidden feelings for his best-friend’s sister, maternal wolf Ivy McVale, make this a more difficult pill to swallow every day. Especially when they begin to mate.

      

      Then Paul has a vision: If they mate, Ivy will die. Desperate, Paul uses his powers to change destiny and make Ivy think she’s always hated him. He can deal with any punishment the Fates make him pay for tampering with destiny, as long as Ivy lives.

      

      After recovering from a bewildering month-long illness, Ivy notices her nemesis, Paul, is tormented by something. And strangely, she is the only one who can feel it. Unable to endure such unhappiness—even if he does call her Poison Ivy—she is determined to help him, no matter the cost. Because Pack McVale cannot survive without him, and curiously, neither can she ...

      

      Simply sign up to my newsletter and I will email your free copy of Witch Bound to you. You will also receive the latest on upcoming books, sales, giveaways and relevant bookish news.
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      ‘I willna change my mind,’ Iain said to Dougal and the other lieutenants ranged in front of him on the other side of the long table. ‘I dinna understand why ye bring this argument to me again today. I gave my answer yesterday, and I meant it.’

      Dougal managed not to clench his jaw—or punch the table in front of him—even though his anger was a raw, wild thing inside him. Somehow he managed to say evenly, ‘My Alpha, I beg that ye listen to what Cal has said.’ He gestured to his second in command and oldest friend, who stood beside him, tension in every inch of his tall frame. ‘The pack is unhappy about this ruling. They dinna think it is sufficient after the death, destruction and injury that Lachlan caused. If ye canna sentence him to immediate death by hanging, then his Packbond should be broken and he should be banished. It is the fitting punishment fer what was done.’

      Iain’s jaw squared dangerously and he thumped his hand down on the table in front of him. ‘My son’s punishment has been handed down. He will be put into the dreamless sleep by one of our Healer witches.’

      ‘Neither Morghanna nor Abigail have the time or energy to do such a thing right now,’ Cal said, standing firmly beside Dougal even while some of the others—including Cal’s brother, Bram—took a step back.

      ‘Then the other one ye have been sniffing around can do it,’ Iain said briskly, blue eyes pinned on Dougal as he waved his hand in the direction of the Healer Hall. ‘Although why ye show interest in such a mousy, scarred thing, Dougal, I dinna ken. A Were like ye needs to mate with another strong Were.’

      Inside him, his wolf saw red—and he didn’t blame him. How dare anyone, even their so-called Alpha, talk about their future mate in such a way. He wanted so badly to let his wolf have its way, to burst out of him and take the selfish, narcissistic Alpha by the throat, but that would create more chaos and right now, he was unlikely to win. Even with others by his side like Cal. Their Alpha was still too strong—something he was to blame for more than any other.

      So, instead of attacking to avenge the slur on his future mate as every muscle and fibre inside him longed to do, Dougal viciously shoved his rage down, telling his wolf everything he had been telling himself this last month to try to make it remain calm. He clenched his hands at his sides, desperately trying to stop his claws from clicking out—at this point, even something so small would shout a challenge to the increasingly paranoid Iain. The pack desperately needed stability. He couldn’t be the thing that tore it apart. Not during this difficult time.

      Cal shifted, briefly bumping his shoulder, the touch offering his support physically as he sent it down the part of the Packbond that connected them to each other. At the same time he said, with a calm Dougal was striving to feel, ‘I am certain ye are aware, my Alpha, that one doesna choose who the Fates deem ye are mated to.’

      ‘Hmph.’ Iain folded his arms across his chest before saying with a smirk, ‘Shame. But I suppose it canna be helped if she is who ye want, Dougal. At least she is a strong witch despite her mousiness and the ugly burn scars on her face.’

      Dougal just managed to tamp down his wolf again before it could burst out and take what was theirs. He didn’t manage to cut off its growl, though he did manage to squelch it. Iain’s brow rose—he’d heard it—and leaned forward, as if preparing for the challenge he was obviously trying to provoke.

      Swallowing down hard on his fury, Dougal pushed his wolf back with as much force as he could, pleading with him just to hold it in. ‘Fer the pack. And fer Leanna,’ he said inside his mind to his wolf. ‘She doesna need the stress of our injury or death, especially now. We have to hold back on our challenge fer her.’

      His wolf subsided, but remained on high alert. As did he. It was hard not to be when the Were in front of him kept insulting his mate. She was so much more than those scars on her face. The thought helped him to keep it together and say in her defence, ‘Leanna is stronger than she appears. Morghanna says she is the strongest Healer we have aside from Abigail, and soon will surpass her with a little more training.’

      Iain’s shit-eating grin widened as he waved his hand. ‘Which is why I said she can take care of carrying out the sentence on my son.’

      Dougal gritted his teeth aware now that Iain was definitely trying to bait him. How had he ever given all his loyalty to this Were? He was so uncaring of his people and what his decrees did to them. Despite the fact that Iain, being the Alpha, should already know it, Dougal pointed out, ‘It will hurt her to do such a thing. Ye canna ask it of her.’

      ‘I will do more than ask. I demand it.’ Iain smacked his hand on the table once more, his eyes darting around, taking in who else was in the dining hall that was standing in as their temporary Alpha Hall after it was destroyed by Lachlan when he tried to take over the pack and falsely claim Morghanna as his. As his eyes landed on the dozen or so kitchen workers setting up for the midday repast, he straightened his shoulders and roared, ‘All of ye, get out!’

      The workers immediately dropped what they were doing and scurried out of the hall like a cur with its tail between its legs. Hating to see his packmates so cowed, Dougal said, ‘My Alpha, they were only doing their jobs.’

      Iain’s gaze snapped back to Dougal, and he said with the full hardness of his Alpha voice, ‘I remind ye, I am still Alpha of this pack. Unless ye or anyone else here has something to say about that?’

      Those around Dougal lowered their gazes and Dougal had to force himself to do the same so their angry Alpha wouldn’t take eye contact as a challenge. He needed time and a plan on how to cut off the flow of power between him, the lieutenants and senior soldiers, and the Alpha—especially important given too many of them were still blindly loyal. Until they’d stopped feeding Iain their power without giving their intent away, Iain would be strong enough to fatally wound him in a challenge even if Dougal could manage to take him down.

      There was a tense silence as everyone waited to see which way Iain would go.

      ‘Good,’ Iain said finally. ‘That is settled then. As is my decree. The scarred Healer will take care of putting my son into the deep sleep until the Healers find some way to fix him. Once asleep, he will be kept where I can visit him regularly. Those are the last words I will say on this matter.’

      ‘Aye, my Alpha,’ Dougal intoned along with the others, their words ringing in the empty hall. Hopefully it wouldn’t be long until the pack’s Alpha Hall was rebuilt, because having these meetings in such an open space where there was no true privacy was making it impossible to reason with Iain. He’d always been stubborn but now …

      He shoved that thought aside as it only made the anger inside him rise again. Something neither he nor his wolf needed more of right now. They needed clear-headed thinking. The timing for a challenge had to be right. Especially given too many of their people were still scared and hurting from the aftermath of Lachlan’s attack. And unlike his Alpha, he wasn’t going to be accused of putting anything before what he owed to his pack—except for his mate of course.

      Mates were the only exception to the ‘pack first’ rule.

      Not that Leanna was his mate yet. But she would be. Soon if he had his way. He’d been slowly bringing her around—a necessity given her past—and he wasn’t about to hurry her along now. It must be her choice. Despite his and his wolf’s need to hold her in their arms and claim her as theirs, they were both firm on this one point.

      Leanna needed to choose them.

      So he’d given her time and space and had gently courted, allowing her to get to know them. To trust them. He thought she was almost there. He just needed to⁠—

      ‘Well? What are ye waiting fer! I have given my final word. Go see it done!’

      ‘Aye, my Alpha,’ Dougal said, his bow deep and as subservient as he could make it. Then he backed up, Cal at his side, the others already making their way out of the door.

      He couldn’t believe he had let his mind wander like that while standing in front of his Alpha and the other lieutenants and senior soldiers. The degree of his distraction due to the unresolved nature of his mating was another reason why the time was not right to challenge for Alpha.

      As he closed the door behind him, he straightened and let the life of the Pack Village surround him. He and his wolf needed the calm familiarity it always brought to stop him from turning around and going right back in that room.

      The sound of construction filled the air, as did the sounds of pack and coven going about their work. The scent of freshly baked bread wafted out of the kitchens beside the hall, as did the smell of blood and viscera from the deer the Hunters had brought in this morning. The cooks planned to turn some into Iain’s favourite venison stew and the rest would be salted and dried for use through the colder months when prey was scarce.

      Hopefully the stew would be ready soon as he knew Leanna liked it and it would tempt her to leave her work to fill her stomach—something that was becoming increasingly difficult to do in the month since the attack. She lost herself too often in reading through the ancient grimoires and diaries Bridgette Cantrae and her mate, Malcolm, were sending back from their travels through Europa to continue to unite packs and covens. New packages arrived by magical means every week it seemed and Leanna was fascinated with them—she said they were showing her how much had been lost through the centuries.

      Cal cleared his throat, bringing Dougal’s attention back to the present. He glanced at his friend who stood at the bottom of the stairs and saw that Cal was looking at him as if waiting for a response. ‘I am sorry. I was lost in thought. What did ye say?’ he asked as he jogged down the stairs.

      ‘I can see ye are worried. So I was asking do ye wish me to go and tell Leanna?’

      Dougal sighed heavily as he shook his head. ‘Thank ye fer the offer but nae. It must come from me.’

      ‘Ye are a good Were,’ Cal said, slapping his shoulder as they began to walk towards the Healer Hall.

      ‘I try to be,’ he said softly. ‘I dinna think I am doing much of a job of it right now though.’

      ‘Hogshite. Ye are the only reason our pack is still as strong as it is.’ Cal looked around as if checking to see who might be near, then leaned in and said quietly, ‘Ye should be our Alpha now.’

      ‘Cal,’ Dougal said warningly.

      ‘What? It was always meant to be ye when Iain was ready to stand down.’

      ‘He doesna want to stand down yet though, does he?’

      ‘Nae. More’s the pity. He has let us down too often. And used us fer too long to strengthen himself. Now with this latest decree about Lachlan’s punishment … The pack are nae happy.’

      ‘Whist,’ Dougal whispered, leaning in close to Cal and speaking in an undertone no other Were should be able to hear, especially given there didn’t seem to be anyone around. ‘We canna talk like that—not yet.’

      ‘But when?’

      ‘As ye said, it would hurt the pack right now and I canna be responsible fer that.’

      ‘Iain is hurting the pack with his selfishness.’

      ‘Aye. But we need to be certain all the lieutenants and senior soldiers would back my challenge or we risk causing a schism we would struggle to rise from. I canna do that to the pack.’

      ‘Most of the pack are ready fer ye to be leader.’

      ‘That is an overstatement, Cal. There are still too many who dinna see him like we now see him.’ He looked away, towards the mountain peaks across the loch. ‘I am ashamed. I was so blindly loyal fer so long that I didna do aught even though deep down the wrongness of what he was doing was a bitter whisper inside me. That I let him weaken me to the point where I couldna stand against him with any certainty of winning …’ He sighed and shook his head heavily. ‘I truly thought I was doing the right thing in following his lead, his instruction, so blindly. I am ashamed it took Lachlan trying to rape Morghanna to ken just how wrong Iain was in how he handled his son. And just how blindly loyal we all have been to go along with it.’

      He looked back at Cal, the shame and anger—with himself as much as with Iain—swirling like nausea inside him. ‘It is a struggle to do aught about it now, but it would be even more wrong to make a move when the pack needs stability. Even the stability of a leadership that does not place them first, as it should, is better than the trauma an Alpha challenge would bring right now.’ He patted Cal on the shoulder. ‘I am sorry to have to ask for ye to swallow yer anger and pride too, and continue to follow Iain’s leadership, but if we care fer the pack, we canna do aught else. Do ye ken?’

      ‘Aye. It goes against the grain, but I ken the need to wait. Especially with this latest decree causing so much difficulty fer ye with yer mate.’

      ‘I thank ye, mo bràthair, fer yer concern. But I am not worried fer myself. I am more worried about her reaction when I ask this of Le-le.’

      ‘Will she refuse?’

      ‘Nae. It isna in her to refuse to do something to help, even if it hurts her to do it.’

      ‘How do ye cope with that? I would want to take my mate away from everything that caused her pain and never let her out of my embrace.’

      Dougal chuckled wryly. ‘It is a struggle for both sides of my nature not to do exactly that. But Le-le has been smothered and treated like she isna capable her entire life by people who should have known better. Morghanna told me some things …’ He shook his head, the words sticking in his throat because not only were they private things Le-le did not want to share with many people, but it was hard to think about how she was treated by her mama and other members of her family and former coven before coming here. He swallowed hard and looked down at the ground as Cal stood silent by his side, waiting for him to continue.

      ‘She has been through so much. She simply needs trust and love and support from me and no more.’
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      Dougal took a deep breath in and looked towards the Healer Hall where he could feel his future mate even now. Given they weren’t mated, he should not feel so strongly and with such certainty where she was. Nor should he feel her emotions with such clarity as she went about the work of Healing that she loved. But it had been like this from the first moment he’d seen her when a small piece of the bond had snapped into place even though that shouldn’t have been possible.

      He shouldn’t have been so surprised though given the strength of the pull that had drawn him towards the edge of the village that day when the caravan of travelling witches had arrived to be bonded by the Pact to Pack MacCrae. Leanna had been there among them, hiding in the back, and he’d instantly known it was she whom he had been drawn to see. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes from her as Morghanna had taken her under her wing and ushered her away to the temporary bunkhouse that had been set up for the new arrivals.

      He’d followed at a distance, not wishing to spook this witch who was going to be his mate. Even without that little thread of bond that improbably attached them upon the moment of seeing her, he could sense he needed to be careful with how he approached her. Thankfully Morghanna, having seen him waiting outside the bunkhouse, had asked him to be her Sgàth, her Shadow, and oversee her safety. She hadn’t said it then, but he knew now she meant to keep Lachlan far away from the shy and damaged witch. And as he’d gotten to know the gentle strength that was his mate, he understood exactly why the Fates had matched them as they had.

      She was the other half of him, the part that reminded him why he should care for others, not just that it was his duty because he was Alpha born. Knowing her, working alongside her, had made him a much better Were and first lieutenant and had made him ready to see just how wrong he’d been in blindly following his Alpha, despite the fact he’d been brought up to believe that was his duty.

      He understood now that the strength in other packs, like the McVale Pack, wasn’t in the strength of their Alpha and his lieutenants, but in the way they worked together, in the way they didn’t follow blindly, but questioned and pushed their leader to be better, to do better.

      That’s what he wanted for their pack.

      And what they wouldn’t have under Iain’s leadership. Especially with him continuing to put his son first.

      He sighed as his thoughts came back around to the main issue that plagued him. And the conversation ahead of him. He turned to Cal and said, ‘Thank ye fer yer considerate offer, but I need to tell Le-le about Iain’s decree and help her prepare for what she must do. But we will talk more about the issues plaguing our pack after Lachlan is taken care of and everyone has settled down to routine once more. I warn ye though, I willna make a move until the pack is more settled and ready fer such a change.’

      Cal nodded. ‘Aye. I agree. But do ye wish me to begin wording up some of the pack that see things as we do?’

      ‘Nae. Not yet. We need to be more certain who is seeing the truth of the situation, especially among the lieutenants and senior soldiers.’ He scrubbed his fingers against the roughness of whiskers that shadowed his chin and cheeks. ‘Let us get through dealing with Lachlan first. Then we will be more certain about who is with us and can talk about what needs to be done.’

      ‘And hopefully by then ye will have the strength of a mating to a powerful witch behind ye.’

      Dougal couldn’t help the smile that quirked his mouth. ‘Hopefully. But that is up to Le-le. Which, after asking her to do this today, I am uncertain she will be ready fer any time soon.’

      Cal patted his shoulder and smiled knowingly. ‘By the scent that surrounds her—yer scent—I ken that time is sooner than ye think.’

      He didn’t say anything to that because the hope for it was too tight in his chest. Instead, he nodded and said, ‘Get on with yer assigned tasks then. I will get to mine.’

      ‘Aye. I will go straight to the cabin and see Lachlan is properly secured. I will await yer’s and Leanna’s arrival.’

      ‘Very good.’

      He turned and continued on to the Healer Hall where he knew Le-le would be pouring over the old diaries or creating Healing potions and tisanes—one of her favourite things to do.

      As he entered the hall, he couldn’t help but think about how he was going to tell her what had been decided. He really didn’t want her anywhere near Lachlan, but he couldn’t protect her from this. She was the strongest Healer they had aside from Abigail and it was her duty to do this.

      But truthfully, no Healer should be asked to do this. Even to stop such an evil from hurting the pack and coven again. The sentence for such an evil should be banishment if not death—a sentence Iain would have brought down without hesitation on anyone else had they done what Lachlan had.

      Dougal sighed angrily and shook his hands out. He couldn’t face Leanna with such anger and disappointment in his heart. Because she was too empathetic and would be unable to cope with such extreme emotion. Especially now when he was here to take her to do something he knew she would not want to do.

      But there was nobody else who could do it. Even if Morghanna was as good at sleep spells as Leanna, she was too busy with her duties as head of their coven, not to mention helping her husband with his memory loss and retraining him in his powers—powers he’d used to save them all. And Abigail couldn’t do it—the old witch’s health had already been fading before Lachlan had tried to destroy the pack and coven, but since then, having given her all to Morghanna and Alistair in the fight, she really hadn’t recovered.

      Morghanna was afraid the old witch wouldn’t be with them for much longer if she couldn’t find some way to help rebuild her strength.

      But that was a worry for another time. Today’s worry was all centred on Leanna and getting her up to the prisoner cabin where Lachlan was being held. He had to support her in the difficult task ahead. And he couldn’t do that if he showed up with this anger in his heart.

      He took a moment to pace the space outside the door of the herbal stillroom, breathing slowly in and out to calm himself and his wolf. And only when he was certain he could face her with some semblance of calm, did he open the door.

      She looked up immediately, not hiding the scars on her face behind her strawberry blonde hair like she used to do with him—and still did with most everyone else. It was as if she had known it would be him. But there was no sign of the shy smile she’d begun to give him every time she saw him. No sign of true welcome in her eyes.

      She knew.

      Of course she did. She would have been told of Iain’s decree yesterday the same as everyone else. Undoubtedly Morghanna would have already spoken to her about it. Morghanna had told him earlier that he would not change Iain’s mind—and she had been right, as she most often was about these things. By the looks of the shadows under Le-le’s beautiful brown eyes, she’d had the conversation with her mentor last night.

      He could wish Morghanna had kept the news to herself until this morn so that Le-le at least had a good night’s sleep under her belt. Not that she wouldn’t be capable of the magic required of her with no sleep—she was so strong and could go without sleep for days without faltering in her Healing duties. But the emotional toll of what was ahead would be better faced if she were well-rested.

      ‘He said no to your request,’ she said solemnly.

      Dougal’s brows rose. ‘How did ye ken I asked Iain to rethink his decree?’

      She tipped her head towards him, her plump lips twitching into something close to a smile. ‘I have spent enough time around you, Dougal, to realise you would not agree with such a decree. But you should not have bothered. Iain will never change his mind where his son is concerned. And this is the best solution given everything.’

      ‘Not fer ye, it isna. Ye ken ye are the one who will have to put him into the sleep?’

      Leanna nodded briskly, her hands moving nervously over the herbs in front of her. ‘I know. I knew as soon as I heard. I told Morghanna and Abigail I would do it.’

      ‘Ye did?’

      ‘Yes.’ Her brows rose. ‘You do not expect me to ask them to do it just to save me the difficulty of such a thing, do you?’

      ‘Nae,’ he said, smiling fondly at her. ‘I didna expect any such thing.’

      She tilted her head, her pointed chin lifted stubbornly and she pulled her shoulders back. ‘Let us not dally then. It is best we simply get on with the task. The sooner done the sooner it will be over.’

      ‘Very wise.’

      Her eyes flashed with a little hit of temper. ‘You are not laughing at me are you, Dougal MacCrae?’

      ‘I dinna dare, Leanna Finnigan.’

      ‘Good.’ She took a deep breath and put the rosemary down she’d been running through her fingers. ‘Well, let us go then.’

      ‘Ye dinna need to take aught with ye?’

      She looked around her as she shook her head. ‘It is not that kind of spell. Although, maybe if we can get him to drink a calming tisane, it would make the entire process easier.’

      ‘Given he has refused anything magical to help with his pain, I dinna think we will have any luck with that, but we can take some and try if ye wish.’

      She paused for a moment, her gaze roving over the stills and jars in front of her, and then shook her head. ‘No. Best I simply do the spell and put the poor Were to sleep.’

      ‘Dinna feel sorry fer the bastard, Le-le. He doesna deserve yer sympathy.’

      ‘No. Maybe not. But he will get it none-the-less. He is a lost soul who has been horribly affected by the Darkness. Despite what he has done, I will not allow my anger and hatred to override my ability to feel pity for such a retched creature. He will never know true happiness and for that reason alone, he has my sorrow.’

      ‘Ye are a wonder, Le-le.’ He had drawn close as she’d spoken and reached out to brush a lock of hair behind her ear, the silken strand like warmed sunlight against his skin. Her scent—like sun-warmed lavender and the sweet tang of a just-ripe apple—wove around him, making him want to stand there and simply breathe her in.

      She looked up at him as his fingers grazed against her cheek, her skin pinking a little, the flecks of amber in her brown eyes glowing a little in the sunlight streaming through the window behind her. ‘Dougal,’ she breathed out.

      He leaned in a little. ‘Aye?’

      Confusion and uncertainty swam through her brown eyes, the amber flecks in them flaring brighter for a moment before she swallowed hard and took a step back, embarrassment a flush over her skin.

      He let his hand drop to his side even though he longed more than anything to reach for her again, to cup her face in his hands and take her mouth in the kiss he was certain she wanted as much as him. But she obviously wasn’t quite ready for that, besides which, now wasn’t the time. To cover up his obvious arousal, he stepped to the side and held out his arm. ‘Shall we go?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, her voice huskier than usual. He heard her swallow before she said, ‘You will not leave my side, will you?’

      ‘Never,’ he said. ‘Not unless ye wish me to.’

      She nodded and said softly under her breath, ‘I would never wish that.’

      He wasn’t certain if she’d meant him to hear that, so ignored it and gestured towards the door. ‘Shall we?’

      To her credit she lifted her head and marched steadily out the door at his side, never wavering as they headed up the hill towards the cabin in the woods where the pack’s greatest enemy was being held.
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      Leanna was glad Dougal was at her side as she entered the cabin because the scene was confronting.

      Lachlan was being held down by Callum and a number of other Were, his face red, spittle flying out his mouth as he swore at them and struggled against their hold.

      She was sorry he had woken—or been woken—because this would have been so much easier if he’d remained asleep. He’d been asleep a lot in the weeks since the fight. She supposed it should be expected given what had happened to him. He, like so many others, had been weakened and made ill by the forces at play that horrible day.

      A day that he had been completely responsible for.

      Well, maybe not completely. The Darkness had been within him, changing him into the Beast and pushing him to do the things he’d done for its own machinations.

      How much of that had been within Lachlan’s control, they couldn’t know. He had to have wanted some of it given the fact he’d invited the Darkness in. Or maybe the Darkness had never left him when the MacCraes were tied into the Pact. Maybe because of the way he was he …

      Dougal squeezed her hand that was lying in the crook of his arm. She looked up at him, into his dark blue eyes that had begun to shift into the lighter blue of an Alpha over the months she’d known him, her gaze running over the sharply masculine planes of his face, the glorious golden colour of his sun-kissed skin, and across the breadth of his chest and shoulders. His black wavy hair was in need of a cut and she longed to reach up and rake her hands through it, but she let go of his arm and clenched them at her sides instead. She took in a deep breath, breathing in his unique scent—a mix of the burst of citrus when you broke into an orange and the sun-warmed lavender in the fields.

      She could stare at him—and breathe in that scent—for hours, but there wasn’t time. Right now she had a job to do. A job she didn’t want to do. But just looking at Dougal gave her strength and comfort, especially because of what she saw reflected in his eyes as he looked down at her.

      Nobody looked at her like Dougal. He made her feel capable of being so strong, so sure. He trusted her like Morghanna and Abigail trusted her. He trusted in her powers as they did too. He had brought her here to do this job, not because she had to, but because he thought her capable of it.

      She hated the necessity of this, but Morghanna was right. There was no alternative. Their Alpha had done nothing to curb his son, and this was the only way to ensure he could hurt no one else.

      Still, it felt like a sacrilege to put another living being into what would become a permanent sleep. Iain’s hope that Lachlan could be saved or changed was futile. There was no changing one such as he. The evil had got inside him too deeply and there was no carving it out magically or otherwise.

      Even so, she couldn’t escape the sensation crawling up her spine that told her no good could come of this.

      But Morghanna and Dougal needed her to take care of it, and given only she or her elderly mentor, Abigail, could handle this spell being used in this way, it was up to her. She wouldn’t ask the woman who was more a mother to her than her own mother had been to take on this burden. She was ill enough as it was. Keeping this spell alive might be the thing that would kill her.

      Leanna couldn’t live with herself if that were to happen.

      So here she was doing this thing she knew was the only way, despite the voice deep in her mind warning her that something horrible would come out of it.

      She just had to push that voice, that feeling, aside and do the job that was hers to do.

      And she would do it with this strong, glorious Were standing by her side. Who was always standing by her side, more than a Were Shadow—a Sgàth in his language—was expected to do. Maybe he did feel some of what she was feeling. Maybe …

      Leanna shook that fanciful thought away. There was no way this Were could possibly feel what she felt for him. The bond between them was simple friendship amplified by the Packbond, that was all. It was silly for her to imagine it could be anything else. Especially now when they were here with this task before her.

      She turned her attention back to Lachlan who was still struggling against the Were holding him down. Thankfully he was still too weak to truly hurt those he fought against. But she should act quickly before they hurt him.

      She lifted her hands to cant the spell of sleeping. Blocking out his struggling and screaming, she called her magic to her, forming the words of the spell in her mind to bind the power into it.

      She’d only just started when he managed to get a hand free, grabbing a mug on the bedside table and throwing it at her. She managed to stumble out of the way of the projectile as Dougal leapt forward and grabbed the Were’s hands, pinning them down on the bed. Callum and the others followed his lead and held their prisoner down more firmly so he could barely move.

      Dougal threw a look over his shoulder and said, ‘Leanna. Now.’

      As she lifted her hands again she saw a shadowed blackness swirling in Lachlan’s eyes; an evil with no end.

      She sucked in a shocked breath. The Darkness had been banished from Lachlan, so what was this? Did he still have some part of it inside him? Was he about to turn into the Beast again? It should be impossible, but after everything that had happened, much that she’d thought impossible had proved otherwise.

      One thing was certain. There was still too much evil inside this Were, so she needed to do this quickly before it could infect or affect anyone else.

      She pulled her power close, winding it around her, filling it with her intent. As she did so, Lachlan’s venom- and hate-filled gaze raked over her, making her shiver.

      Then, before she could cant the words of her spell, he shouted, ‘I vow this night to seek my revenge. On Morghanna and her Alistair. On every pack member who brought me this low. May the dark Gods ken, my Were-vow never be forsworn, I will have my revenge.’

      Outside, a roll of thunder rumbled across the sky, finishing with one knocking clap above the hut.

      A flash of lightning and a crash of thunder quickly followed. The cabin trembled as the lightning struck close by, bits of plaster and dust raining down from the ceiling.

      ‘What the—’ Dougal let go of Lachlan to race across the small space to her, pulling her to his side and swinging them around so his large body was between her and Lachlan. She pushed at him—she couldn’t do the spell if she couldn’t see Lachlan. But before she could get the muscled Were to budge, another flash lit the sky.

      The white flare hit the hut, sending wood and thatch and Were flying.

      Including her and Dougal.

      The last thing she saw before she was enveloped in Dougal’s arms was Lachlan tossed into the air, through the large hole created by the lightning explosion, disappearing in the night black shadows between the trees. His expression was lit up by the fires caused by the explosion, and it was gleeful and yet somehow so full of menace.

      Then she could see nothing as her face was pushed into the first lieutenant’s muscled chest, his arms a band around her as he endeavoured to shield her from the explosion and the impact of their inevitable landing.

      Branches of the trees that surrounded the cabin whipped against them. Dougal took most of the brunt the way he was wrapped around her. She tried to raise a shield around them as they flew through the air, but her magic was sluggish to her command. Having been drawn to create another, bigger spell, it was reluctant to be focused to another task. Damn it! Why did her magic have to do this now?

      A shield sputtered into life, flickering as she tried to wrestle her power to change to a new intent, but before she could firm it into something that would protect them, they smacked hard onto the firm earth between the trees.

      Even with the protection of Dougal’s arms around her, the impact drove the breath from her lungs. Stars filled her sight as they rolled along the earth, crashing through underbrush to finally come to a bone-crunching stop against an ancient tree.

      A cry of agony exploded out of Dougal and his arms loosened around her, falling to smack into the ground beside them.

      She rolled off him, gasping for breath. The sudden stop had winded her. She rubbed her chest, her diaphragm, trying to ease the muscles so she could take a breath. Any moment she expected Dougal to appear in her line of sight, his handsome face creased into a worried frown as he tried to help her. But he didn’t appear. In fact, she didn’t hear him moving at all.

      Worried, even as she gasped to breathe, she turned her head to the side to see what had happened to her Sgàth.

      His eyes were closed, his leg and arm nearest the tree were obviously broken. A dark rivulet ran from the ear she could see, another from his nose and the edge of his mouth. But that wasn’t the worst of it—he was lying with his back bent around the tree in a way it shouldn’t.

      Oh Goddess! Goddess. Was he dead? No, his chest was rising, but not in the way it should. Only one side was rising and he made a strange rattling sound.

      His ribs were obviously broken and it was more than likely that the broken bone had punctured his lung.

      She tried to move, to get up so she could go to him, start a Healing, but pain shot through her chest making it impossible to rise. She gasped, rubbing at the pain, at the tightened muscles that stopped her from breathing, but still, she couldn’t catch her breath. She hadn’t broken a rib—of that she was certain. She’d simply been winded badly.

      The night darkened around her. Had the moon been hidden behind a cloud?

      No, the darkness was edging in her eyes like a cloudy haze.

      She was losing consciousness!

      No. No. She couldn’t fall into unconsciousness now. Dougal needed her. He needed her to Heal him. He needed her to save him. She had to stay awake. Had to find a way.

      But if this was because of a head injury, there would be no fighting it off for long.

      She touched her aching head, her fingers coming away sticky with her blood. She’d hit her head. But not badly enough to make her lose consciousness. She’d feel that kind of injury, she was certain. She tried to take a deep breath, to settle herself, but all she could do was gape and suck without the relief a breath would bring.

      She was going to lose consciousness because she couldn’t get a damned breath.

      She couldn’t lose consciousness. She had to help Dougal. The pack couldn’t afford to lose him. She couldn’t afford to lose him. His belief in her, his protection, had come to mean so much despite the fact she knew her feelings were one-sided, that he could never be with one such as her—he did nothing that wasn’t for the good of the pack and so he must mate with a strong Were to preserve the line.

      It wasn’t his fault she couldn’t manage her feelings or expectations.

      Not that any of that mattered right now. Damn her stupid thoughts! Why could she never rope them in? Abigail had tried and tried to teach her, but to no avail. Nothing could ever calm her roiling mind, no matter how she managed to evince an air of calm for her patients in the past month. It’s why she had never truly managed to get a handle on her powers. If she hadn’t hesitated tonight, Lachlan would never have been able to do what he did.

      How had he done it?

      She shook her head before the question could take hold. No. No. She had to concentrate now. Had to get her breath back. If there was any time to rope her stupid unmanageable thoughts in, it was now.

      But the night became darker as she gasped for breath, the lack of oxygen drawing the shadows around her faster and faster.

      No! No!

      She shot a look at Dougal. There seemed to be more blood and his breathing was increasingly laboured.

      Goddess. Please. Help. If there was any time for you to hear me, it’s now. Help. Help me save him.

      But of course, her plea was met with nothing but silence. Not that she expected to hear her Goddess. But she had expected to feel her presence as everyone else seemed to be able to do, especially in times of great need. But she hadn’t felt her since the magical explosion that had taken her parents and scarred her so terribly.

      Another sign that there was something horribly wrong with her. Who had ever heard of a witch who couldn’t commune with the Goddess?

      Dougal made a rattling sound.

      Tears streaming from her eyes, she made a last ditch attempt to hold onto consciousness and pull in a breath.

      All she managed was a gasping wheeze.
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      Leanna tried to take another breath but nothing came. No, no, no!

      If only she could use her Healing power on herself, but that was a skill seemingly forbidden to all Healers. They could only use their magic and powers on others, never on themselves. Which seemed stupid really. How could they help another if injury to themselves made it impossible?

      Frustrated and angry—with the rules that governed Healers, with herself for not managing to take in a simple breath, and with the Goddess for remaining absent in this hour of need—she thumped her hands against her chest, her diaphragm, over and over trying to get them to respond.

      Pain shot through her—she would be black and blue tomorrow—but she didn’t care, kept repeating the action harder and harder, her anger rising, rising every moment she failed to take in a breath.

      Orange power flared to life on her fingertips and shot into her.

      Warmth filled her and her lungs expanded. She took in a loud gasp of breath. The shadows that had encroached her vision fled as sweet oxygen filled her lungs. She breathed in deeply, once, twice, then rolled to her side. Her chest protested, still aching from however long it had been without oxygen, but she didn’t care. Didn’t even care to think about how she’d managed to use her power on herself. All she could think about was getting to Dougal.

      Helping Dougal.

      Yea Gods. He was so pale; the blood running from his ears, nose and mouth black and glistening against his too pale skin. His mouth had fallen open as he gasped for breath, his chest barely moving now. The way he lay against the tree trunk, his legs caught in the underbrush on one side, made it difficult to take in visually the full extent of his injuries. But she didn’t dare move him for fear of waking him from his unconscious state and causing him to register the pain he must be in.

      Getting as close as she could, heedless of the sharp edges of broken branches and shrubbery digging into her knees, she lifted her hands and called her power to her once more.

      It came more easily than when she’d tried to call the shield. It had been ready to be used in a Healing ritual and while this kind of Healing was different, it used the same pathways.

      She closed her eyes, running her hands over him, touching his aura rather than his skin to get a full idea of his injuries.

      By the Goddess … so many broken bones. He’d taken the full brunt of the impact of the explosion that had sent them flying and then taken it again as they’d flown through the trees and landed, coming to a bone-breaking stop against this tree. That explosion must have been astonishingly powerful, because Dougal was one of the strongest Were she’d ever met; his bones shouldn’t have broken so easily. And yet, they’d snapped like dried twigs.

      Both legs were broken—one femur and one tibia. His arm was indeed broken—the edges of the break had torn through his skin. His collarbone had snapped under the impact of their landing and his opposite shoulder was dislocated—probably from the impact against the tree. Four ribs were broken on that side too, one of them having pierced his lung as she’d surmised. And there was bleeding internally in his stomach and a small bleed on his brain. His eardrums had also been damaged from the sound of the explosion.

      But as she’d feared, none of that was the worst of the damage.

      His spine was broken. Multiple places from halfway down.

      Oh. She sucked in a sob as she felt the extent of the damage. The spinal column was completely severed. If it had been higher, it was doubtful he would have lived. But miraculously, the break wasn’t life-threatening.

      He would never walk again though. Possibly even have restricted use of his hands and arms if the spine severed higher up as it was close to doing.

      She could mend the rest of his injuries over time, but as far as she was aware, no Healer had ever managed to mend a broken spine.

      Maybe though, as a Were, he would be different. Maybe, after some time and many Healings, and changing into his wolf—for some reason the change helped the Were Heal faster—he would recover from this injury the same as he would the others.

      Maybe, if she were a stronger Healer, if she could truly rope in the powers Abigail said would be hers if only she could manage to make herself concentrate and control them properly, she could give him the miracle that was his due.

      She shook her head. Useless to make impossible wishes. Especially given if she didn’t deal with the punctured lung and the internal bleeding in his stomach and in his head, he wouldn’t have a chance to discover the Healer who could help him find his miracle.

      Those were her first priorities before she even started on anything else.

      He made a small sound, like a groan.

      Her eyes snapped open, gaze going to his face. His eyes were still closed, but his brow was furrowed. He was lifting from his unconscious state, starting to feel the pain.

      She couldn’t allow that.

      Touching his face lightly, she stroked her thumb across his closed lids and whispered, ‘Sleep, Dougal. Sleep. Let me take care of you now as you have always taken care of me.’ Then she loosed a variation of the spell she’d meant to use on Lachlan, ensuring Dougal would remain asleep while she set about Healing him as best she could. She had no idea when help may arrive or even if it would given how many Were must have been seriously injured by that explosion.

      As the sleep spell took hold, his frown faded and his features slackened.

      Unable to stop herself, she bent and placed a light kiss on his lips, breathing in the warmth of him, that citrus and sun-warmed lavender scent she so loved. Staring at his face, filling herself with her love for him, her need for him to be well, she whispered, ‘Live, Dougal MacCrae. Heal.’

      But as she whispered it, he made a gargling sound. Blood foamed on his lips and as it did, he stopped breathing.

      Goddess, no. No! ‘You have to live. You have to live!’

      But shouting at him did nothing. Only she was capable of doing something to change what was happening to him. Despite the fact she had never been strong enough, never capable enough to grasp a hold of the full extent of her magics—as her mother was fond of telling her over and over before she died—she had to be right now.

      For her Sgàth. For her Dougal.

      She closed her eyes then, ignoring the tears that fell down her cheeks and onto his, and placed her hands over his chest. If he were to live he had to breathe.

      Calling all her power to her, she channelled it into her hands and out. But even as she did it, she knew it wouldn’t be enough. She could feel him fading from her, his aura darkening, his spirit starting to lift from his body to pass between the veils.

      ‘No! No. I will not let you,’ she screamed into the night. ‘I will not let you go.’

      Something deep inside her reared up in that moment, lashing out to grab a hold of the spark that was his soul that she could see lifting from his chest. She shouldn’t have been able to see it like this, certainly shouldn’t have been able to touch it, but tentacles of pale golden light wound around it, tentacles that came from deep inside her, and they filtered some of their light into the fading spark of his soul.

      It flared in their grasp and as it did, the tentacles pushed it back into her Sgàth’s chest where it seemed to have risen from. Dougal’s body trembled and jerked and he took in a gargling breath once more.

      But only one.

      If she didn’t do something to mend the damage to his ribs and lung, she would lose him again and she didn’t know if she could do whatever she had just done to keep him here. The tentacles had disappeared and she couldn’t feel their power at all or even figure out where from inside her they had come.

      Not that she had time for that now. She had to act or it would all be for nought.

      She closed her eyes again, grasping at her normal Healing powers. They seemed to be so much larger than they had ever been, so much stronger. She only hoped she could manage to wield them without either flaming out—which would be bad, because if she was to lose consciousness now or lose access to her powers for days, she would be unable to help him further. Of course, flaming out wasn’t the only worry. She could explode with the enormity of these powers.

      For they were enormous. Worryingly so.

      But it didn’t matter what happened to her. All that mattered was that she save this beautiful Were who she loved with everything in her. And if she felt like she was going to explode like her papa had done, she would get as far from Dougal as she possibly could.

      She grabbed a hold of the powers, wielding them in the only way she knew how, pushing them through her hands and into Dougal’s body.

      Behind her lids, the black of the night brightened with a golden-orange glow the way they did when she looked at the sun. So much power—too much power? She didn’t care. She could pay no heed to the beacon she created by her Healing. Everything she was in that moment had to focus on Healing her love—for she did love him. So much. She could admit that to herself if to nobody else.

      The first order at hand was to keep his heart pumping as she put his ribs back into place and Healed the puncture in his lungs. She would then have to draw out the pool of blood and fluid that stopped him from taking a proper breath. It was a delicate task, for one wrong step and she could explode his heart or lungs. But she could do it.

      She would do it.

      And once she was done with this part, she would see to everything else.

      Everything but his spine. Because even with this extraordinary power, she couldn’t mend a break of that kind. It was beyond even the greatest Healer’s powers.

      ‘But then, so was using your power on yourself, and you just managed to do that.’

      She jerked at the sound of the voice and almost faltered in her Healing. ‘Focus, Le-le. You have to focus.’

      She had to do this. Now. Before he stopped breathing again. He had only her. And she wouldn’t let him down. She couldn’t let him down.

      Focusing as she’d never done before, she pushed her power into him, keeping his heart pumping as she Healed first his broken ribs. She then reversed the order of what she’d thought before, pushing the blood pooling in his lungs back through the severed vessels that carried the precious fluid through his body, before Healing the puncture. It was more difficult to do it this way, to push the blood back where it was supposed to be, but he had lost so much, she couldn’t afford to waste any.

      She was sweating by the time she finished the task—it was a Healing greater than any she had managed before—but still she didn’t stop. There was too much to do. She turned her attention to the dangerous bleed on his brain. She had to stop it and then drain the fluid to relieve the pressure building there. Such pressure would cause death as certainly as the damage to his lungs had done—or so she’d read in a few of the ancient grimoires she’d been studying.

      Goddess! It hurt so much to keep pushing her Healing energies into his body, to manipulate them to do the work that must be done. But she didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.

      She didn’t stop when Morghanna and Alistair arrived, other senior pack members close behind them, the sound of them breaking through the agony cascading through her body. She didn’t stop when they both kneeled beside her. ‘His shoulder. His leg. His arm,’ she managed to gasp, hoping they would start to Heal those to help her. To help him. Because he needed more than her to help him. This power she was suddenly wielding, it was strong but given the pain she was in, she wasn’t certain she could hold on long enough to mend all his bones and stop the life-threatening bleeding in one sitting.

      ‘Le-le, you have to stop. Your power usage is too great. You will flame-out or … worse.’

      She ignored Morghanna’s plea though—and Alistair’s when he joined with Morghanna’s pleading. She couldn’t stop. Even though her power was fluttering in her grasp, she couldn’t stop. She almost had the bleed on his brain stopped and it was better if one Healer took care of one injury as their powers worked slightly differently and someone else might miss a sliver of bone or a bleeder that she could see so easily given she’d been working on this area already.

      Of course, she wasn’t surprised when Abigail arrived and tried to make her cease what she was doing. ‘You have done a fine job, my girl. Let others take over now.’

      Anger fluttered in her chest that they would bring the old witch out here to try to make her stop. But she didn’t let that anger alter any of what she did. She didn’t respond, just kept going, ignoring the pain that shuddered through her, the sweat that covered her body and ran, stinging, into her closed eyes.

      ‘Lassie, you will flame-out if you do not take a break.’

      She firmed her lips and kept going.

      ‘Leanna Finnigan. You have to stop now. You will hurt yourself if you continue.’

      She didn’t care. Didn’t care what happened to her.

      All that could matter, all that did matter, was the Were she loved with everything in her who lay unconscious and injured in front of her. She needed to help him, to Heal him. Because, the horrible truth was, she simply couldn’t live in a world that Dougal MacCrae wasn’t alive in.

      She kept at it, even as the dark shadows began to crowd her mind once more, even as her powers stuttered and became harder to manage. She had to keep going. Had to finish this. One last splinter of bone to remove from his brain that was causing the final bleed. She drew the blood and fluid up and out, turning it to vapour with her magic then encouraged the brain matter to return to its natural form while she stitched the torn flesh on his head back together and mended the fracture in his skull with the golden-orange of her magic.

      As she put the final touch on Healing the dangerous wound on his head, he took a deeper breath and then another, and she knew he was finally out of danger.

      And as that knowledge hit her, her power stuttered and died and the world around her became nothing but shadow as she was sucked into unconsciousness.
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      An angel hovered in the fog that was Dougal’s vision, a halo of light expanding around her head, casting her face in shadow.

      But he didn’t need to see her face. He knew her.

      He’d always know her.

      His Le-le.

      His mate.

      Something was wrong though. He could feel her worries and doubts through their fledgling bond. As well as her harsh criticisms of herself.

      He wished she wouldn’t be so hard on herself. Wished he’d managed by now to make her see that she wasn’t the flawed and weak witch she’d thought she was when she arrived to join their pack and coven. She had no idea just how strong she was. He’d vowed on their meeting, when she couldn’t even look him in the eye, her head lowered, hair covering the scars on her face and neck, that he would do everything he could until he could no longer draw breath—and maybe even beyond that—to ensure she knew just how strong and special and good she was.

      He would have done that for her even if she weren’t his mate, because there was just something about her; something that called to him beyond the bond.

      She was meant for bigger things. He and his wolf had known it from the first moment they’d seen her. They’d known.

      ‘She is ours.’

      ‘Yes,’ he whispered back to his wolf. ‘She is. Always and eternally ours.’

      It was a comfort, that fact.

      Although, right now, he couldn’t let it comfort him. Not truly. Not when she felt the way she did.

      Why had she regressed so? He’d thought things were getting better. Had felt her confidence and courage growing in the last few months, especially since Lachlan’s attack.

      Lachlan!

      Memories flashed before his eyes: of the cabin in the woods where they’d kept Lachlan; of Le-le raising her hands to do the spell as Lachlan spilled filth at her; of Lachlan’s eyes turning dark before all hell broke loose.

      An explosion.

      Bodies flying through the air.

      He’d grabbed Le-le, holding her close to protect her as the shock wave hit them and they’d …

      Pain. He remembered so much pain and then … nothing.

      There was nothing.

      By the Moon! Was he dead? Was Le-le dead? Was that why she hovered over him, glowing like an angel?

      Nae! Naaee!

      He tried to sit up, but his angel leaned closer, the warmth of her hands pressing into his shoulders. ‘No, Dougal. Do not. You must rest.’

      Rest? What did he need of rest if they were dead?

      ‘Le-le,’ he managed to choke out. Hells—why did his throat feel as raw as if he’d drunk far too much mead and spent the night vomiting up his vittles and everything else besides?

      ‘Shh.’ She stroked his shoulders.

      His wolf hummed his pleasure. He liked it when their mate petted him—she did it so rarely. In fact, she barely ever touched him. So why was she doing so now? ‘Le-le⁠—’

      ‘No, my Sgàth. Do not try to talk. You are still too weak. Go back to sleep.’

      ‘Weak?’ he managed to ask. He was feeling so very weak—but why?

      ‘You were … injured,’ she said, voice thick. ‘P-protecting me. You almost died.’

      He had? He couldn’t remember. Couldn’t remember beyond grabbing her. And the pain. He didn’t think he’d ever forget that pain as he’d protected her from the inevitable impact as they were thrown through the air.

      Something wet plopped on his shoulder. Was she crying? ‘Le-le⁠—’

      ‘No. Do not move. You must stay as still as possible so the Healings can do their work.’

      She grabbed the hand he was trying to raise from the bed—although she needn’t have bothered. He could barely lift it more than a finger-width from the furs. His entire arm felt very much like it was weighted down with a cart-load of rocks. Actually, his entire body felt that way. Except for his legs. He couldn’t feel much down there at all.

      ‘How … injured?’

      ‘I …’

      More wetness hit his shoulder. Hells. Was it that bad? He wished he could see her face, but it was still in shadow, the lantern behind her casting a light that haloed around her, but didn’t let him see more than her outline. ‘Le-le … d-dinna c-cry.’

      ‘D-D-Dougal.’ His name came out like a sob. ‘I am so s-sorry.’

      ‘Le-le. Dinna fash … yerself.’ He swallowed hard. By the Moon, even talking that small amount was sapping him of energy it seemed he didn’t have. ‘I ken ye did … all ye could. I am dying then?’ He did not want to die. He had so much to live for in the woman standing before him.

      ‘No. N-no. I w-would not l-let you. B-but I sh-should have done m-more. I w-would have tried i-if they had let m-me. Th-they only just l-let me come back to s-sit with you.’ Her fingers slipped from his shoulders as she spoke.

      He missed the warmth of her immediately, wanted her to touch him again, but even in the low light, he could see she wouldn’t. She’d shoved her hands in her lap, her shoulders stiff as a board as she tried to keep herself together.

      ‘Strong. Our mate strong,’ his wolf said, pride glowing through them.

      ‘Aye.’ She was. Magnificent. And very upset because she thought she hadn’t done enough to Heal him. But that was obviously rubbish—because nobody was as powerful as she was in the Healing arts; not Abigail because of her frailty, or their Morghanna, or their young Pack Healer, Sebastian. And no other gave themselves to their Healing as much as she did. So often since she had been bonded to his Pack, he and others had to pull her back from giving too much and flaming out. So he knew that she had done everything she could to Heal him; to pull him back from death by the sounds of things.

      ‘I will … be fine,’ he croaked. ‘W-with you … taking care … of me.’ The last was said on a gasp as pain spasmed through him from the middle of his back, wrapping around his chest, squeezing so that he could barely draw breath.

      ‘Dougal!’ Her chair toppled to the floor with a loud clatter as she stood abruptly, leaning over him to run her hands over his chest, his stomach.

      The Healing touch filled him with warmth, helping to dull the pain, to lessen the squeezing of his lungs. Breath shuddered into him, then out, and he almost sobbed at the relief. He wanted to thank her, but she moved further down the bed, her touch disappearing.

      No! He wanted it back.

      He tried to lift his head, managed to lift it enough to see that her hands were on his legs, running over them to his feet. Light touched the side of her face—a face that was too pale and marred by a deep frown of worry and concentration as she used her magic on his legs.

      He lost sight of her as his head thunked weakly back on the pillow, sweat dripping from his skin at the effort of that one small movement, and the recent pain that had gripped him and almost carried him into unconsciousness once more.

      ‘Nothing. Nothing,’ she murmured.

      ‘Le-le,’ he managed to gasp.

      ‘Dougal.’ Her hands were back on his chest as she once again moved to stand beside his upper body. ‘Are you better? Has that helped with the pain?’

      ‘Aye.’ He swallowed hard. ‘Is good.’

      Her sigh of relief brushed over his skin. ‘Thank the Goddess. That was a bad one. I am glad I was here to deal with it.’

      Bad one? What was she talking about?

      She must have seen the question on his face. ‘The spasm. From your injuries. The Healings are knitting things back together, but it is causing the damaged muscles to spasm as they mend. I am sorry. I wish there were something more I could do for you. T-to Heal you fully.’

      Heal him fully?

      Was that why she was so upset? Because there was something she couldn’t Heal? She’d said he wouldn’t die. But if his injuries wouldn’t cause his death, then what else was there to worry about?

      He swallowed hard, his head so heavy and filling with fog again. Exhaustion weighed down his limbs in a way that told him he needed to sleep. But not before he understood exactly why she was so upset.

      ‘No run.’

      He frowned at his wolf’s strange words. No run? What did he mean? Obviously they weren’t going to run anywhere right now.

      ‘No run,’ his wolf said again, then began to howl—a mournful sound of loss and sorrow.

      ‘Dougal?’ Leanna leaned closer as if listening. ‘Why are you making that sound? Are you in pain again?’

      She could hear that?

      She gasped. ‘Is that your wolf? Is he in pain?’

      ‘N-nae.’ At least not physically. But emotionally …

      He was devastated.

      ‘No run. No walk. No play.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘All gone. Life gone.’

      ‘Le-le says we will live.’

      ‘Nae.’ Then there was more howling.

      What did his wolf know? Had Le-le lied to him? He didn’t think she had it in her. She was so⁠—

      The image of her hands on his legs hit him at the same time the howling went up in pitch.

      He hadn’t felt her hands on his legs. He’d felt them on his shoulders, his chest, stomach, his hand. But not on his legs. Not anything below his lower hips.

      The fog in his mind flew away as realisation hit.

      He couldn’t move his legs. Couldn’t feel his legs.

      He could feel everything else. Move everything else. Even though it was difficult, he’d been able to move his hand, his arm, his head.

      But his legs ... It was like there was nothing to move; like they weren’t even there.

      Fuck!

      His wolf was right. No run. No walk. No play. No life without them.

      Because he was a senior lieutenant in one of the most powerful Were packs in Scotland, nae, in all of Britain. Second to his Alpha. Meant to be the next Alpha. He’d just been talking about the need to take the leadership from Iain with Cal before all this had happened.

      But now … He could be none of it, do none of it, if he could not stand and fight to protect his pack.

      Nae. Nae. It couldn’t be true. He had to be mistaken. Maybe they were immobilising him with magic to help his injuries mend faster. That was something he’d seen Healers do.

      He had to ask. Had to be sure. He swallowed harshly and took a few goes before he managed to whisper, ‘I canna … feel my legs. Did ye … do some magic to … immobilise me?’

      ‘Dougal … please.’

      Her voice … her agony. It told him there was no magic involved in this. Which meant one thing … ‘I canna walk. Can I?’

      ‘Dougal … I … l-let me go fetch Morghanna.’

      She went to move away, but with the last bit of strength he had in him, he managed to grab her hand, stopping her from leaving him. Stopping her from going and leaving him alone with this knowledge and the need that was building inside him.

      A need to go. To release them all from the burden of him. As was Pack Law with these kinds of injuries.

      ‘Why d-did ye … save me?’ he gasped. ‘Ye should have let me die … r-rather than wake to th-this.’

      Her eyes widened in shock. ‘What are you talking about? Of course I saved you.’ She gripped his hand again.

      It felt so good.

      He couldn’t let it feel so good. But he couldn’t pull his hand out of her tight grip. ‘I am nought but … a b-burden to ye … to the pack … now.’

      ‘No. No. You are not. Never that.’

      ‘Only that. N-now.’ He could never be Alpha. Never save the pack from Iain’s selfish leadership. Never⁠—

      Suddenly her hands were on his face, her eyes blazing with passionate certainty as her gaze bore into his. ‘That is nothing but horseshit, Dougal MacCrae. Do not even think such a thing.’

      The glory of her hands on his face, her lips so close to his as she spat words of anger, of anguish, at him, was magnificent. He wished he could sink into that sensation and never let go of it, but he had to. If he were to make her see sense. He’d had such plans and now none of them could come to fruition for him. He had to die to make way for Cal or one of the other strong soldiers to rise to be next Alpha. ‘Ye …’ He swallowed hard, the words like ash in his mouth. ‘Ye have to let me go. I canna live … like this. No Were could. Dinna expect … me to.’

      ‘No! Do not say such a thing.’ Her fingers moved over his face, into his hair, clenching, the flickering candlelight to the side of the bed exposing the anguish in her expression; the grief; the panic. ‘You have to live, Dougal. I cannot do this without you.’

      Her words … Not so long ago he would have exulted over them. He would have grabbed her and kissed her and vowed to never let her go; to always be her rock, her mate, the one who would always remind her of just who she was and what she could do.

      But now. Now they were like bitter death.

      The mating bond. Even though she had not yet accepted it—didn’t even know it existed—was inside her, those few threads that had joined them from the first. They made her feel him, made her think she needed him when she didn’t. She never had.

      But without it, she would stop trying to save him. She’d see him for the burden he now was—to her, to the pack.

      Without the bond, he could do what must be done—his bràthairs would most certainly help him as they’d helped other like-injured Were before—and Le-le … she would go on to do the great things he knew were in her future.

      Before any of that could happen, though, he had to break the few threads of the mating bond already in place.

      No easy thing to do in his state, but his wolf—who had stopped howling as he came to his realisation—was in agreement.

      They had to let her go.

      Then they had to go to their final freedom.

      He never thought his death would come like this. He always thought he’d go in battle, fighting for his pack. It was what all warriors hoped for—before the Pact that was.

      Since then, he’d started to believe his death would come when he was old and surrounded by his and Le-le’s bairns and their grandbairns, where he just fell into the final sleep, surrounded by all the love he thought once never to have.

      But now, because of Lachlan, that newer, most precious of dreams, was being stolen away.

      ‘L-let me g-go,’ he said.

      ‘No,’ she said, her fingers tightening on his hair in a way that would once have made his cock thicken. ‘No.’

      ‘Then … I must⁠—’

      He didn’t finish. The words were too hard. So, with every bit of strength he had left in him, he wrapped his mental hands around the fledgling bond, his wolf gripping it in its jaws. Then, as his wolf bit down, tearing into the barely formed threads, he helped by yanking as hard as he could, trying to break it.

      ‘Dougal!’ Le-le’s scream rent the air. ‘Stop.’

      But he couldn’t. Because he was doing this for her. One day, she would understand … and hopefully forgive him.

      He pulled harder as his wolf bit down and began to shake his head from side-to-side, tearing at the precious threads. His wolf, while still inside him, might not hold physical form, but neither did the bond, both being something real but not real while in this place in his mind. But his wolf teeth in this non-physical form were as sharp as they were in his physical form, his jaw as strong, and slowly, with him pulling and the wolf tearing, the bond began to fray.

      Le-le’s screaming fell into the background as the pain of what they were doing threatened to overwhelm him.

      But he couldn’t fall into unconsciousness. Not yet. Not until he’d freed her from him.

      Then, inexplicably, a warmth began to fill him. And as it did, non-corporeal hands—her magical hands—gripped the fraying bond and held it together.

      ‘Nae!’ he yelled in his mind, the pain of what he was trying to do making it impossible for him to move his mouth or make any sound. ‘Let me go!’

      ‘Never. I will not let you go. Ever.’

      ‘Le-le⁠—’

      ‘No! Your worth is more to me than your ability to walk. You will live. You must live!’

      She gripped tighter. The warmth inside him became hotter until it almost felt like a burn. In his mind’s eye, the bond glowed gold around where her hands gripped it, the glow brightening and brightening. Then he realised he wasn’t just seeing that glow with his mind’s eye. He was seeing it with his eyes. It filled the room, making his eyes water, sending a flood of warmth over his skin, from the middle of his chest where she’d placed her physical hands.

      The glow pulsed over him, heated waves of Healer energy covering him, wrapping around him, lifting him up until he could no longer feel the furs beneath him. It was so strong, so powerful, he almost imagined he could feel it around his legs—an impossibility of course because no Healer had ever mended an injury such as his.

      What she was doing though was Healing the bond he’d begun to tear.

      Not just Healing it. She was strengthening it.

      ‘Nae!’ he managed to yell out loud as his wolf howled its distress inside him before returning to its efforts to tear the bond. He tried to help, gripping the thickening bond more tightly, pulling harder, with everything in him.

      In one part of his mind, he became aware of others rushing into the room—Morghanna and Alistair, Cal hobbling with the help of a walking stick, one arm in a sling and Abigail bringing up the rear—their voices raised, shocked at first, then turning to pleading.

      ‘Stop. Stop. He dinna want this, ye ken?’ Cal’s voice rose above the melee. ‘I told ye, he wouldna want this. Ye have to stop, lass. Let him go.’

      ‘No,’ was all she said as she renewed her efforts.

      ‘Leanna. Stop. You are going to flame-out. You’ll lose consciousness. Lose access to your powers for days. Maybe worse.’

      ‘No.’

      Other powers began to light the room, to try to stop her from doing what she was doing. But she was too strong. Too powerful. She sent a pulse of warmth and light down the bond, almost like an electric shock. The others cried out briefly and then fell silent.

      In his mind, his wolf’s jaws went slack and his hands fell away from the threads of the bond. And as they did, it snapped viciously and fully into place as she finally accepted what she’d denied all this time.

      Dooming them both to a life of misery.

      ‘Nae!’ he cried out before she used her powers to send him and his wolf to sleep.

      Just before he lost consciousness, he heard her whisper, ‘It is done,’ then her slight weight landed on top of him as she flamed-out and lost consciousness with him.

      And together, they tumbled into dreams.
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