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            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      Hot male shifters and kick-ass females resistant to their charms. Love, suspense, and danger.  What more can you ask for?

      

      Greer O’Neill has been on the run and hiding her entire life. She holds magic that can dominate the paranormal world. After everyone she’s ever loved has been killed by mages hunting her, she stumbles into the only place that can keep her safe—the home of the Death Hunters.

      

      There she meets Reed, a sexy Death Hunter. Every bone in her body aches for him. But if she loves him, he will be killed, perhaps by her own magic.

      

      Reed McDaniel thinks life is great as a Death Hunter.  He has a new home, a job he loves, and friends who would die for him. But he’s never known real fear until he set eyes on the one they call the White Bear. One look and he knew Greer was his mate. Convincing her is a problem and protecting her could cost him his life.

      

      Now an ancient evil knows where she is and danger threatens every life in New Hope.

    

  


  
    
      To my family.  I love you all very much.

      To the Bryce Evans Fan Club.  Thank you for sticking it out with me.  To my new Review Team.  I can’t wait to see what we can do together.

      To my PA and friend, Janka Dustan, who keeps me grounded and on task.  To KD Jones, my sprinting partner and friend who talks me off the edge.  To Carmen Alicea who has come into my life and been a great friend.  Thank you, girls, for all that you do.

      Please be kind and leave a review on the site you purchased the book from.
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      “Is she the one?” Greer listened as the mages talked about her. Where was Aunt Jean? She had to help her. She couldn’t see anything. They had something over her eyes.  She didn’t like it.

      “Yes, I feel her power.  She’s the one.  We will need the others to complete the spell.  Go now and summon them all.”

      “What about this one?  We should go ahead and kill her.”

      “Are you crazy? This is Jean Deloaux.”

      “Who?”

      “All of you are idiots,” the mage spit out.  “You don’t even read the history of our kind.  Her magic is old and powerful.  We save her for last.  Hecate will want to examine them both.”

      Greer prayed Aunt Jean would help her.  She needed to wake up. They were going to steal her magic.

      “She will take it all and leave nothing for us.  The Ol--”

      The sound of something slamming into the wall made her jump.  Her whole body shook as the commotion came closer.

      “You fool. Never say that name out loud or you will deal with Hecate.  She will rip you open if she learns the name was spoken.”

      “All these rules.  I’m growing sick of them.”The mage sighed.

      Greer struggled, trying to loosen the ropes.  It was no use. They were tied too tightly.  She needed Aunt Jean.  Her bear was hidden.  She was going to die. The rough touch of someone’s finger slid up her arm.  She felt the bile traveling up her throat as it drifted to her face.

      “What are you doing?”

      “So soft and pretty.”

      “You fool.  Do what I said.”

      “You just want her for yourself.” As something crashed into the side of the table, her body slid off.  This was it.  They were going to kill her.

      “Go…before I kill you.”  The man’s voice was angry as her body was lifted and thrown onto the table.  Her head bounced on the hard surface as she dropped.  Her arms were pulled farther up as someone re-tightened the ropes.

      “It hurts.  It hurts,” she cried out.

      “Shut up.”  The slap across her face splintered her heart.  The pain ran up and down her body. Nobody was coming to help her.  She wanted her aunt.  She wanted to go home.

      Aunt Jean, it hurts.

      She inhaled deeply, and the scent of death penetrated her senses.  She knew others had died in this room.  The odor of bleach was on the table where she lay.  Her mind continued to wonder as tears trickled down the side of her face.

      Greer, can you hear me?

      She didn’t move as she heard her name inside her head.Her head hurt as she strained to stay conscious.

      Greer, answer me, honey.  I can talk to you this way.  It’s Aunt Jean.

      Her aunt had never spoken to her in this manner.  It was a trick and the mage was in her head now.

      If this is my aunt, then what did I want to eat last night?

      You wanted nachos and spaghetti.

      Oh…Aunt Jean, Aunt Jean.  I can’t move.  My hands are tied.  I’m so scared. Please, help me.

      Listen to me, Greer.  We don’t have long before the rest of the coven arrives.  You can do this. We practiced this.

      No…no, I can’t do it.  I tried.  Remember? You said I must be too young.

      Greer.  Listen to me and calm yourself.  You have to save us both.  I was wrong, sweetheart.  You can do this. I know you can. Do what I say.  Do you hear me?

      Yes…

      Bring the fire, Greer.  Bring the fire and burn the ropes.  Stop the mage or we will both die.  Do you want to die?

      No! she screamed in her head.  The tears continued faster.  Her aunt never talked to her like that.

      Now, Greer.  I hear their car pulling up. Do it, now!

      Her heart pounded so hard, she felt sick.  She tried calming her nerves, but nothing worked.  She wanted to go home.  They had never practiced this.  She couldn’t do it.

      I can’t.

      Yes, you can.  They’re coming.  I hear them.

      “Oh, Deloris, look what we have here.  The white bear is finally ours.”

      “I never thought you would be able to capture a Deloaux.  Does Hecate know yet?”

      “Yes.  She will be here in the next two hours.”

      “Maybe we could have a little taste of the Deloaux woman and see what she has to offer.  Let’s see if the rumor is true.”

      “Hecate won’t like it.”

      “She doesn’t have to know.”

      They are going to kill us.  Do it now, Greer, or I will never forgive you!

      Greer cringed as the screech penetrated her ears. It was Aunt Jean.

      “No…Stop,” Greer screamed.  Her arms felt warmer as she struggled to get loose.  Then she smelled the smoke from the rope.

      “Shit. I thought you put the binding spell on her.”

      “I did.”

      Greer’s hands broke free.  She jerked the cover, freeing her eyes as her body shook.  A mage with a knife was cutting into Aunt Jean’s stomach.  Blood dripped to the table as the shape of a pentagram became visible.

      “I thought you tied her up.”

      “I did.”

      Greer screamed and pointed at the mage as fire flew from her hands, slamming into the woman, knocking her to the ground.  Tears streamed down her cheeks as she flicked two fingers at the mage holding the knife.  The flame surged up her cape as if it had a mind of its own.

      She watched as the fire moved up her body, feeding on the flesh.  Her cries barely noticeable as Greer’s eyes focused on the others trying to get the door open.  Her lips quivered as rage pulsed through her as Aunt Jean lay motionless.

      Flicking her fingers, she aimed the spark on the rope holding Jean to the table.  The binding fell, allowing her to pull her aunt from the table.  With one hand holding her, she helped Aunt Jean to the floor.

      The others still trying to pry the door open gave her the opportunity to shove the window up.  She pushed her aunt until her body rolled out of the frame.  Before she jumped up to the sill, she reached out with her mind giving the fire what it wanted.  It was time to allow the fire to eat.  It was the last thought she had before she followed her aunt to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Greer O’Neill’s life rested in the hands of New Hope’s three alphas.  They had the option to let her stay, banish her, or kill her.

      She sat on Jade and her mate’s back porch, nerves wound tightly like a cork ready to pop out of a champagne bottle.  She never had been good at waiting.  Her mind played the what-if game over and over.  What if they felt she was a danger to others?  What if the Death Hunters had to put her down?

      No, Jade and Haven would have warned her.  Just stop.

      She needed something to pull her thoughts from the craziness and nightmares she continued to have every night. Aunt Jean told her that she wasn’t crazy. Her heart ached thinking about her aunt. She did what she had to do to save them.

      She would never forgive herself for not saving her aunt the second time she was captured.  Two weeks after the first coven took them, the Winter coven found them and Aunt Jean told her to run, but Greer stayed and hid, thinking they would leave her aunt and chase the false trail she had set.

      Each night she dreamed of the mages and what they did. The nightmares were getting stronger.  The pain in her head had returned.  She was getting worse.  Her only hope was to ask Scarlett and the others to help her.  If only they could.

      Rubbing her temples, she closed her eyes.  The noise from the backyard drew her out of her grief.  She turned toward the best entertainment she had ever seen.  The Death Hunters were training.  She itched to show them a spell or two that would help when they hunted.  But they were scared of her right now.  She couldn’t blame them.  Especially with her crazy magic.

      She shook her head thinking back to the night of Jade and Lennox Bartley’s wedding/mating ceremony. What a disaster because of her. A wave of magic had jumped from her and blew up a tree without her command.  It scared her so badly, she screamed for everyone to leave the area.  She was a total basket case.

      It was the end of the night and most of the guests had already left, but she could have hurt someone, or worse, killed them.  A cloud of uncertainty floated around her and her fate: would she have to keep running or would they let her stay?  Oh, she prayed they would let her stay.

      She loved it here and already loved the people.  Especially Haven who made her feel so welcomed. She was her true friend.  

      She never had a friend or a permanent home.  This place made her feel safe for the first time in eons.  Ever since she left Ireland as a child, she’d never had a room of her own or a back porch like this one.  If they would let her, she’d stay on the porch forever.  She loved being outdoors.  If she could, she would live outside.  If only.

      She glanced at all the blossoming flowers.  They were so beautiful and smelled great.  She inhaled as the breeze flowed across her face.  The sweet scent of florets and something else.

      A deep, sexy grunt pulled her attention from her thoughts.  Reed McDaniel captured her eyes whenever he was around. He was a dominant bear and very handsome. Her pulse thrummed frantically, heart climbing up her throat. Her churning stomach lurched just thinking about him.

      Unfortunately, looking was as far as it went. She could never mate like the others. Her magic was too unpredictable, and she wouldn’t take a chance on someone, including her mate, getting hurt.  

      She caught the gorgeous man glancing in her direction several times.  Fanning herself, Greer watched as Reed flipped one of his team members. She cringed as Leo hit the ground hard.

      Leo, one of the Death Hunters, lay on the ground, laughing. Reed stuck his hand out, helping up the giant. Both laughed until their beta, Cosmo Fitzgerald, marched over, getting onto them for horsing around.  Observing frequently, she knew they worked hard at their job. If they didn't, someone could be killed.

      As she sat, her magic pushed against her, wanting out.  If she didn't release the pent-up energy soon, something bad would happen.  Before that occurred, she would leave. Scarlett and the others would be here shortly to tell her how the rest of her life would be.

      “Whatcha doing?”  Jade asked from the back door.  From the unexpected sound, fearful adrenaline raced through Greer.  She grabbed her chest, gasping for air. She jerked her hand down before magic released. She couldn’t speak.  In one single moment, she was back in that room where death lived, and she had taken a handful of coven members and burned them to ash.

      Rushing over to her, Jade sat beside her.  “I’m sorry, Greer.  I didn’t mean to startle you. I thought you knew I was home.”  

      Opening her eyes, Greer calmed her nerves.  That was too close of a call.  She’d let her guard down watching the hunters train and almost hurt Jade.  

      Her friend sat beside her, rubbing a hand up and down her back.  “Thanks for not killing me.”  The smile on the alpha mate’s lips told her she wasn’t serious, but yet, she was.

      “It’s me who should apologize, Jade. I...I let my guard down, my shield.  I should’ve known you were there.  It was my mistake and I’m so sorry—”

      “Stop belittling yourself. Nothing happened.”

      “But...but I could have—”

      Jade pulled Greer’s shaking hands to her face, giving comfort as she nuzzled against them. “But you didn’t and that’s all that matters.  I’m sure your magic knew it was me, your other half.”

      Greer smiled.  She couldn’t help it.  Jade always did that for her.  “Maybe, but I don’t want another incident like at your wedding.  I could have...”  She inhaled deeply looking away, trying to keep the tears from falling.  

      “But you didn’t,” Jade insisted.

      Heavy footsteps came from the porch steps. “How’s the newlywed doing?”

      Both ladies turned toward the voice.  Holy moley.  Greer’s breath caught in her throat. She straightened and just stared. The man had his shirt off, wiping the sweat from his body. His stomach had more ridges and valleys than Tennessee. She licked her lips, wondering how he tasted.

      His bicep bulged with each flex. Oh my, even his fingers wrapped around his shirt were drool worthy. If he’d turn, she’d examine his other side.

      With a mental slap, she wondered what the heck she was thinking. Fantasizing about the man would do nothing but get her hot and bothered, and how embarrassing would that be since everyone was a shifter.

      Jade said, “Good, oh and thanks, Reed, for the basket.  I loved every piece of chocolate.  And the statue, well, it is breathtaking. You are a true artist.”  

      “I’m glad you like it.  I didn’t know if I’d get finished before your mating.”  

      “I love it.  It fits perfectly on the front porch beside the door.  Everyone talks about it when they see it.  You should have sold it.  It’s too nice a piece.  I’m sure you could have gotten a lot of money for it.”

      “But it was a gift for you and the alpha. I want you to have it.”

      “It’s my favorite gift, but I still think you should start selling your art.”

      “Maybe one day.”  Reed glanced at her.  “How are you, Miss Greer?”

      She froze more than she already was if that was possible.  She swore molten lava oozed over her face as she stared at him.  Not one word came out of her stupid mouth.

      “Oh, she’s fine. A little shy, but she’s good.”  Thankfully, Jade answered for her.

      “That’s good.  Well, I—”

      At that moment, Lennox, Arden Dixon, Ben Crenshaw, and Scarlett walked out the back door.  She wanted to know what Reed was going to say, but this was the meeting she had been waiting for.

      Greer’s heart dropped into her stomach from their expressions. Even Jade looked taken aback.  She had her answer. They were kicking her out of New Hope.

      “Reed, can you give us a minute.”  Lennox Bartley, alpha of the Death Hunters spoke.

      “Sure.”  He smiled at her before he walked off.  The image of his handsome smile would always be at the forefront of her mind when she had nothing to smile about.  

      “Greer, we’ve already held a meeting and would like to discuss our decision with you,” Arden said, pulling one of the rocking chairs to the swing.  Jade gave her hand a small squeeze.  She would remember the wonderful woman forever even though she’d done too much to her.  Greer disfigured her face and body and then put half of her crazy magic inside her.  Just like Bane said, she shouldn’t let that go.

      “I will leave tonight, if that’s okay?  Unless you want me to leave now.”  Greer stood, but Jade pulled her down. Her mind screamed no. If they wanted her gone, she’d be heartbroken, but would do as asked. Sadness and fear flooded her at the thought of being alone again.

      Alpha Crenshaw stared at her like he’d asked a question.  She met the man once and he made her nervous, but— everybody stared at her, waiting for her to speak?

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”  Greer had no clue now what he said. Was it that bad?

      “Do you not like living here in New Hope?”

      “Yes...I love it here,” Greer answered, sighing with relief.  Hope hovered on the cusp of her heart.

      With his brows drawn, Ben asked, “Then why would you want to leave?”

      She glanced at the others and then back at him. “I don’t, Alpha.  I just thought after the incident at the ceremony, you would want me to go.”

      Scarlett stepped forward. “Greer, a lot of terrible things have happened to you, and we understand you’ve had no formal training aside from what your aunt taught you before she was killed. But we can help you if you give us a chance.”  

      A tear dripped down her face. “I can stay?”

      “Yes. We would like you to stay on the Death Hunters’ land, so you and Jade can train together.  I will help you control the magic.  Alpha Bartley has agreed to let you remain here until a home can be built for you,” Scarlett added.

      “A home?  For me?”  Greer’s shaking hand pointed to herself.  Her chest tightened from the emotions rushing through her. A home for her.  Tears spilled as she covered her face with her hands.  Her body leaned forward and released all the tension from waiting.  They were letting her stay and giving her a home.  

      Arms wrapped around her.  “I told you not to worry,” Jade said. “I’ve got to have my other half with me.”  

      Greer grabbed ahold and hugged Jade.  “Thank you for not hating me.  Thank you.”

      “We’re friends. How could I hate you?”  

      Lennox said, “You can stay here with us.  Haven is here too.  She hasn’t set a date yet for her mating ceremony, but we have an extra room.”  

      Arden Dixon rose from his chair. “We should let all this soak in with Greer.  Oh, and by the way, Greer likes to sleep outside.  So, don’t be surprised if you find her in the trees. We’ll see you around, Greer, and welcome to New Hope.”  He walked off the porch and disappeared into the woods.

      “We have an Old One who loves the outdoors too.  Instead of a cabin, she lives in a treehouse.  It’s nice and just like a normal home on the inside.  She has glass windows that open up to a deck,” Scarlett said. “I’ll see you two tomorrow for training.  I think there has been enough for right now. And, Greer, welcome to New Hope, sweetie.  You’ll fit right in.”  She walked into the house.

      “I guess that’s my cue,” Ben Crenshaw said, getting up. “I’ve got to take Scarlett back to Arden’s land.  She refuses to walk down that path with him and I don’t want a hex put on me either, so I’m taking her.”  Before he closed the door, he said over his shoulder, “It will be interesting with you around.  Welcome to New Hope.”

      Jade looked at Lennox and they both laughed.  “I think that’s the most I’ve heard him talk.  I’ve known the man all my life.  He must like you, Greer.”

      “I just can’t believe it.  Thank you, Alpha.  I don’t know how to thank you both enough.  I thought...you were going to make me leave after the disaster I caused at your wedding.  I still can’t believe it.  I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”

      “Greer, we have forgiven you and we understand the magic has been pent up inside you for a long time and you needed an outlet.  So,” Lennox smiled, “we had a big hole dug for you near the river that you can throw magic in.  That way, you can release everything without it going off in different directions. Let me get—”

      “I’ll show her, Alpha.”  Reed walked around the house, stopping at the steps.

      Lennox and Reed stared at each other before Lennox nodded.  Jade squeezed her hand then grabbed her mate by the shirt and hauled him into the house.

      “If you’re ready, I can show you the place I made for you,” Reed said.

      Oh god. Her knees would give out if he kept talking. His voice did wicked things to her insides. Nodding, she got up and started down the steps. Reed held his hand out to help her.  She stared at his thick fingers a few seconds before she laid her palm against his.  It felt rude not to.  At least, that’s what she told herself. She wondered if all males were gentlemen like him.

      “I spoke to Scarlett before I dug it for you.  She said it would harness the magic inside and wouldn’t hurt anyone.  If it needs to be bigger, just let me know.”

      Wait. What did he say?  “You dug it?  By yourself?” Greer asked, glancing at him.

      “Yeah.  It wasn’t hard.  Really. If you don’t like it, we can do something different.”

      Greer had never had anyone do anything for her like this.  Who was she kidding; nobody had ever done anything for her except Aunt Jean.  Clasping her hands, she scoured her brain for something to say.  The man was trying to help her.  “Thank you.  I’m sure it will be fine.  Kinda genius to dig a hole.  I never thought of it.”

      “Well, Scarlett told me you needed some way to practice and keep the magic from spreading outward.  So, I thought a hole,” Reed said, smiling.

      She smiled back and felt warmth spread across her face.  She had no clue how to talk to a man.  Should she continue telling him how smart he was?  Or...crap, crap, crap.

      They walked in silence the rest of the way.  She’d glance at him and catch him watching her, which made her face go up in flames.  Do not look at him.  Do not look at him.  Do not look--”

      She looked at him. This time he stared straight ahead, but the curve of his lips told her he knew she was, of course, looking. 

      “Everyone comes to the river.  Feel free to change and run down here to fish.  Haven loves it.  It’s just beyond the river bank.  I put it away from the path in case someone strayed.  I stuck orange cones around it.”

      Arriving at the pit, Greer stopped and looked into the hole.  “Umm, Reed?  How deep is this?”  A few more feet and China would’ve shown up.  Seriously, it was that deep.

      “I’m not quite sure.  I needed a long rope to get out.  Thankfully, I tied one to the tree beforehand and pulled myself out.  I could have been in there for days before anyone came looking for me.”  

      When she glanced at him, he had a big smile on his face.  “It should be deep enough.”  That’s the only thing she knew to say.  She was the biggest dork.

      “Good.  I’m glad you like it,” Reed said.  “I’ve got to go and do my shift in town.  If you’re ready I can walk you back.”

      “Shift?”  Greer narrowed her eyes.  Was he leaving?

      “Yeah, all the packs are taking turns.  We want to make sure downtown is secure.  You never know.  The alphas decided that working together, we could cover more ground and not overwork the guards who are working other jobs.  When the Winter coven came looking for you, we regrouped and changed our tactics so we could better protect the citizens of New Hope.”

      “Oh, sure.  That’s a smart idea.  You’re right, you never know.”  Her thoughts bounced back to the covens. She had been on the run for years and knew rogue shifters and witches were out there creating trouble wherever they went.  New Hope didn’t need any more trouble.

      Silence reigned as they walked toward the alpha’s house.  Her hands twisted together as she thought of something to say.  Anything actually.

      “I think living in a treehouse would be pretty cool,” Greer spit out.  No, no, no, how stupid.  She was the biggest dummy every.  

      “I was thinking the same thing.  I’ve seen some on TV that were outrageous.  They even have a bathroom and kitchen in them.”

      Greer stopped.  “Really?”

      “Yeah, they have a TV show on it.  There’s a man who goes around the country and builds treehouses for families.”

      “I would love that.”  

      “Maybe we could build you a treehouse instead of a cabin.  With all the trees on the property, it shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      Greer swallowed hard.  A real-life home in the trees.  “Do you think the alpha would mind?”

      “Doubt it.  I will talk to him if you want.”

      “Would you?  I…” Greer rubbed her hands down her pants.  The thought of asking the leader scared her.  They had spared her life, but she could see the worry in his eyes.  Maybe it would be better for all of them if she was alone in the trees.  There was less of a chance of hurting someone.

      “Sure. I’ll talk to him tomorrow.  Flip through the TV channels tonight and see if the show is on about the treehouse man,” Reed said, stopping at the bottom of the steps.

      “I will.  Thank you, Reed.” She turned. Say something.  “Oh, and the hole was very sweet of you to do for me,” Greer said, backing up until she hit the door.  When she glanced at him, he smiled and walked off.

      Greer shook her head looking up to the sky.  What a big goob, she was.  He probably thought something was wrong with her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She realized how awkward it felt being in her own skin.  She had been on the run and in her bear form for so long that she never learned how to talk to people.   

      Her bear suddenly stood. She glanced at the woods.  What was it?  She searched the tree line but didn’t see anything. Her senses bounced all over the place.  The hair rose on the back of her neck.  Fear grew inside her, but she saw nothing.

      Easing to the door, she opened it and backed inside.  She stood at the screen, watching, but still nothing caught her eye.  She shook her head.  It had to be the nightmares, but the coven was dead.  Yes, all of them were dead. Weren’t they?
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      “Greer, are you awake?”  

      Habits of the past kicked in and Greer jumped out of bed, crouching behind the door.  Her claws punched through her fingertips ready to strike.  

      “It’s me. Haven. Breakfast is ready. I’ll wait on you if you want.”  Haven’s voice whispered through the crack of the door.  Greer caught her reflection in the mirror.  She had partly shifted.  Her fangs poked out of her mouth.  Her eyes were wild with disheveled hair going in all directions. Her appearance scared her.  She saw something she didn’t like.

      Clearing her throat, Greer moved away from the door. “Let me get ready.  It shouldn’t take me long.”

      “Okay,” Haven answered.  Greer turned away from the door and sat on the edge of the bed. Her face was flushed, and her heart pounded enough to hurt. What was wrong with her?  

      She heard Haven standing outside the door, waiting.  She hurried to the bathroom to try and do something with her hair.  Finishing up, she hurried to the door and smiled before she opened it.

      “Are you okay?”  Haven asked after her friend stared at her face.  Of course, Haven’s concern made her more paranoid.

      “Why?”  Greer touched her face.  Maybe something was wrong with her.  

      “You’re just flushed like you’ve been out in the sun,” Haven said still staring at her.

      Again, Greer touched the side of her face.  “I must look a wreck.”

      “No, no, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen,” Haven said.  “You just have some color to your skin.  Your cheeks are rosy red now.”

      “I’m not used to being in my human form for long periods at a time.  I’ve been outside a lot lately.  Does it look bad?”

      “No, Greer.  You look lovely and like I said before, you are very beautiful.” 

      “You’re very kind.  I think we stayed up too late.”

      Haven smiled and said, “Do you regret it?” 

      “Absolutely not. I’ve never had a friend and I think of you as one.  I hope that doesn’t sound cliché-ish.”

      Haven stopped and turned to her.  “Thank you, Greer.  I’ve never had a friend before, either, and now I feel like I have one or two actually.  Jade and, well, the girls.  Look, let’s experience life together and figure out what normal people do.  I’ve never had a normal life.”

      “I think fate put us together,” Greer said, interlinking their arms.

      “Friends forever.”  

      “Friends forever.”  Greer nodded.  “Now, let’s go eat.  I’m starving.”
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        * * *

      

      Reed sat at the table and looked over his schedule.  He wasn’t due to leave for the next two weeks to relieve some members on a case, but even now, there was a lot of free time.  

      “I know you have a lot on your plate with traveling and, now, patrolling the city, but I need another cabin built for Greer. I was hoping I could get you to lead a crew in getting it built,” Lennox asked.

      “I was wanting to talk to you about that,” he said. “I spoke with Greer yesterday and she mentioned she would love to live in a treehouse on the property.  I can do it, Alpha.  I’ve always wanted to build one to look just like a little house in the trees.  But I will do what you ask me to do, you know that.”  Reed made sure he looked away from the alpha who studied him now.

      “Scarlett mentioned something about it.  I figured when Arden said she loved being in the outside, that was a way of telling me she would rather have something outdoors.  I have no problem with it.  I think the trees past the river would be an excellent spot.  That way you could get water to it.  I hope she wants a bathroom in it.”

      “I would hope so.”

      “What’s your interest in our new tenant?”  Lennox asked, propping his feet on his desk.  The alpha didn’t miss much.  He was watching him like a hawk.

      “I think the woman has had a rough life and deserves someone to be nice to her.  I feel sorry for her, to be honest.”  Reed and Lennox both looked up hearing a gasp, only to find Haven and Greer standing at his office door.

      Reed jumped up as Greer marched up to him. “I don’t need your pity, Mr. McDaniel. I’m very capable of taking care of myself.”  Putting her hands on her hips, she dismissed him and spoke to Lennox. “Alpha, I want every dime and penny counted on how much it costs to build the treehouse.  I will find a job and pay you back.  I will also pay the workers that build it.”

      “I don’t want your money, Greer.  This is our gift to you. You’re part of the Death Hunters now,” Lennox said, looking at Haven for help in calming the witch.

      “She wants to pay her way, brother. I think you should let her,” Haven said with her hands on her hips.  

      “Since I will be the one building it, you can mark me off that list.  This will be a gift to you, Greer,” Reed said, smiling.

      She was beautiful and pissed off.  He didn’t mean for her to hear him.  “I’m sorry, Mr. McDaniel, but I want even your salary included.  I don’t need any gifts. One way or another, I will pay it all back.  I’ve lost my appetite.  Haven, can you take me to town.  I need to find a job.”  Greer didn’t wait for Haven to answer when she flipped her long beautiful hair and marched right out of the room.

      “Way to go, Reed,” Haven spit out before turning and rushing out of the room.

      Reed and the alpha sat, staring at the hallway then the alpha said, “Well, I guess you’re in the doghouse now.  Do what she says and document everything.  I won’t let her pay, but if it helps you get it done before she puts a spell on you, then we’re good.”

      “You don’t think she would do that...do ya?”  Reed asked, looking back toward the hallway.

      “To be honest...I don’t really know. At least her wrath is on you and not me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Greer sat in the backseat of the truck on the way to town. Cosmo wouldn’t let the girls travel alone.  The incident with the mages was still fresh on everyone’s mind.  Greer could see the love Cosmo and Haven had for each other.  They were the sweetest couple.  They always nuzzled each other, and she loved watching it, but most of all she envied the two.

      “I think you will love what Reed builds for you, Greer.  He has a lot of experience with building.  Have you seen the sculptures he does out of wood?  They’re incredible,” Cosmo said, glancing in his rearview mirror.

      When she didn’t say anything, Cosmo glanced at Haven.  He wasn’t in the kitchen when Reed said he felt sorry for her.  The nerve of the man.  She had thought he was a good guy, a decent one.

      “We kinda walked in on a conversation between Lennox and Reed, and Reed said he felt sorry for Greer. Why would he say that?”  Haven asked. “He hurt her feelings and I don’t blame her. Greer...well, Greer is a bad ass and she doesn’t need anyone to feel sorry for her.”

      A few minutes passed when Cosmo answered, “I hope you don’t take this wrong, Greer, but in his defense, I don’t think he meant to hurt you.  We all know how tough it has been for you.  All your life, you’ve had to survive by yourself.  I think Reed meant he wanted to do something nice for you for a change. To be honest, I felt sorry for my baby right here—”

      Haven’s head whipped around as a snarl left her throat.  Holding his hands up, he said, “Now hear me out, baby.  What I said was I felt sorry for you having to live a life with that coven.  The craziness that went on...well, nobody should have to live like that.  I felt terrible when I heard both of your stories.  Listen, Reed is really a nice guy.  He doesn’t talk a lot, but he has a big heart and will do anything to help others.”

      Greer bit her bottom lip.  Maybe Cosmo was right.  He acted shocked when she yelled at him.  “You think so?”  Now she felt like crap-a-doodle and she had to get control of her temper before she chased everyone away from her.  

      “Yes, ma’am, I do.  Like I said, Reed is a very nice guy,” Cosmo said, patting his mate on her leg.

      “Now I feel terrible.  I just thought he felt sorry for me.  You know in a bad way.  I just let my temper get the best of me.  He probably won't ever talk to me again and I couldn’t blame him,” Greer said, staring out the window before she started crying.  “Maybe I’ve been out in the wild so long…I just don’t know how to act.” Damn these emotions. She had never cried this much.  What was going on inside her?  “With a man.”

      There she said it, out loud.  She felt like the biggest fool.

      “Oh, Greer, it’s going to be okay.  Don’t cry,” Haven said, reaching back to lay a hand on her leg.

      “Trust me on this, little lady. Reed McDaniel wouldn’t ever think badly about you.  I think he’s kind of sweet on ya.”  

      Greer and Haven both turned and stared at Cosmo.  “You think so?”  Haven asked.

      “He talks about you a lot when it’s just us, and he wouldn’t offer to build you a treehouse unless he really wanted to do that.  He would help out, but he’s taking the reins on this project and going all out.  Seems to me that a man who felt sorry for a lady wouldn’t ask other hunters to take his spot at work so he could get your treehouse completed for you.  Just saying.”

      Greer grabbed her face.  Oh goodness, she felt like big fat pile of crap.  Worse than crap. She felt like scum. “I need to apologize to him.”

      “Well, he will be at the store in a few.  I had a lot of wood left over from the hot house and I told him he could use it if he wanted,” Cosmo said, smiling.  He continued to stare straight ahead giving her a moment to get herself together.  

      She wiped the tears from her face and rolled down the window a little, so the cool air could dry her tears.  If she was going to eat crow and apologize, she would need to look her best.  He really liked her according to Cosmo.  But did he?

      “I was wondering, Greer, what do you want to do with your life?  Have you ever wanted to go to school or own your own business?”  Cosmo asked.

      Greer snorted and shook her head, smiling.  “You will laugh if I tell you.” 

      “No, we won’t.  I promise,” Haven said.

      “I wouldn’t laugh at you.  Too afraid you would hex me.”

      Greer couldn’t help but to smile at Cosmo.  She knew the beta was joking when Haven also giggled.  “Well, to be honest. When I was on the run, I met an old lady who lived on the side of a mountain in North Carolina.  She lived deep in the hills, but her home and yard were beautiful.  I’ve never seen anything like it.  Especially that far up on the mountain.  It was magical with all the lights and pots she had outside.

      “The moment she saw me, she invited me to stay with her.  I could tell she meant me no harm and I was tired and needed to rest.  She had a workshop set up in her barn. At first, I wouldn’t go inside but watched from the door, but she would blow into this pipe and make the most magnificent pieces of glass sculptures.  She even put colors in it and I still don’t understand all of it, but I knew right then that this was what I wanted to do.  But that’s just a dream.”

      “People pay big money for pieces like you’re describing.  I bet we could find someone who would teach the basics and then you could get books and learn from videos found on the internet,” Cosmo said.

      “Really, you think I could do that?  People would pay big money for it?”  Greer asked.  She couldn’t believe it.  These people were so kind to her.  How would she ever pay them back?

      “I’ll ask Roy Ivey if he knows someone.  He goes from town to town.”

      “Oh, yeah.”  Haven nodded, looking at Greer.  “Roy would surely know someone.  Plus, he’s just a good man.  I know he would help you.”

      “We’re here,” Cosmo announced, pulling up in front of his nursery.

      Greer got out and watched Reed load a pile of lumber into the back of his truck.  She imagined her fingers trailing over his stubble and strong jaw, down his thick neck and over his broad, bare chest. Her pulse jumped, pounding in her ears.

      She wondered how he’d taste, her lips blazing a path over the ridges of his abs. Sweat rolling down his pecs to below his jeans’ waistband. Just thinking of what lay below that line made her knees weaken.

      His arms bulged with each piece of wood tossed into the bed.  The tight T-shirt stretched, hugging every muscle as they rolled with his movement. Her own body responded just to the sight of him.  She fanned her hot face with her hand.

      He didn’t realize just how graceful he was when he trained.  Even now, he had no clue the magnetic pull he had on her.  And all he was doing was putting lumber in the back of a truck.

      He smiled and waved at her before he closed the back of the cab.  Maybe he wasn’t mad at her.  But she knew she couldn’t blame him one tiny bit if he was.

      “I’ve got a lot of wood for your treehouse.  The rest will be delivered tomorrow.  Roy said he would bring it once he unloaded.  But we need to sit down and go over how you want it to look.  I’ve got some time tonight if you do,” Reed said, still smiling at her.  Did the man ever not smile?  Oh, and what a beautiful smile it was too.  His beard looked so soft to the touch.

      It was eating her up how she had spoken to him earlier.  She turned away from Haven and Cosmo who were watching the interaction.  She gestured for him to follow her to the front of his truck.  “Reed, uhm...I’m sorry for how I spoke to you earlier.  I...I just—”

      He gently placed his hand on her arm. “Greer, I’m not mad.  I shouldn’t have said it like that.  I know how hard you have had it and I wanted to do this for you.  I don’t feel sorry for you in a bad way.  Dang it, I’m doing a terrible job at explaining what I meant.  I just…”

      “Let’s just forget that it happened, and we can start fresh. If you’re okay with that?” Greer held her breath waiting for him to answer.  

      Reed’s eyes widened.  “Of course, I am.  Never thought anything about it.”

      Her face flushed.  She had to look away from his beautiful smile.

      “Oh...” she said, “I meant to tell you this morning, but...well, me and Haven came up with some ideas on the treehouse.  We...what did she call it? We watched the show you told me about.  The whole season’s worth.  What did Haven call what we did last night?”  She felt stupid again for not knowing the common lingo.

      “Binge watching,” Reed suggested.

      “Yes, yes that’s it.  We watched every episode of the first season, and you were right. I loved it.  But we talked about all the things I would like in the treehouse and Haven drew it out.  I don’t know if you know this, but she’s an incredible artist and it was like she plucked it from my head.  I think she brought it with her.  Would you like to see it?”

      “Yeah, that would help a lot. I want you to have exactly what you want in your home.  I have to say that this is the coolest thing I’ve ever done.  I’ve built a lot of homes, but this will be the first treehouse,” Reed motioned to the bakery. “If you want, we can sit in the bakery and eat something sweet while I look at the sketch.”  

      Her arm tingled when he touched her elbow as they walked toward Gooey Goodness Bakery. Oh, and his scent.  It smelled like the outdoors. She had never felt like this before and it was dangerous for her to entertain the thought of having any kind of relationship with Reed.  She took in a deep breath trying to get the thoughts of Reed touching her out of her head. If she hurt him, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself.  She had to protect him even from her.

      “Every time I see the sign to the bakery it makes me laugh.  But we come here a lot.  Simone makes the best sweets.  I have a container in my bedroom stocked full of taffy.  Every time she makes a new flavor, she sends out these text messages to let you know.  I’m always in line for them.  She’s due to have a new flavor soon.”  Reed quickly glanced at her then looked away.  “I don’t know why I told you all that.  I’m sure you couldn’t care less.  I’m rambling.”

      Greer stopped and stared at him.  “I don’t think anything is wrong with what you said.  I like when people tell me stuff.  I’ve been alone for so long that it’s nice to have someone to talk to.  Even something as basic as candy. Maybe I could taste some of her taffy. I’ve never had any.”

      Stopping, Reed’s eyes widened. “You’ve never had taffy?  Ever?”

      Shaking her head, Greer felt like a complete fool now.  She hated having a conversation where she did not know what they were talking about.  She had missed out on so much in her life.  

      “Then we have to introduce you to the flavors of Gooey Goodness Bakery.  I’m so excited to see your expression after eating a piece.  I hope you love them as much as I do,” Reed said, smiling as he opened the door to the bakery.  

      She walked behind him as he went up to the counter.  “Hey, Reed, back for your weekly stash?”  Simone said.

      “No, ma’am, today I want two pieces of every flavor in the box.  I want Greer to try them.”  Reed moved to the side so Greer could be seen.

      “Hey, Greer.”  Simone came around the counter and gave her a big hug. The little lady was shorter than her, but she had strong arms. It still shocked her how affectionate these people were, but she loved every moment of it.  “I’m excited for you to try my creations.  Now listen, all the flavors are not for everyone.  So, if you don’t like it just put it to the side and try another.”  Simone winked and ran back around the counter and reached into brown boxes filled with taffy.  Greer loved this store. Everyone smiled and seemed happy as they stood in line for their treats.

      She also liked Simone.  Always so friendly and she didn’t seem to harbor resentment toward her because of what she did to Jade.  Even though the woman’s mate hated her guts.  She would understand if she did too.  

      “Okay, go sit down and I’ll bring you the taffy and some other treats to try.  You will be my taste testers today.  I made some new brownies and I used a certain ingredient.  I want you to be honest with me about the taste.  If it’s crap, please tell me.”  Simone returned to pulling taffy out of different boxes.

      “Here, let’s grab the table in the back before it fills up.”  Reed followed Greer to the location and held the chair out for her then walked around to sit. Her heart fluttered as he pushed her chair in. She inhaled his scent again as he bent down. He was such a gentleman.  Were all shifter men like this?  She didn’t remember her father doing it for her mother, but that was such a long time ago.  

      “Okay, you two.  Here are the brownies I want to test. Let me know what you think, and here is the taffy.”  Simone sat with her arm under her chin and watched.  Greer smiled and picked up a piece of taffy.  “That’s my favorite.  It’s called Cotton Candy Taffy.  Not original but never have seen anyone make any. And if I do say so myself, it’s delicious.”  

      Greer unwrapped the taffy from the wrapper and held it up to her nose then popped it into her mouth.  She had never tasted anything like it.  Sweet, and the scent of the cotton candy coated her tongue.  “It icks oo the roof of your mouf.”  

      Reed and Simone both laughed.  “Yes, it does, but you will get used to it.”

      “Here, try this one.”  Reed handed her another piece.  She opened the wrapper and took a sniff.  Her eyes closed.  The scent of honey and something else drifted up her nose.  It was intoxicating.  Her bear came forward smelling something she liked too. She slipped it in her mouth and before she could stop herself, she moaned.  The taffy actually melted in her mouth.  The flavors were so perfectly intertwined.  Honey and blueberries.  A favorite of most bears and her favorite of all the berries.  

      When she glanced up, Reed was frowning as he stared at her.  “I’ll get with you later to look at the sketch. I forgot I had something to do.”  He jumped up without saying another word and walked/ran out the door.

      Greer and Simone stared after him.  “What did I do?”

      Simone snorted and picked up one of the brownies and before she put it to her mouth, she said, “Well, hun, I think you turned the man on so much, he had to leave before he did something stupid.”

      “How? I didn’t do anything.”  Greer continued to stare at the door.  She had run off Reed.

      “I think we need a girls’ night to explain the birds and bees to you.  Trust me, we did it with Jade and she had the best time.  I figure we could put Haven in the mix and kill two birds with one stone.”  

      Greer’s face flushed.  She was so embarrassed.  How did she turn him on?  This was all so confusing, and he just left.  This was her answer.  He wasn’t interested in her and probably thought she was hitting on him.  

      “Hey, sweetie, listen.”  Simone sighed. “I can see you think you did something wrong, but you didn’t, and you kinda moaned when you tasted the taffy, and let’s see...how do I put this without being vulgar.  Well, he likes you and when you moaned it turned him on and he had to leave, or he might have taken you right here.  Yeah, I can see by the look on your face that I was too vulgar.  I’m not good at this.  Jade would probably be better or even Quinn.  I’m kinda blunt and to the point.  But trust me, you didn’t do anything wrong.  He just needs to get control of himself and probably his bear.  That’s all.”

      “But I can’t have a mate or anyone.  I’m...I’m—”

      “You’re what, hun?”  Simone asked, pulling the paper off one of the pieces of taffy and sticking it in her mouth.  However, the baker never took her eyes off her and it made her nervous.  

      Greer leaned over and whispered, “My magic...it’s unpredictable and I can’t take the chance of hurting Reed.”  

      “Piddle sticks, girl.  Give New Hope some time.  Scarlett and Quinn are going to help you. Stop worrying so much about something that hasn’t happened.”

      “You don’t understand, Simone. You saw what I did at Jade’s wedding.  I could have killed someone.”

      “But you didn’t.  Like I said, give yourself a break.  Hey.”  Simone put her hands-on top of hers.  “We are going to help you with this.  Just hang in there and take it one day at a time, okay?”

      Greer nodded and looked at the candy.  How did she tell her that it wasn’t as simple as that?  All her life, her magic had been too wild.  Even her parents said they were worried about her being around others and that included friends.  That’s why she didn’t have any.  But she really liked Simone and the others.  She wanted to believe the woman, but she knew her magic would hurt someone one day and she couldn’t let it be Reed. She just couldn’t.

      “Come on, now, let’s eat the rest of this candy and then test this brownie,” Simone said, pushing the plate closer to her.  

      Trying to smile, Greer picked up another piece and did what Simone said; she tried everything.
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      Greer rode in the back seat on the way home from town.  She had a lot to think about.  Reed’s truck wasn’t at the nursery when they left. Now she had made a mess of things.  She had made a sexual advance at him and he ran out of the bakery. 

      At least he wasn’t screaming as he ran.  She glanced out the window and wondered if he would tell anyone.  Doubtful, but she really didn’t know him.  She squinted as the sun shone brightly through the window.  It had started out to be such a beautiful day, and now...now, it was ruined.  

      “Everything okay back there?”  Cosmo asked, looking at her in his rearview mirror.

      Haven glanced over her shoulder, following his gaze.   Her eyes narrowed as if she knew something had happened.

      “Where did Reed go?”  Haven asked, tilting her head to the side.

      “Are you sure you’re not a bird shifter?”  Greer asked.

      “Nah, but I can tell he upset you again.  What did he say this time?”

      Greer blew out a deep breath, and thought, why not.  She’d already made a fool out of herself.  Cosmo was a male and she couldn’t figure the man out.

      “Cosmo, if I ask you a question, will you promise you won’t tell a soul?”

      The beta smiled and said, “Cross my heart and hope to die, if I tell, stick a needle in my eye.”

      Greer stared at him.  “What?”

      “Nothing.  Of course, I will.  You can trust me, Greer.”

      Biting her bottom lip, she had to figure out how to say it without it coming out childish.  She didn’t want to be silly.  “Today at the bakery, we were testing the taffy.  Reed wanted me to taste it since I’ve never had taffy—"

      “You’ve never had taffy before?”  Cosmo interrupted her.  

      “No.  I’ve been running for my life for sixteen years,” Greer muttered, crossing her arms across her chest.

      “I’m sorry, Greer.  I forget how bad it’s been for you.  Don’t be mad. Go ahead,” Cosmo said, clearing his throat.  “Please.”

      Greer snorted and shook her head.  “Go ahead, Greer, and finish.  He won’t say another word, will you?”  She watched as Haven pinched his arm.  

      “Ouch.  That hurt, baby.”

      Greer put her hand over her mouth, so she wouldn’t laugh.  Haven motioned for her to continue.  “You see, I was tasting a divine piece of taffy.  It was two of my favorite flavors, honey and blueberries, but I must have closed my eyes and moaned.  The taffy just melted in my mouth.  It was that good, but Reed ran out of the bakery. He made an excuse that he had forgotten to do something. It was his idea that we go in there, but he just ran out.”

      She watched as Cosmo snorted then busted out laughing.  Horse laughing would be more like it.  Even Haven started laughing.  “What?  What is it?”  Greer asked, leaning up to look at her friends.

      When Cosmo finally stopped laughing, he shook his head.  “I don’t know if I’m the right person to ask about this. Maybe you should ask someone else.”

      “But I feel comfortable around you and you’re Haven’s mate and…”

      “Okay, okay,” Cosmo put his hand up, “but if you tell a soul that I said anything—”

      Haven cocked her head to the side.  “You’ll do what?”

      “Nothing, sweetheart, nothing.”  Cosmo scooted up in his seat then glanced at her in the rearview mirror.  “He probably got, you know...turned on.  This one right here has had my hormones going haywire since the first time I scented her.  I would expect Reed likes you and he got this...well, you know, visual in his head.”  When she didn’t say anything, Cosmo continued.  “He thought a sexual thought about you.”

      “Oh...Oh my goodness,” Greer whispered, sitting back in her seat.

      “You can say that again,” Cosmo said, which got him pinched a second time.

      “I didn’t mean to make him...well, you know.”  

      “It’s okay, Greer.  He’s probably already started building your treehouse by now.  Trust me…anything to get that thought out of his head.”  Cosmo shifted in his seat, uncomfortable.  Nothing else was said as they pulled up to the front gate on Death Hunters’ land.

      She had to make this right.  Some way, she wanted to stay friends with Reed. Glancing at her arm, she hadn’t realized that she had long, red scratches embedded in her flesh.  Her arm immediately started to itch.  As she got out of the truck, something felt off inside her.  It was the same feeling she had when her magic decided to strike out during Jade and the alpha’s wedding.  

      Oh no, she had to get to the river.  If she hurt anyone, she wouldn’t be able to live.  Greer took off running.  She dropped the bag of taffy Simone had given her and ran as fast as she could to the river.  She had to get to the hole Reed had dug for her. Her magic was going to come. 

      “Where you going?”  she heard Haven yell.

      “Be back” was all she got out of her mouth.  She ran hard, passing the cabins.  When she got near the river, she heard men talking, but she couldn’t stop.  She flew past Reed and two other men. They had paused what they were doing and watched as she passed.

      “Greer?”  She couldn’t stop.  It was coming.  She could feel it.  Just as she got to the hole, sparks spewed out of her hand, hitting a tree.  Fear like she had never felt gripped her heart and lungs.  She could have killed Reed or Haven.  She fell to her knees as she got to the hole, throwing her hands outward, letting the magic loose.  Her eyes were closed as the magic left her, striking out.  

      Popping sounds filtered up out of the hole, but nothing escaped. Not even a spark.  She didn’t know how long it lasted before her eyes grew heavy.  A strenuous flow of energy left her exhausted body as she kneeled before the hole.  She tried to prop her hand out to hold herself up, but she had no strength left.  Before she could fall face first in the hole, she was pulled backward.  She gasped, trying to catch her breath.

      “I’ve got you.  It’s okay, baby.  Just breathe, Greer.”

      It was Reed.  “Let me go.  I could hurt you.”  Her words sounded funny as her consciousness floated away.  

      The last words she heard were “Just rest.  I’ve got you.”  
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        * * *

      

      He watched as Greer’s body fired spell after spell into the hole.  He was thankful he dug it deep enough.  She muttered words he hadn’t heard before.  Almost like she was speaking a different language.  Reed could tell that she was scared to death when she ran past him.  

      The woman of his dreams never knew he was behind her, watching.  Her whole energy and focus were on the hole pushing every bit of magic in her into the pit.  Scarlett was right, Greer needed this outlet. 

      It was as if the magic had a mind of its own.  How could that be?  He needed to talk to Scarlett more about this.  She snuggled closer to him.  His body went into overdrive today when she groaned tasting the taffy.  It was more exotic than anything.  Greer had no clue what she was doing.  He was desperate to touch her, but she was so innocent and wouldn’t understand.  Right now, he wanted to get to know her and make her feel safe around him.  All he wanted was to keep holding her.  

      Reed stared down at her beautiful face.  Her skin had a slight red tint where she had gotten some sun to her pale skin. She looked one hundred percent better than the day he first saw her a few months ago. The woman took his breath away.  She had no clue that every male in New Hope was attracted to her.  She had an angelic beauty about herself.  

      “Reed?”  He turned to find Raven watching him.  “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s just exhausted.  She was casting spell after spell into that hole...had to be about two hours straight.”

      “I’ve never heard of a witch that could cast that long,” Raven said, sitting beside him.

      “She’s different.”

      “I thought Jade was sweet, but Greer seems to be too generous for her own good.”

      “She’s selfless to her own needs.  Never looks to gain anything for being your friend,” Reed answered.

      Raven’s head tilted to the side.  “You really like her?”

      He smiled down at her.  “Yeah, I guess I do.”

      “Be careful, my friend.  I don’t think she understands how the world is. She’s been on the run for a long time and never had any social skills.  She doesn’t think like us.  Take your time with her.  I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Figured you would say that.  If you need my help with her, just let me know.  Scarlett says she needs to learn control.  I can help her if she would let me.”

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      Raven gazed at the woods.  “I don’t know, maybe because I’m a bitch.”

      “You’re not a bitch.  You just need to let people get close to you, get to know you,” he said. “You know, the girls get together every week. They call it ‘girls’ night out.’  You should join them sometimes.”

      “Huh, now I know you’ve lost your ever-loving mind.  I...I’ve never.  They don’t even like me.  I doubt they would want me to come.  Plus, Jade hates me.”  Raven blew out a deep breath.

      “You’re wrong. Jade likes you a lot.  She talks about you all the time.  You can go with me.”  Reed and Raven both stared at Greer who was awake now.

      “How are you feeling?”  Reed asked.

      “Tired but thankful you caught me before I fell into the hole.” 

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I don’t know them either and maybe we could go together and get to know them,” Greer said, leaning up.

      “I don’t know.  I’ll think about it,” Raven said, getting up and walking away without another word. Greer narrowed her eyes as the female hunter left.

      “She’s a good person.  She’s just not outgoing.  Don’t give up on her.  Raven just needs some female friends.” 

      “How many does she have?”  Greer asked, looking back at him.

      Reed smiled sadly and said, “None, I’m afraid.  She can be a little rough around the edges, but she’s good people. Just like you.”

      “I’m afraid I’m like Raven.  I don’t have many friends either.  I think Haven and Jade are now my friends, but before, I had nobody.” 

      “You have me.”  Reed bit his lip waiting for her answer.

      “I would like that.  I’m sorry you had to witness my episode.  I never meant for you to see that or anyone.”

      “That’s what friends are for.”  

      “Reed, you will need to be patient with me.  I’m not good at this friend thing.”

      “I’ll teach you anything you want to learn.”

      “I will go ahead and say sorry to you because I will overreact again, like today.  Just know I don’t mean it.”  Greer leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.  “Thanks for taking care of me.”

      His voice cracked as he said, “I’ll always be your protector.” 

      They stared at each other.  He could hear her heart beating faster and faster.  He leaned forward, but she pulled away.  “I’m sure Haven is worried about me.”

      Reed cleared his throat and nodded.  He held her hand as he helped her up. Her hand was soft, just as he imagined. He hated to let her go, but she wasn’t ready. 

      They both walked in silence as they made their way back to Jade and Lennox’s cabin.  When they got back, Cosmo and Haven were sitting on the swing.  Both were covered with a checkered blanket, whispering to each other.

      “Hey,” Haven said, waving.  

      “Hey.  Would you like some hot chocolate?”  Haven asked.

      “I like anything chocolate,” Greer said. “I’ll come with you and change clothes.”

      Jade walked out to the back porch as the girls went inside.  “Reed, we are having hamburgers and hotdogs. Do you want to stay for dinner?”

      “Sure.  Do I need to get anything?”

      “Nope, just you,” Jade said, going back inside.

      Reed looked at his beta.  He was too quiet which meant he wanted to say something.

      Blowing out a deep breath, Reed asked, “What do you want to say?”

      Cosmo looked up.  “Just be careful with her.  She’s different and, man, she’s so innocent. Almost like a child. Nothing like you ever experienced.”  He got up and moved beside him.  “Today, she had no clue why you ran out of the bakery.  We had to explain it to her.  I mean really explain it to her.”

      Getting up, Reed leaned on the porch railing.  He closed his eyes. “I don’t know what came over me.  One minute, we were just having fun and letting her test the taffy, then she got to my favorite one and, man, she closed those beautiful eyes and moaned, and I lost it.  I had to leave.  I know she’s innocent.  I know I should just leave her alone...but I can’t.  I tried but I’m drawn to her and she’s all I can think of.”

      “Okay, I’ve heard enough,” Cosmo said, holding his hands up.  “Look, just take it slow and be easy with her.  She doesn’t understand our way of life.”  

      “Yeah, I know.”  

      Cosmo and Reed stopped talking when the girls returned with mugs of hot chocolate.  “Here.”  Greer handed a mug to him.  

      “Reed, I hope you’re good at cards. Tonight, we are playing.  They will teach us the rules on the first couple of games, then we team up.  I suck at it too, so don’t worry about it,” Haven said.

      “I’ve always wanted to play cards,” Greer said.  “Seen a lot of people playing while they camped.  It looked like they were having fun.” 

      Reed swallowed hard.  This woman broke his heart as she spoke about the campers.  She had so much longing in her voice.  She had shifted and sat in the woods watching campers.  He could tell Haven and Cosmo were uncomfortable as Greer spoke about her traveling and watching people living and have fun. All the while she ran for her life and just watched as the world passed her by. 

      “We need to make popcorn then.  Can’t play cards without popcorn,” Reed said.  If it was the last thing he did, he would make every day special for her.

      “Yes, that will be so much fun,” Haven added.  “Oh, I almost forgot to show you the sketch of the treehouse.  We worked hard on it during commercials.”  

      Everyone laughed.  “Okay, let’s take a look at it then.  I want Greer to get everything she wants.”  Greer watched him as he passed, following Haven into the house.  She needed to know he would make all her dreams come true.
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      Haven pushed her sketchbook closer to Reed.  She watched as he studied it, turning each page slowly.  “Do you mind if I tear out a piece of paper to write on?”

      “Here use this,” Lennox said, pulling out a notebook and pencil and gave them to Reed.  She watched as he wrote notes, but she had no clue what the words and numbers meant.

      When he glanced at her and noticed she was staring hard at the paper, he smiled and said, “I used to work in construction when I was young and the man I worked for showed me how to do this. It helps me remember certain items and measurements I will need.”

      “Fascinating,” Greer said, still staring at the paper.

      “Haven, you did a great job.  Can I get a copy of this to use as I build?  I want her to have exactly what you put down on this paper.”  

      “Sure, I can make a copy in Lennox’s office.”  Haven took her sketchbook and left to make the copies.  

      “Let’s eat, everyone,” Jade said, carrying a platter full of hamburgers and hotdogs to the table.

      Greer loved every moment.  After they finished eating, they played cards and ate popcorn.  It was the most fun she’d ever had.  She laughed so much, her sides hurt.  They included her in every aspect of this special night.  They didn’t even know how much this meant to her.  

      After they played cards, she went outside to get some fresh air.  She smiled as a wolf called out to his mate.  Many times, she had heard that call go out from the wild when she was on the run.  This was what she loved about the outdoors.  This time, a shifter called out to his mate.  The idea of living in a treehouse with sliding glass doors that allowed her to hear nature as she closed her eyes to sleep was a dream come true.  Oh, it gave her the best feelings.

      “A penny for your thoughts.”  Reed held a penny out to her.

      She took the penny from his hand and smiled. “I was listening to the wolves call to their mates.  You don’t know how lucky you are to be a part of all this. To have a family and friends who you love. I’ve envied those that had a place to call their own.”

      “You will too. I plan on starting tomorrow.  Once I get the tabs in the trees, it should go pretty fast,” he said.

      “I know what those are. The treehouse man explained it as he built one.” Greer glanced toward the woods.  “I can’t wait, Reed.  You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      “I’ve got a good idea and I’m happy to help get it for you.” His eyes were the color of gold as he stared back at her.  Quickly, he closed his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Reed said as he turned to the woods.

      She touched his shoulder when she heard the pain in his voice.  “It’s okay.”

      Before she knew what was happening, Reed pulled her to him and took her mouth. Pressing his lips to hers, he sucked her bottom lip into his mouth, and just like that, her body turned to mush.  She was losing control as she grabbed his shirt, wringing it in her hand. Then he was gone.  

      “I...I didn’t mean to do that,” Reed said, backing away.  

      “It’s okay.”  Greer touched her lips smiling.  “I’ve never been kissed before.”

      “Really?  Then I’m really sorry.”  

      “Oh…Well I know you’re probably used to women who know what to do.  Let’s just forget this happened,” Greer said, turning away.

      “No.” Reed put his hand out to stop her from leaving. “What I mean is that wasn’t even my best kiss.  For you, it should have been—”

      “What?”

      “Perfect.”  Reed marched up to her and pulled her into him again then slowly pushed his lips against hers.  She closed her eyes and let him take control.  This was her second kiss and she couldn’t believe how much she liked how soft his lips were as they glided over hers.  She felt like a complete moron not knowing what to do.  But what she did know was how much she enjoyed how it made her feel inside.  For so long, she hadn’t felt a thing.  Only surviving.

      The moment was broken with the laughter from inside the house.  She opened her eyes to see Reed staring at her lips.  “You don’t know how beautiful you are.”

      Clearing her throat, Greer looked away.  “Are you guys ready for another round?” Haven interrupted from the door.

      “Sure,” Greer said, taking this opportunity to move away.  Her bear pushed her to kiss him again.  What was going on with her?
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      Greer watched as Reed put the last tab into the branch.  There was a group of trees they were using close to the river.  Everyone said this group was great for a treehouse.  She was excited as men dropped off more wood.  

      “What do you think so far?”  Reed asked, jumping down from the tree.

      After clapping her hands together, Greer rubbed her hand up and down the biggest tree.  “It’s going to be beautiful.  Thank you, Mr. Tree, for allowing me to use you for my home.”  

      Reed laughed.  “I think he heard you.  Look how tall he stands.”

      Putting her hand on his arm, Greer closed her eyes.  “Thank you, Reed.  This means the world to me.” She glanced down at her watch and saw the time.  “Oh, crap. I’ve got to go to town with Haven.  Do you need anything from me before I go?”

      “No, ma’am. I should have something for you to look at once you return,” Reed said, stacking the wood next to the tree.  

      “Okay, see you in a bit.”  Greer hated to leave, but Quinn wanted to show her something and they had all done so much for her already that she would do anything for these people.  She couldn’t resist as she glanced back at Reed.  His shirt clung tightly to his body showing her all of his beautiful chest and back.  She could see every muscle as he moved the wood.  The man was literally pretty.  It sounded strange calling a hunter pretty, but he was.

      

      “You ready?”  Haven asked, startling Greer, making her trip over her own feet. 

      Haven caught her, laughing. “Something got your attention?”

      “Just admiring the view.”

      “And what a view, but don’t tell my mate I said that. Cosmo’s driving us to town.  I need some sketchbooks.  Quinn wants me to sketch out more dresses.  She is sure that I can do a whole line for her store.  I think she’s a little crazy, but I want to at least try.  You know, just to say I gave it my all.”

      Greer stopped her. “Haven, you can do this.  The clothes you draw are spectacular.  I can’t wait until you make the first one because I want to wear it.  I know you can do it.”  

      “Everyone has so much faith in me and I’ve never made the first one.  It’s hard to get use to this.”

      “I understand.  This…” Greer waved her hand toward the cabins, “is a lot to take in.  I’m not used to having a home or friends but look at us.  I’m going to have a home in the trees, and you are going to marry your mate and start making clothes.  You have a purpose, but I’m still looking for mine.”

      “You will find it.  I know you will.  Like you said, I can do this.  I can draw the clothes in my head and you...well, you will find your purpose, Greer.  I have faith in you too.” Haven smiled but looked away quickly.

      Greer smiled but wondered if Haven was just being nice.  She prayed that she found something.  All of this and she didn’t have a dime to her name.  She needed some type of job, but what?  She had no experience and she couldn’t...no she wasn’t going there.  Nobody knew and maybe she could keep it that way for a while. They walked in silence the rest of the way to the truck.  Cosmo leaned against it, smiling.

      He was perfect for Haven.  She liked to watch as his eyes lit up when he saw her friend.  They were in love, but it was scary for her to dream of this one day.  She woke this morning with welts all over her arms where she had scratched them in her sleep. The magic was restless inside her.  She felt it even after unloading everything she had.

      “Good morning, Greer,” Cosmo said, smiling.

      “Good morning.”

      “If you girls are ready, we can go see what Quinn has cooked up.  Lord only knows with that woman.”  

      As they pulled away, she glanced back at Reed who was on the ground now watching her as they left.  She had to stop thinking about this man.  It was too dangerous for him.  She shook her head, trying to clear the thoughts of how he kissed her last night.  She would always remember it.

      She wouldn’t start something with him that wasn’t possible.  He was such a nice guy and, boy, could he kiss.  Even though it was her first kiss, it was perfect.  At least to her. She figured someone like Reed McDaniel had women falling all over him.  He was gorgeous with his sweet smile, and the way his goatee was cut so close, she could barely see it today.  It was perfect.  He was so…he made her insides go crazy. This insane feeling made it hard to breathe as she continued to think about their kiss. Her body heated up just thinking about the man. Even her bear was mad at her because she didn’t kiss him again last night.

      “We’re here.”  Greer looked up.  She hadn’t realized they’d traveled all the way to town.  

      “There’re the girls,” Cosmo said, pointing to the small building that set to the side of Southern Treasures.  She’d never noticed it.  

      “Hey...perfect timing,” Quinn yelled out.  “Come over here.”

      Greer walked to the small store.  It had great potential.  If they would highlight the front window area with twinkling lights hooked to branches.  Then put whatever they were selling in the window to draw people in.  

      “You like it?”  Quinn asked. 

      “It’s wonderful.”  

      “You can put whatever you want in the window.” 

      What was Quinn up to?  Put whatever I want in the window.  What would I put in the window?  She was the one who was good at this.

      “I thought you would think that.  But this isn’t exactly what I want to show you.  Come with me.”  Greer narrowed her eyes at the witch, but like the others, she followed Quinn inside the store.  Sitting in the corner sat a blowpipe and a small furnace.  

      “Oh my gosh.  I haven’t seen one of those in a long time.”

      “Well, a little birdy told me how you liked it and when we started to remodel this building, I took a peek inside and look at what I found.  I knew...well, I knew it was a sign that this building was meant for someone to do this.  And I thought about how you were looking for a job and I thought this would be a great business to go along with Southern Treasures. I know it will be a big hit.  I remember seeing places like this in other towns and it was always packed and sold its products like crazy.  So, what do you think?”

      “Uhm...Quinn, I know you mean well, but I don’t know how to do all this.”  She hated to say that, but she couldn’t let Quinn do this.

      “Well, sista, you can learn.  There are a ton of books over there you can read.”  Greer hesitated but followed where Quinn was pointing.  A large bookshelf was packed with books lining each shelf.  

      “Plus, I’ve already called someone, and they are willing to teach you all you need to know.  Now...what do you say?”  Quinn’s eyes widened as she waited for her to answer.  When she glanced around the room, it seemed everyone was waiting for her to answer.

      She could feel her skin itching.  She took in a deep breath and turned away.  This was all too much.  They would all find out now. 

      “I...I’m sorry, Quinn.”

      Greer rushed out of the store.  As the fresh air hit her, she took a deep breath, but it wasn’t helping.  Her skin felt like she had fire ants crawling over her.  She had to get out of here.  

      “Greer?  It’s okay,” Quinn stood off to the side of her.  She could see she had cast a protection spell around her and the others watching from the window.  

      “I’ve got to get out of here.  Please don’t follow me.”

      Rushing across the street, Greer made it to the woods before she shifted.  Thankfully she had enough control to do that before she hurt someone.  Her bear roared as she jumped over logs going farther up the mountain.  She couldn’t run a store with people.  She would hurt someone.  It would be a massacre.
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      Reed leaned against the alpha’s porch, watching Haven and Cosmo get out of the truck at the cabin.  He wanted to show Greer what he had completed so far on the treehouse. “Where’s Greer?”  Reed asked, looking around Haven and Cosmo.

      “There was an incident in town—” Haven said rubbing her forehead.

      “Is she okay? Is she hurt?  Where is she?  Somebody answer me,” Reed demanded.  He had started to panic.  He knew what they did to shifters who couldn’t control themselves.  If they thought Greer couldn’t get control of it, they might have to put her down.

      “She ran out of the store and shifted.  I think she went to the top of Dixon Mountain. She was okay, but she—”

      “She got scared when Quinn offered her a store beside Southern Treasures.  It would be a glass blowing store and it already has a furnace and blow pipe.  I think it scared her when Quinn showed her all the books and stuff,” Haven answered.

      He thought about why that would frighten her. Then he remembered his past. “She can’t read,” Reed muttered.

      “What?  Are you sure?” Haven asked.  “That would explain it then.”

      “Bless her heart.  Poor Greer.  She had it much worse than I ever did.  At least they taught me how to read in the coven.”

      “Bastards.  Don’t even mention them.  They don’t deserve anymore of our time.  But I agree.  I wish you could have seen her eyes light up when she saw the pipe and the furnace.  She looked happy.  Since the day I met Greer, she’s had  sadness about her.”

      “She’s lonely,” Reed said, looking up toward the mountain.  “Maybe I should check on her.” 

      “If she doesn’t come home in a few hours then go look for her,” Cosmo said, putting his arm around Haven and walking to the cabin.

      He hated that this would be another obstacle in her way.  He was trying to break down that barrier she had surrounding her.  It wasn’t just magic. She was afraid to let anyone in. 

      “Hey, Reed, come look.”  He would only give her two hours and then go looking for her.  She liked to be alone, too, and he would give her that time, but he wouldn’t be able to stay away any longer.

      After a couple hours, he couldn’t focus anymore.  It was getting dark and he needed to find her.  She was probably hungry and thirsty.  He ran back to the cabin and put a couple waters and some snacks inside the bag.  His stomach was growling too.  He stuffed everything he could find and started for the back door.  He knew her scent and would be able to follow it.  She had to be up on the mountain.

      Walking out the backdoor, he zipped his backpack and headed toward the mountain when her scent hit him.  She was upset he could tell.  He got closer to the river and knew she had to be near for her smell to be this powerful.  When he got to the treehouse, he smiled.  Greer was sitting on the floor.  It was the only part they completed today.

      He glanced up at her. “Mind if I join you?”

      Greer looked defeated.  He hated that.  Climbing up the ladder, he could see how red and blotchy her face was.  She had been crying.  His heart broke as he got closer.  She sat, without moving.  

      “I figured you would be hungry,” Reed said, opening the bag beside her.

      When she didn’t even acknowledge him, he set everything out and sat beside her.  He took out a piece of cheese and crackers and crossed his legs in front of him.  “I couldn’t read until I was a senior in high school.”  Greer looked at him like he was lying.  “No, I’m serious. I cheated like crazy and the teachers never knew until I got to Mrs. Busby’s class.

      “She knew the moment I made a wise crack when it was my time to read.  But the teacher everyone hated the most became my favorite.  You see, I have dyslexia and nobody in all those years noticed it.  To be honest, I don’t think they cared.  They were so ready to get rid of me that they just passed me to the next grade.  I have to admit, I was a terrible child.”  

      Reed put the cracker in his mouth and made another and laid it on her leg.  Then he made him another one.  “She told me that if I came by her classroom after school that she would teach me to read.  But here’s the kicker, if I didn’t, she was going to make sure I flunked my senior year.  I would have been the laughing stock of my clan or at least I thought I would. Crazy thoughts go through your head when you're embarrassed.”  He motioned for her to eat the cracker.  She hesitated but when her stomach growled, she picked the cracker up and put it in her mouth.  Her eyes closed as she chewed.  She was hungry but too distraught to admit it.  

      “Anyway, I did what she said, and she started to teach me to read.  Boy, I gave that woman hell.  But she stuck it out and I did too.  Eventually, I started to like her.  I found out that she was a widow and she had two kids who she had a fight with and now neither of them call or come to see her.  So, I became like her adopted son.  I cut her grass, and trust me, she needed it.”

      “How did she teach you to read?”  Greer asked.

      “It wasn’t easy because, at first, I was just a smart-ass kid who was too embarrassed to make it work, but she didn’t give up on me. Finally, I listened to what she was saying and started to read.  I read about two books a week.  Once I learned, I couldn’t stop.”

      “I’m sure your parents were proud of you.”

      Reed looked away then made her another cracker and handed it to her before he explained further.  “Greer, my parents were dead.  My dad was killed by a hunter and my mom gave up and died shortly after.  I went to live with my uncle, but it wasn’t the same.  I had no interest in anything, especially school.”

      “I’m sorry, Reed. I didn’t know.  You always look so together.  Happy.”

      He scooted across the floor and sat closer to her.  “I choose to be happy, Greer.  I take the things out of my life that don’t make me happy and keep the ones that do.  I want to be happy.  I love the Death Hunters and where we live now.  We help a lot of people and I like that.  I get to make a beautiful woman a treehouse where she, too, will be happy.”

      Greer bit her lip, looking away, she whispered, “I can’t read.”

      “I thought so, but like me, you can learn.  I can teach you.”  

      “But I’m twenty-six years old.”

      “So?”

      “Reed, you make it sound so easy.”

      “Easy?  No, but you can do it.”  He needed her to believe this.

      She leaned her head back against the tree and exhaled loudly.  “Do I have a choice?”

      “Sure, you do, if you want to stay in the dark for the rest of your life, or you can accept my offer and learn.  Nobody will have to know unless you tell them.”

      “I do want to learn, Reed.  I do.  I’m tired of not knowing what words mean.  I want to read those books Quinn showed me.  I want to be able to make a living and provide for myself.”

      “Okay, tomorrow after I finish here, we can sit up here and start.  I already have the books.”

      Greer nodded. He could tell she was anxious as she scratched her arm.  “Thank you.”

      Smiling, Reed pushed the pile of food toward her.  “Now, let’s eat and you can tell me about glass blowing.”
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      She didn’t know what to think about this man. He was too good to be true.  He wanted to teach her to read.  And she wanted to learn. She wanted to know more about glass blowing.  The question that kept riding around in her head was could she do all this and not kill someone with her magic.  

      “A dime for your thoughts.” Greer opened her eyes and Reed had a dime in his hand this time.  

      “If you keep adding money to my thoughts, I will be able to buy me something special with it,” Greer said, chuckling. She sat for a few minutes and wondered if she should share this with him. She felt like she could trust him. “I need to work with Scarlett. I’m ready to learn how to control this inside me. After yesterday, I need to know what to do.  That was too close, and I could have hurt someone.”

      “You will master your magic.  Scarlett came by today, but you were on the mountain. She said she would be over in the morning.  I think she was worried about you.”

      “I’m worried about myself.” Greer wrapped her arms around herself.  “Reed, I’m scared that I will hurt someone.  I could kill you with what’s inside me.”

      He reached out and touched her arm.  “You won’t.  I know.”

      Greer snorted.  “You’re crazy, man. How do you know for sure?”

      “Nobody knows anything for sure.  There are no guarantees in life, but…” Reed picked up her hand and placed it over his heart. “In here I know.  You won’t hurt me.  You can and will control this magic. It wants to be controlled.”

      “I want that too,” Greer whispered.

      “And you will.  Tell me what you want to read first and why.”

      “I don’t really know.  I’ve never read anything...all I see is scribbles on paper and then I get frustrated and run.”

      “But if you could read something what would it be?”

      “The newspaper.  I could only look at the pictures.  I picked up conversations here and there, but I never knew what was going on in the world.  All I knew to do was to hide and run, hide and run.”

      “Hold on.”  Reed jumped down from the treehouse instead of using the ladder and ran back into the cabin.  She smiled as he returned and climbed the ladder and sat beside her.  “Now, here is the news according to The Daily of New Hope.”  

      She watched as he unfolded the newspaper and turned to the first page.  His finger brushed over the first word.  “In today’s news, I spoke to store owner, Quinn Dixon, who advised they were going to expand the storefronts on Main Street.  She said a new store called To Your Health would be joining Southern Treasures and Gooey Goodness Bakery.  This shop would sell essential oils and plant therapy. She explained that the oils would be homemade and obtained from fruits, seeds, roots, and leaves. 

      “Mrs. Dixon stated one more store would be coming soon but wouldn’t let that one out of the bag yet.  She said it was a surprise but knew it would draw more visitors to New Hope.”

      Reed glanced up and smiled. “Maybe she’s thinking you will change your mind about opening the glass store.  Would you like to do that?”

      Greer’s heart was full of hope.  She knew she had a shot at this.  She had so many people in her corner.  “I do.  I really do, but I won’t tell you that I’m not scared because I am.  I’ve never run a business and I wouldn’t even know where to start.  Plus, I would die if I let Quinn down.”

      “Hey, you’re going to make mistakes and that’s okay.  It’s part of life.  I will help you; Haven, Jade, and Quinn are going to help you.  Because that’s what friends are for.”

      Friends, he said they were just friends.  What was she thinking?  Of course, that’s all he wanted.  Reed was the type of person who was a helper, and honestly, he felt sorry for her.

      “Well, it’s getting late and I’ve got to go to town and get some supplies that came in for the treehouse, but I will be here working on your home.  We can meet back up after dinner and start our first lesson.  How does that sound?”

      “Sure.”  She heard he only wanted to be friends and that’s exactly what she should want, but it hurt to hear him say that.  

      “Here, let me help you up.”  Reed held his hand out at her.  He pulled her up and she fell into his chest.  Glancing up, his eyes were like gold fire.  His nostrils flared back and forth like he smelled something on the wind.  

      “Are you okay?”  Greer asked.  

      “Yeah,” Reed said, turning. His hands were moving, but she couldn’t see what he was doing.

      “Uhh, Reed, is everything okay with you?”

      “Yep,” he said, turning back around.  He didn’t say anything else but started picking up the picnic he had made her.  

      “Did I say something wrong?”  Greer asked.  He was so quiet.  She was worried she had made him mad.

      Reed exhaled then looked up at her.  “Nothing’s wrong, beautiful.  It’s just...when you look up at me sometimes, I get hard as a rock.  I’m sorry for being so crude, but you make my body go nuts.  I know you’re not ready for anything other than friendship, but I like you...a lot.”

      “Ohh...Okay, see you tomorrow.”  Greer scaled down the ladder and ran to the cabin.  Inside, after closing the door, she giggled, doing a dance going around and around.

      “Somebody is a happy girl,” Haven said, smiling.  She was sitting at the kitchen table drawing.  

      Greer smiled and sat beside her friend.  “Reed said I make his body go nuts, but in a good way.”

      “He did.  Well, that was fast.  I can’t say I’m not shocked.  Cosmo said he figured as much.  Question is, do you like Reed?”

      “I shouldn’t, Haven.  At least not until I get this magic under control.  I couldn’t take it if I hurt him or worse.  But yes, I like Reed...a lot.”

      “Good.  I think Reed will help you.  He wants to.  Hey, Greer, I...I was worried about you today.  I wanted to check on you, but Cosmo said to let Reed handle it and if you didn’t come home soon, we would go to get you.  Are you...are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I guess I made a fool out of myself.  I’m sure Quinn is mad at me too.”

      “No.  Quinn isn’t like that.  She just gets excited and she wants you to be excited too.  We were all worried when she showed you the books and then you ran.”

      “I can’t read, Haven.” Greer lifted her chin to face her friend’s reaction.  “I've never been to school and never had time to learn to read either.  I was always on the run.  There was no time to learn.  Now...well, now I’m paying for it. I guess I panicked when she told me that I could read the books.  I felt like such a loser.  Here I am, a twenty-six-year-old woman who can’t even read the newspaper, much less a book.  So, I do what I do best and that’s run.”

      “It’s time for both of us to stop running.  Me and you, two peas in a pod.  Together we can do anything.  I will help you to read.  We can—”

      Holding her hand up stopping her from going further, “Reed already said he would, but I could use the help once we start if you’re willing to do that?”

      “Of course.  Anytime you want me to help you with anything, all you have to do is ask.  I want to help you, Greer.  Remember, me and you, two peas in a pod.”

      “Thanks, my friend.  I’m exhausted and want to take a long hot bath.  Reed said that Scarlett stopped by and plans to be here in the morning.  Cross your fingers that I don’t kill her tomorrow or Jade.”  

      Haven snorted.  “Greer, you’re not going to hurt anyone.  If you want, after your training tomorrow, we can drive into town and look at the furnace to see if it can be used.  Did the old woman show you how to do that?”

      “Yeah, she showed me, and I got to cut it on and off a lot.  She let me make whatever I wanted while I was there.  She didn’t touch the pipe, not one time.  She said that I had to learn all on my own.”  Greer glanced at Haven.  “You know, it was the happiest time that I can remember in my life.  I stayed there for three weeks.  When she told me that I could stay as long as I wanted, I got scared for her.  I had to run again so they wouldn’t find her.  I haven’t been back since. I sure do miss her too.  She was very nice to me.”

      “Well, good times are coming again.  Tomorrow we will go to the store and take a look around.  There won’t be a crowd of people watching your every move either.  Quinn gave me the key in case you changed your mind.  I think she wants you to be happy and this is how she can help you achieve that.”  

      They sat in silence for a few minutes before Haven grabbed her sketchbook and turned to a blank page.  “That’s exactly what we’re going to do.  Let’s write down our goals and what we want to achieve.  I will have a list too.  We can mark them off and put the date by it when we accomplish them.  How does that sound?”

      “I can’t read what you write,” Greer admitted.

      “I will read it for you and when you do learn to read, and you will, we can mark them off together.”

      “Okay.  That sounds good to me.”

      “So, the first goal for you is what?”

      “Of course, I want to learn to read and write,” Greer said.

      Haven pointed to the sewing machine. “Okay, well, for me, I want to make my first design by myself using that thing.” 

      “Me next.  Then I want to be the first person to wear the first dress you make,” Greer said, pointing at the paper.  “Go ahead, write it down.”

      “Then I want to make my first line of clothes to sell at Quinn’s shop.”

      “This is getting deep now.  But I want to start making my own glass creations, so I can put them in the window at the shop,” Greer added.  “I’m so stupid.  What needs to go first on the list is to be able to control my magic.  Because without that, I can’t accomplish any of the others.”

      “Okay, but remember just because they are down further on the list doesn’t mean they can’t be first,” Haven said. 

      “Hey, let’s watch the second season of the treehouse man,” Greer said, getting up from the table.

      “I want some popcorn.”  Haven made them the snack.  Greer stared at the list, but like before, her senses came alive.  She inhaled but scented nothing that was different. Getting up from the table, she went to the back door.  

      She allowed her bear to come forward and search out into the night.  Nothing was there.  Why was this happening?  Maybe it was just her.  Maybe she was just tired.  

      “You ready to binge?”

      “Sure.”  She took one last look and closed the door and followed Haven into the living room.
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      “Hey, Lettie, are you ready?”  Quinn asked her grandmother.  Scarlett smiled at the nickname she gave her grandmother when she was just a tot.

      “Yep,” Scarlett replied.  Quinn watched as Scarlett put oils and other stuff into her bag.  “Now, I’m ready to go.”

      “Okay, I will drop you off and go to the store and make sure Alex can run it for a while then come back and help you train Greer and Jade.”

      “Sounds like a plan, my sweet girl,” her elder said, picking up her bag.  As soon as they walked outside, Quinn felt it.  Energy like never before.  The hairs on her arms stood.  She scanned the area but saw nothing.

      “Lettie…”

      “Don’t move, child.  I know.”  Scarlett threw her arms out with a protection spell.  They watched as an old woman peeked around a tree.  She was much older than Lettie.  Quinn could tell she was a witch of some kind.  

      “Who is she?”  Quinn whispered.

      “In all my years, I never thought I would ever get you to come here,” Scarlett said, smiling, running down the stairs and into the arms of the old woman.  

      “Well, I figured I would since I’m moving off that damn land with that crazy man.  I’ve had enough, I tell you.  Enough!”  

      Scarlett pulled away from the witch, frowning, “What did he do now?”

      “He’s scared that everyone is going to kill him now that the Death Hunters have moved here.  I told him if he didn’t shut up and grow a set then he was right because I was going to kill him.  All the moaning and wanting more and more protection spells.  The man reeked of magic.  I just couldn’t take it anymore. Plus, I missed you something fierce.”

      “You will stay here, of course.  I want you to meet someone.”  Scarlett turned and motioned for her to come down the stairs.

      “No, this can’t be her.  She’s beautiful, Scarlett.  Nothing like her dad, that’s for sure.”

      “Thank God,” they both said in unison.

      “Quinn, I want you to meet my dearest friend and mentor.  This is Minerva Proctor.”

      At first, Quinn just stared at the woman.  She didn’t know what it was, but magic was pouring off this woman and she wasn’t sure she wanted to shake her hand until Scarlett said, “Quinn, where are your manners?’

      “Oh, sorry.  Hello.”  Quinn shook her hand, and when they touched, she felt something dark pulling at her magic, but she had to be mistaken.

      “Oh, dear, Quinn.  It is a pleasure to finally meet you.  I’ve heard so much about you and, of course, your mate and everything that has gone on here in New Hope.  I had to come to see what all the fuss was about and the reason my dear friend packed up and left the Old Ones.”

      Scarlett scoffed, giving the witch a dismissive wave of her hand. “I didn’t leave you, Minerva, but I wanted to be close to Quinn.  I’ve missed so much of her life growing up and plus, like you said, I got tired of the council.  It was time. And this is perfect timing, Minerva.  We are going to Death Hunters’ land to train Greer,” Scarlett said, smiling.

      “The white bear?”  Minerva closed her eyes and smiled.  “I still can’t believe she is here now and still alive.”

      “Of course, she’s still alive.  Jean made sure of that before she was killed.  The woman has so much power, it’s hard to be enclosed in the same room with her.  You must come with us and help.  You can help her too,” Scarlett said.

      Minerva’s eyes sparked with joy then it disappeared as she muttered, “If you wish.”

      Quinn watched the old woman, but the feeling she had felt strange.  But this was an Old One and maybe it was just because she was just different.  Lettie had told her countless stories about this woman and how she trained her and been her mentor for most of the times she was with the Old Ones. 

      “Your grandmother tells me that your pack is growing with witches.  I have to say that I think that’s wonderful.  We are way out numbered.  I’m tickled for you.”  

      Quinn didn’t say anything. Just listened.  She wasn’t sure if she liked Minerva.  What did she mean way out numbered? “To be honest, I’m just glad the pack is growing with any type of member, whether it be a shifter or witch.  We have a lot of humans in our pack as well.”

      “I don’t think Minerva meant anything by that, Quinn.  Stop taking everything to heart, dear.  She just meant that it must be nice to have someone else who can relate to you being a witch too.”  Her annoyance flared as her grandmother chastised her.

      “Actually, I did mean it that way.  Our forces have depleted, but the council members all expect us to perform miracles for everyone while shifters and even vampires out number us by ten to one.  At one time, we were plentiful.  Now most go underground so they’re not persecuted for their powers.  It’s a shame, and it's time to see that change,” Minerva said, still smiling which made Quinn cringe.  Something was off with this woman.  She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something was very different about her. Her views wouldn’t bode well with any of her pack.

      The conversation ended as they drove to meet Greer and Jade.  Now that she thought about it, how did Minerva get on Dixon pack land without anyone knowing?  She never got a call saying she was here.

      “Minerva, how did you get past the front gates to our land?”  Quinn asked, glancing at her in the backseat. “We never received information saying you were here.”

      “Oh, sweetie, you have to let an Old One like me continue to keep some of my gifts a secret,” Minerva answered.

      Quinn was about to say something, but Scarlett yelled out, “We’re here.  Look how beautiful it is, Minerva. Before they started, it was nothing but a bunch of trees.  Now look at it.”

      Later tonight, Quinn would find out how she did it and Lettie would tell her.  When Arden found out, he was going to go ballistic.  He loved her and Lettie, but like her, he didn’t know Minerva and now Lettie had already asked her to stay with them. 

      Arden would also go nuts when he found out Minerva penetrated their boundaries without his permission.  This wasn’t going to go well.  When she got to the office, she would talk to him, but they needed to be cautious because Minerva was Lettie’s best friend and mentor.
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      Greer was outside watching Reed and the others put the walls up to her treehouse.  While she sat and enjoyed the breeze blowing on her face, her bear stood up on alert.  She opened her eyes and scanned the area.  What is it, girl?  This was happening way too much.  She saw nothing.  Her whole body tensed as she stood.  

      “Goodness,” Greer said, bending over trying to catch her breath.

      “Are you okay?”  Reed yelled down from the top of the tree. Concern marred his beautiful face.

      She smiled and waved him off as she scanned the area again.  Whatever it was, she couldn’t find it, but something went off inside her.  Maybe it was her magic.  This had never happened and when these feelings came on, she knew there was danger around.  Her bear would easily spot it and she would either run away or kill it.  Most of the time it would be a wild animal that wouldn’t leave her alone or it was the coven who got too close.  

      “You got company,” Reed yelled down at her.

      Greer smiled when she saw Quinn and Scarlett walking up the trail toward her.  They had another lady with them.  She had never seen this woman.  Her hair was long and gray like Scarlett’s, but unlike both of the witches, this one was different.  Her aura was off.  Lines of darkness trailed behind her.

      At first glance, you would think that she wasn’t a good witch, but even Jean had traces of darkness around her.  She explained that it didn’t always mean that the witch was bad, so Greer held her stance but kept her weight on the tips of her feet in case she had to move quickly.  The closer the witch got, the more uneasy she felt.  

      “Hey, Greer.”  Quinn didn’t hesitate as she walked straight up and hugged her.  What shocked her was when she whispered in her ear.  “After this, come meet with me and tell me what you think about this woman.”

      “Hello, Greer,” Scarlett said, standing beside her now. Quinn didn’t act like she said anything and pulled back and held her hand.  “I want you to meet my oldest friend and mentor.  She’s one of the Old Ones.  This is Minerva Proctor who has come to visit for a while.”

      When she stepped forward to hug her, Greer’s bear jerked her backward.  “Whoa.”

      “It’s okay, Greer.  I promise Minerva is a dear friend and would no longer hurt you than she would me,” Scarlett said with her hands on her arm.  

      When she didn’t say anything, Quinn squeezed her hand.  “Greer’s not used to strangers.  Just give her some time to get used to you.”

      “Hello, Greer.  I mean you no harm.  I’ve heard a lot about you,” Minerva said, even her eyes crinkled like she was a prize or something.

      Clearing her throat, Greer offered her hand.  She watched as the witch smiled like she knew what she was up to, but her Aunt Jean showed her what to look for when she didn’t know about someone. The darkness moved away from the witch when her hand came out and shook her hand.  Nothing, not even a sparkremained, and that worried Greer more.  Even the day she met Quinn the first time and their hands touched, she felt a tingling in her hand.  Whoever this woman was, she was different and smart.  

      “Nice to meet you, dear,” Minerva said.

      “And you too.”  

      “I thought it would be good if Minerva helped with the training since there are two of you now,” Scarlett said.

      “What?  Did you say two, Scarlett?”  Minerva asked.  Her eyes narrowing.

      “Yes.  When Lennox’s mate was ten years old, she was on a camping trip with her brother, and Greer put half her magic inside her.”  

      “But...but this can’t be.  That would mean the white bear isn’t as powerful.”  Minerva turned away and started pacing.  

      “What does it matter?  Together they will be a force nobody has ever seen,” Quinn said.

      “Yes, dear, but—” Minerva’s voice chastised as she dismissed Quinn as if she were a child.  Greer could see that Quinn was about to explode.

      “What would you like to work on first, Scarlett?”  Greer asked, changing the subject.

      Scarlett pulled on her arm hauling her away from everyone.  “Yes, we need to work on control.”  She could tell that the Old One was scattered now because of Quinn and Minerva arguing.  To be honest, she wasn’t liking the new witch herself.  She spoke of her like she was a special weapon, and since she put half her power in Jade, she wasn’t worth the effort.

      “Scarlett, does Jade need to be here too?”  Greer asked.

      “It would be better.  Yes, I think that would be.  Is she here?”  Scarlett said, looking around the yard like she was going to pop up.

      “She’s in the house.  I can go get her.”  

      “Hello, everyone.  Sorry I’m late.  Had someone to deal with inside the house.  He’s a little testy today,” Jade said, walking down the back porch.  She stopped when she saw Minerva who was now staring at Jade like she was the last shrimp in the basket.

      Jade glanced at Quinn then back at Minerva.  With her eyebrow raised, she smiled and walked over to the new witch and stuck her hand out.  “Hello, I’m Jade Bartley.”

      “Oh, yes, you are Lennox’s mate.  And you are the one the white bear put half her magic into?” Minerva said, shaking Jade’s hand.  

      “Really?” Quinn huffed out. “What the hell does it matter?”  

      “Oh no,” Greer muttered under her breath.  She could see Quinn busting out into a brawl in just a few moments if Scarlett didn’t do something fast.

      “I was wondering, Greer, if we could reschedule our training until later this evening?  I would like to spend some time with Minerva and get her settled,” Scarlett asked.

      “Well, today I have already made plans, but tomorrow morning would be fine.  I’ve got some things to do anyway.  That would work better for me.  If that’s okay with you,” Greer asked.  Anything would be better than having this go on and watch her friends fight an old woman.

      Greer smiled when Cosmo and Haven walked out the back door.  “Cosmo…” Everyone stopped as Scarlett smiled and walked over to him.  “Be a dear and take me and Minerva home.  Quinn has to get to work.”  

      “Hello, Minerva. I didn’t know you were in town.” Even Cosmo  looked concerned that the witch was here.

      “Nobody did.  She just pops in.  Watch your borders,” Quinn said, walking past her grandmother and Minerva.  Cosmo and Haven both watched as Quinn stomped off.

      “Sure,” Cosmo said, narrowing his eyes, taking a look at everyone’s expression. “Haven, I will be back to pick you and Greer up if you want to go to town later.”

      Haven stood beside her and nodded.  They were all watching the new witch.  Greer could tell that even Cosmo wasn’t very fond of her.  She would need to ask him about her.

      “What the hell was that all about?”  Haven asked.

      “This Minerva woman must have rubbed Quinn the wrong way.  I’ve seen that look before,” Jade said. “And I know that Quinn isn’t going to drop what’s bothering her either.”  

      “Who is she?” Haven said.

      “Scarlett said she was an old friend.  I think she’s one of the Old Ones, but Quinn doesn’t like her.  That’s obvious.  I usually get a vibe from people if they want to hurt me, but I felt nothing when I touched her.  That was unusual, to be honest.  Minerva is a witch and I should’ve at least felt a nudge from her magic, but not an inch pushed back.  Let’s go to town and talk to Quinn and find out what’s wrong and why she doesn’t like this woman,” Greer said.

      “Okay, but let’s wait on Cosmo.  He was going and wants to take us.  Plus, he won't let me out of his sight for long,” Haven said.

      “Come see my treehouse.  Reed almost has the walls up,” Greer said, walking toward the woods.  She needed to change the subject.  The feeling of doom and gloom had taken over, and for some reason, this Minerva was bothering all the women here in New Hope, but nothing seemed to bother her.  That was impossible, and Greer needed to find out why. If Aunt Jean had trained her in one thing, it was how to pickup danger.  Basically, if someone touched her and she got the wrong vibes, they were probably dangerous.

      Greer was taught to run away, but it wasn’t so easy now.  She lived in New Hope and never planned on leaving.  Not even Minerva Proctor could make her leave.
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      “Okay, spill it,” Haven insisted.  Greer and Jade sat in Cosmo’s truck waiting for the info on Minerva Proctor.

      “She’s an Old One like Scarlett and she is a very powerful witch,” Cosmo said.

      “And?”  Haven asked.

      “And what?  What do you want to know, my love?”

      “You know exactly what we want to know.  Why does Quinn hate her?  You picked up on what she said. Stop acting like you didn’t see it.”  

      “Apparently, Minerva showed up in the backyard when Quinn and Scarlett came outside to leave today.  Nobody let her in the gate.”  Cosmo glanced at her.

      “Dun, dun, Duuuun,” Jade sang out.  “My brother and Arden are going to go crazy when they hear that.  How would she be able to pull that off?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll talk with Lennox when I get to town.  He is putting up more cameras.”

      “What?  More cameras?  Why?  We have a thousand of them already.  He never said anything about that to me,” Jade said, crossing her arms over her chest. 

      “Now, Jade, you know your mate.  He found some spots not covered and put a few more up.  Look, guys, we have a lot of people in town everyday and some of them are up to no good.  The alphas got together and decided that we would do whatever it took to make sure everyone was safe,” Cosmo said.  Greer could hear in his voice that he didn’t care what his mate or Jade thought; their safety was most important.  His words were final, and she understood.

      Apparently, Jade and Haven understood because neither continued arguing. Eventually, Haven would be at the store all the time and her mate wanted her safe.  Just like Jade, she was an alpha mate and the Death Hunter’s alpha would make sure his mate and sister were protected from every angle. 

      Jade glanced at her.  “Now, she’s staying with Scarlett in one of the cabins on the back property.  I don’t think the alpha is going to like that.  Especially with her popping on and off the land.  The woman makes me nervous.  I can’t explain it, but she does.  Did she make you feel funny too?” 

      “I felt something before she got to the house, but nothing when she shook my hand,” Greer answered.

      “You touched her?”  Jade asked.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t feel anything.  Maybe we are just jumping to conclusions here.  She’s just old and doesn’t really care about rules.  They wouldn’t let her in the Old One's if she wasn’t.  Isn’t that right, Cosmo?”

      Cosmo glanced back at her in the rearview mirror and mouthed Thank you.  “Yep, that’s it.  Minerva has always been the one who voiced her opinion when it came to the council.  If she didn’t like something, she had no problem telling them all what she thought.  I had to respect her for that.  It may not have won her a lot of votes from the council, but with all of us, it did.

      “She said most of the time what we were thinking and couldn’t say, but I will agree and say this, Minerva could rub anyone the wrong way.  I have seen her and Scarlett go at it on some issues, but in the end, they always came out as friends.  So, try not to judge her too harshly because I don’t think she meant it to be that way.”  

      “Well, the jury is out on that for me, babe.  I can’t explain why I feel this way, but something gives me the hippie jibes with that woman,” Haven said, ending the conversation and looking out the window.  She agreed with Haven.  Something was up with this woman, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.
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      “Girls’ night tonight at my house,” Simone said as they walked through the door of the bakery. “Greer just tag along with Haven.  No, you don’t have to bring anything.  It will all be taken care of. I’ve been cooking all morning. I have some delicious treats for everyone to try.  Including my newest taffy, but don’t tell Reed.  I want you guys to try it first and let me know what you think. Plus, you know it will be margarita night, and for all you lightweights, of course, we will have someone to take you home.” 

      “Okay, uhm...well—”

      “Spit it out,” Simone said, moving closer to her.

      “Do you mind if I bring a friend?”

      “No, Reed can’t come.  It’s a no-boys party,” Quinn yelled out.

      “No, of course not.  No, I mean Raven,” Greer mumbled.

      Nobody said anything.  They just stared at her. It was weird because the whole bakery got quieter.

      “Really?” Jade whispered.

      Greer glanced at the girls still staring, now with their mouths open.  “She has no friends, and she thinks everyone hates her.  I assured her that they didn’t, but I thought it would be nice for her to be included.  She’s the only girl in the Death Hunters and it would be nice for her to be around, well, you know, girls. But I wanted to make sure it was okay.”  Still nobody said anything.  “So...is it okay if Raven comes too?”

      “She won’t come,” Jade finally said.

      Greer gave her an odd look.  “If she does want to, is it okay?”

      “Does Raven talk to you, Greer?  Simone asked.

      “Only once. That’s when she told me that Jade hates her and she had no friends,” Greer answered.

      “She has a ton of them in the hunters,” Jade said, picking up a donut and putting it in her mouth.

      “But those are guys, and yes, I’m sure they are her friend, but it’s not the same as with you.  Ever since I met you all, you have taken me in, bought me clothes, and shown me something that I’ve never had and that’s friendship.  I don’t think Raven has ever had people like that in her life.  It’s different with a girl.  Don’t you think?”

      “You’re right, Greer.  Thank you for reminding me of that.  I’ve done everything I could to get Raven to be my friend and she makes some kind of wisecrack about how I need to toughen up or how I’m just a girly girl and walks off.  I eventually stopped trying,” Jade said, putting another donut in her mouth.

      “Sure, she can come.  If she actually agrees to come, then yes, she can. I agree with Jade though. Don’t get your hopes up, hun.  Raven is a different breed.  Maybe she wants it like that,” Simone said.

      Simone and Jade might be right, but after hearing the longing in her voice, she was going to pull Raven to the party kicking and screaming if she had too.  

      “Well, girls I need to check on Alex.  She’s doing my taxes for the month.  Looks like another great month, ladies.  I can’t wait until the oil shop opens. It will bring in more business.  It’s a win-win for all of us,” Quinn said, getting up from the table.

      “Uhm, Quinn, can I talk with you for a minute?” Greer asked, standing with her.

      “Sure, walk with me.”  Quinn waved bye to the others and motioned for her to follow.

      “Hey, about yesterday, I wanted to apologize.  I appreciate all that you are trying to do for me, and I would love to do it, but...I...” Greer stopped and blew out a deep breath.  “I can’t read.  I would love to learn, but I can’t read the books.”

      Quinn covered her mouth.  “Oh, Greer.  I wish you would have told me.  Now I feel like a real idiot.  I’m sorry for embarrassing you.  But I will tell you this.  If you look at the books most of them have pictures and I think with how smart you are you will figure it out and with YouTube you should know exactly how to do it.  Plus, I can teach you to read.”

      “Thanks, Quinn, but I already have someone who is going to teach me.”  

      “Reed?” Quinn answered, smiling.

      “Yeah, how did you know?”

      “Girl, it doesn’t take a genius to see how that man looks at you.  Plus, I’ve seen him go into the bakery with a couple of books and stay for hours just reading and eating taffy.  He seems to be a great guy.  Arden said he is.  I’m just glad you are learning.  I know you can do this.  The store is still yours, Greer. 

      “I can help you with the business part, and Alex will help you with the money part and taxes.  I know it’s a lot to take in, but I know you are perfectly capable of it.  The way your eyes lit up when you saw the glass pipe and furnace...well, I just knew I made the right decision.  You can take it slow and I promise nobody will rush you.”  Quinn grabbed her arm. “Oh, Greer, I’m so excited.  Just remember, I get a beautiful piece to put right there in that window to showcase your work.  I can’t wait…”

      Greer coughed, trying to cover her smile.  “You’re very sweet and thank you for having so much confidence in me.  I would like to try.  Do you think I could take a look at the furnace?  Just to see if it will light.”

      “Of course, you can.  Here are the keys.”  

      The keys fell into her hand, and she didn’t know something so small could feel this way.  She smiled as she slipped the key into the lock and turned it.  Nothing had changed since she was here last time.  As soon as she stepped into the room, the scent of fire burning in a stove soared through her body, bringing back the memory of the old lady on the mountain.  It was the happiest time of her life.  The smoky scent grew stronger as she walked closer to the furnace.  A rocking chair had been placed beside it.  She didn’t see it the last time she was here.  

      Her hand glided over the smooth surface of the chair as she slowly sat.  It was perfect as she leaned back and closed her eyes.  The smell took her back to the day Mary showed her how to turn the furnace on and off.  She made her do it at least fifty times before she even allowed her to pick the pipe up.  It didn’t matter, because she learned, and now she knew what to do.  

      Greer leaned over and checked inside the door.  Clean as a whistle.  Whoever had this before took care of it.  The only problem she had was how to ventilate it.  The fumes would drive everyone away.  The switch on the back wall was too low to be a light switch.  She leaned over and flipped it.  Miraculously, a large fan opened and started sucking all the air out from around the furnace.  

      Jumping up, Greer clapped her hands.  “Perfect.  So perfect.”

      “I take it that it works?”  Reed leaned against the side door, smiling.

      “Hey.”  Greer smiled and pointed at the furnace.  “Look, it even has ventilation.  This is going to be perfect, Reed.  Whoever had this took care of it.  Hardly any soot inside.  I can’t wait to light it and try it out.  The smell of apple wood would be a glorious scent coming out of here. Don’t you think so?”

      “Yes, I do.”  She saw the flash of golden fire as he watched her.  Her whole body lit up as his eyes roamed over her body. They stared at each other in silence then he finally looked at the rocker.  “Do you like the chair?”

      “Oh, it’s beautiful.  I love it. Hope I can keep it a while before anyone comes and gets it.  I’m sure they want it back.  Whoever made it did a great job. Look at how wide the planks are on it.  I just love it.”

      “Nobody will come and get it because it belongs to you.  I made it for you so you would have a place to sit when you are just watching customers.  I’m glad you love it.”

      Greer’s hand slid across the back of the chair.  “You made it for me?”  Her eyes teared up as she sat in it and slowly gripped the bands of the chair.  She inhaled deeply then jumped up and ran to Reed. Wrapping her arms around him, she hugged the hunter tightly to her.  “You are a special man, Reed McDaniel.  I don’t know what I did to deserve a friend like you.”

      Fire flashed in his eyes as she pulled away.  “I guess I need to get back to the treehouse.  I’m glad you like it.”  

      She watched as Reed walked out the door.  She so desperately wanted to kiss him, but she made a promise to not get involved with Reed. He was too special, and she knew she would hurt him some way with her magic.  She sat and stared at the room.  It already had a counter with shelves behind it and she knew exactly what pieces she wanted to put on it.  

      Mary had shown her particular pieces that glistened when the light hit them.  She even showed her how to put different colors of glass together.  It was so beautiful to see it glowing when she put tea lights in it.  

      But first this place needed a good cleaning.  She ran to the back room in search of a broom and cleaning supplies.  “Yes.”  A broom, mop, and cleaning supplies.  Whoever this place belonged to before, she would surely have to send them a thank you of some kind.  Maybe one of her pieces.  
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        * * *

      

      “What’s she doing now?”  Jade whispered.

      “She found the cleaning supplies,” Quinn whispered back.

      “Excellent.  Well, it seems to be working.  Quinn, how did you know she would want to do this?”

      Backing away from the door, Quinn smiled.  “I’m talented like that.”

      “You, my friend, are scary talented,” Jade said, looking at the ground.  “Thanks, Quinn, for helping her.  She needs us.  I need her too.  This magic inside me feels funny and I need for her to be happy because the magic is happy.”

      Narrowing her eyes at her, Quinn pulled her to the back of the room.  “Jade, what do you mean the magic is happy?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it, but I feel her sadness and when she’s happy.  It has to be the magic.  There is no other explanation.”

      “Does it hurt?” 

      Shaking her head, Jade admitted, “No, but I can feel her pain and her happiness.  I wanted to talk to Scarlett about it first.  I don’t want Greer to freak out.  If she thinks I’m in pain, she wouldn’t take it well.  She needs something good to happen to her.  She doesn’t need to be worried about me too.”

      “Now I’m worried about you.  I don’t like it.  After lunch, let’s talk to Lettie.  But don’t tell anyone else right now.  Just until we find out why.  That includes your mate, Jade.  He may take it the wrong way and we don’t need anyone jumping to conclusions.” 

      “Yeah, that’s why I haven’t told anyone.”  Jade wanted to act nonchalant about it because if Lennox found out, he might kill Greer.  She only hoped the magic didn’t start acting out like it was in Greer.
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      Greer knew this was going to be a long shot, but she had to try.  Jade said she would wait outside with Haven because she didn’t want to be anywhere near Raven when she blew a gasket.  Reed and Leo showed her to Raven’s door.  When she turned around, they were still standing at the end of the hallway watching.  Reed motioned with his hand to knock on the door.  

      Well, here goes.  Greer knocked, and at first, she didn’t hear anyone inside, but the door jerked open and Raven stood on the other side with a glowering look on her face.

      “What?”

      “I just...well, I wanted to know if you wanted to go.”

      “No.”  Raven slammed the door in her face.

      Greer took a deep breath and knocked on the door.  “Can’t you take a hint?” Raven yelled through the door.

      She started to walk off, but something told her not to.  Instead, Greer marched back to Raven’s door and reared back and kicked it open then marched inside and slammed it closed.  “I should have known you were too scared to go.  You are nothing but a scared little girl. And to think that I took up for you.”  

      Greer didn’t give her time to say anything, instead she started for the door when Raven muttered.  “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you take up for me?”  Raven asked.  Her back was to her as she sat on her bed.  Greer glanced around the room and was shocked.  The room was decorated in hot pink and grays.  It was so pretty.  So feminine, nothing like she expected.  

      “Because I like you and want to be your friend and want you to be included.  And they want to include you, but you act like they are the plague.”

      “You want to be my friend?  But...but I’m nothing like them.  I’m a hunter and they are girls and talk about girl things. I’m not like that,”  Raven insisted.

      “Looks to me like you have a touch of it.  Take this room for example.  It’s so—”

      “So what?”

      “Feminine and beautiful.  Exactly what girls like.”  

      “I like hot pink.”

      “Most girls do, Raven.  Why don’t you give it a try?  If you don’t like it, then you can walk home.  We’re cutting through the woods because Simone is serving margaritas.  I’ve never had one but can’t wait to try it.”

      Huffing out a deep breath, Raven got up and walked over to the mirror.  “They will think I look stupid with just blue jeans on and an old tee shirt.”

      “No, they won’t.  Jade has on blue jeans and a light jacket.  You will fit right in.”

      “Great, now she will think we are twins.”  

      “Are you always like this?” Greer asked.

      “A bitch?” Raven nodded. “Yes, I have to deal with men all the time.  If you don’t learn to take up for yourself and hold yourself a certain way...well, they will run all over you.  Especially these guys.”

      “Maybe you could try a little to fit in and you might find out that you like it.  I will be waiting outside if you want to go.”  Greer didn’t wait for a response and opened the door and walked out.

      “Well, you’re still alive.  That’s a good sign and the fact that you could kill her with your magic helped I’m sure,” Leo said between bites of his hotdog.

      “We will wait a few minutes and then if she doesn't come out, we will leave.  I’ll try again next time,” Greer said, walking to the back door with Reed.

      “I think it was great that you asked her.  Like I said, Raven is a tough nut.  But maybe with a little time, she will come around.  I would like to see her with girlfriends.  She never goes out. She just sits in her bedroom and watches TV.”

      “I guess she’s not going to go.  Thanks for letting me in.  I appreciate it.  Guess I need to go.  The girls are waiting on me.”  Greer inhaled his scent when she leaned to open the door.  Everything about this man said the fresh outdoors just after a rain.  Clean and woodsy was the best and it fit Reed McDaniel to a tee.

      “Be careful on the way home.  I figure Lennox will be in the woods waiting on y'all just to make sure you arrived safely.  I already know that but have fun.” 

      “Thanks, Reed,” Greer said, smiling as she walked out the door.

      When she got to the bottom of the steps, Jade shook her head.  “I told you she wouldn’t come.  Maybe she just doesn’t like me.”

      “Of course, she does. Everyone loves you, Jade,” Haven insisted. 

      “Reed told me she was just a tough nut to break and we just need to put some cracks in it until it breaks and maybe she’ll go with us next time.”

      “Maybe.”

      They walked in silence as they followed the trail to the Dixon land.  “I can’t wait to hear what you think after tonight.  Just to warn you, they are loud, but so much fun,” Jade said.

      “We’re not going to have to do any stupid ritual-like crap are we?”All three girls jumped, holding their hands to their chest.

      “Oh, my goodness, Raven.  Where did you come from?”  Jade’s voice shook as she stared at the hunter.

      “This isn’t one of those sick jokes where you invite me to throw pig blood on me and ruin the prom.”

      Greer stared at the woman.  She had never heard such craziness.  “Why would we throw pig blood on you and where on earth would we get it?”

      Jade snorted then bent over laughing.  Even Raven had a small smile on her face. 

      Haven shook her head and explained, “It’s from a movie, Greer.  She’s talking about a horror movie.  But to answer your question, of course not.  We invited you because we like you and want you to be our friend.”

      “Okay. What do I have to lose?”  Raven said, walking past them.

      Greer, Haven, and Jade followed behind her.  She glanced at Jade and Haven and did a little dance, throwing her fists in the air.  She had come along.  It was a start.
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        * * *

      

       “Welcome, welcome, to my home.  Here’s you one, you one, oh, and oh my goodness

      look who it is,” Simone said, handing Raven a frosty mug with an umbrella sticking out of it.  

      “I can leave if it bothers you,” Raven said, shoving the drink back into her hand.

      “Oh, no, you don’t.”  Simone shoved the drink back in her hand and pulled her into the room.  “Everyone let me make some announcements.  This is Jade, Greer, Haven, and Raven.  Greer and Raven are newbies so show them the bathroom when the time comes and remember we are here to have a good time.  No doom and gloom tonight.  Save that shit for another day.”

      “Come on in. I have food galore with steaks, chicken, finger foods, and all the desserts from the bakery.  Dig in, ladies.  Tonight, we explain the birds and the bees to Greer.”

      Immediately, Greer’s face turned hot as fire as the other girls all clapped. If she thought she could make a break for it and run out the door she would.

      Raven leaned over and whispered, “Yeah, glad I decided to come.”  Then she picked up a plate and started piling on the food.  

      “Greer, don’t worry, it never lasts long.  Quinn and Simone are so ADD that they go from one topic to another.  But it will be fun.  They will get out the movies and then things will quiet down,”  Jade said, smiling.  

      Raven glanced to Greer, snickering.  She knew her mouth was open when Quinn and Simone got out the pictures to show her all the different parts of the body and what went where.  “I mean, I knew they were kinda crazy, but now it’s solidified.  At least you will know what goes where with Reed when you mate.”

      Greer’s head snapped to her.  “What?”  Her voice was louder than she wanted but what in the world was Raven talking about.

      “Reed is your mate and at least you will know what to do.” 

      “Raven, I’m not mating with anyone.  Especially Reed.”

      “And why not?” Raven pulled back like she had slapped her.  “Is he not good enough for you?  That man is a freaking genius.  He reads, I don’t know, a gazillion books a day.  He can tell you about anything you ever wanted to know and he’s crazy about you.”

      “He is too good for me.  I can’t mate him.  I...I—”

      “Why?” all the girls said in unison, leaning forward waiting for her to answer.

      She could feel the tears pile up in her eyes.  She never wanted to say it out loud.  It would only come true.  This way she gave herself a little hope, but now everyone would know and agree that she shouldn’t mate Reed.

      “I will kill him with my magic.  It is too unpredictable, and I can’t take a chance on him getting hurt because of me.  I just can’t,” Greer said, realizing now that it was out there and true.  

      “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Raven said, sitting up and putting her drink on the table.

      “No, it’s not.  She’s right. The magic’s unpredictable right now.  With time and control she—”

      That was all Greer heard Jade say.  The magic was acting out in ways she had never heard of. “I need to leave. I can feel it now wanting out.  Thank you for having me.”  Jumping up, Greer ran for the door and shifted as she sprang off the porch.  She gave her body to the white bear.  She was right, and Jade agreed that she was dangerous to everyone.  Especially Reed.
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      “What just happened?”  Quinn asked, looking at the door.  

      Jade went to the door and looked into the night.  Her skin felt funny as if bugs were crawling all over her.  She couldn’t help it as she scratched her arm.  

      “I think I screwed up.  I shouldn’t have said it like that.  Now she thinks she can’t mate.  I need to find her and tell her what I meant,” Jade said, still scratching her arm.  “I can feel her pain.  She’s so lonely inside and now I just crushed her.”

      “Dream crusher that’s what you are, Jade Cross,” Raven said. 

      “What?” Jade said, coming to stand in front of Raven.  She had enough of her smart mouth remarks.

      “You’re not a dream crusher, Jade.  Now, let’s everyone calm down.  Raven, this is your alpha female you’re talking to like that,” Quinn said, coming to stand in front of them.

      “I’m not a dream crusher, Raven,” Jade’s fist clenched at her side.  She felt it the moment her breathing started changing.  At first, she thought she was going to shift right here.  She blinked several times and tried to calm down.  So, she needed to say something before the magic jumped out and hit her. Just like it did with Greer.

      “Of course, you’re not, so stop beating yourself up all the time.  You always do that.  You were only telling her the truth and if you could have finished, I would suspect you were going to say that she needed to get better with the magic and find a way to control it before she mates.  Nothing wrong with that.”  Raven said, shaking her head.  “And, yes, Quinn, I know exactly what Jade is to me.  But she gets on my nerves when she doesn’t show her rank to others and stop thinking that you are always the bad guy.  Stand up and explain what you mean to Greer.  That’s what she needs right now.” 

      “So, you don’t hate me?”  Jade asked.

      “No.  What gave you that idea?”  

      Before Raven could move, Jade grabbed her and hugged her.  “You actually love me. I knew you did.”

      Raven’s body went still as she was taken into a hug. “Oh please, somebody get her.  Please.  I’m going after Greer and, yes, Alpha female, I will tell her what you meant.  Then later you can explain it to her.”  When Jade didn’t pull away, Raven pointed at Quinn for help. “Help?”

      “Come on, Jade.  Let the hunter go before she kills you.”  

      Raven ran to the door before Jade could do the hugging thing again.  She didn’t say she loved her either.  Women? 

      She shifted and immediately picked up Greer’s scent. Unfortunately, she was sad and angry which wasn’t a good combination.  Slowing as she came to the river, she couldn’t see her.  That was until she heard the explosion and smoke billowing up in the sky. 

      Not so much as fire but smoke and sparks as she neared the hole Reed had dug for her. Lennox and other hunters had surrounded her as she threw her hands toward the deep hole.  Sparks flew from her fingers as the energy from it made the hair on her arms and head slightly rise.  Even her face looked different as the magic continued to pour into the hole.  

      Her alpha’s motion drew the attention from all the hunters who were too close. He needed them to back away and not draw her attention.  This wasn’t good.  They could all feel the dark magic as it sifted from her fingers and surrounded her.  

      Raven could hear him tearing through the woods.  Reed was coming and if she didn’t stop him, the magic might attack him.  It didn’t do anything but surround her as if waiting for her order.  She had never seen anything like it before.  

      She jumped in front of Reed before he could run toward Greer who sat motionless on the ground.  Her eyes were closed as she took in deep breaths.  They all watched her but still she didn’t move a muscle.  

      “Reed, no,” Raven whispered, but her friend wasn’t having any of it.  He slowly approached Greer.  Even Lennox was giving him the signal to stop but Reed continued until he sat behind her.  He didn’t touch her but stayed like this until her head rose and she inhaled deeply.  

      “You shouldn’t be here.”  Greer’s voice was low as she continued to breathe.  

      “There isn’t anywhere I’d rather be,” Reed answered.  And just like that, the dark magic disintegrated, falling like tiny particles dropping to the ground.

      “Did I hurt anyone?”  Greer’s voice was full of sadness as she opened her eyes.

      “No.  You controlled it until you got here.  Everyone is okay, Greer,” Reed said, slowly putting his arms around her and pulling her back into his chest.  

      Tears fell from her face in an uncontrollable sob.  “It’s okay, baby.  You’re going to be okay.”

      “It won’t.  It will never be okay for me.  You have to see that.  It’s getting worse and I’m going to hurt someone.  I’m going to hurt you,” Greer said between sobs.  

      “No, sweet girl. I won’t let you.  I will protect you even from yourself,” Reed whispered in her ear.  

      “I’m sorry,” Greer said, turning around and hugging Reed.  

      “Let it all out, baby. Just let it out.” 

      Raven watched as the alpha gave the command to leave but some would stay in the shadows if Greer did something or Reed needed help.  She stayed until Greer fell asleep from exhaustion.  Her face was red and blotchy from crying.  She looked like she hadn’t slept in a very long time.  Her beautiful pale skin was marred from shifting and running in her human form.  Bushes had scraped against her body.  Reed picked her up and carried her back to the alpha’s house. 

      She followed because what he did tonight could have gotten him killed.  The alpha had reached back to his sword when the dark magic came out of her.  

      She stayed outside as the alpha let him in the house.  She sat in the swing and waited.  She knew the hunters were now on edge. A powerful witch was in their sanctuary and she looked like she was losing it.  They had heard the stories about witches going mad from the magic.  

      Greer was different and special, and if she was honest with herself, she liked the woman a lot.  She was the only one who didn’t take her crap and wanted to actually be her friend.  She never had a female friend before.  

      The screen door opened as the alpha and Reed walked outside.  She had seen her alpha like this before.  If he was worried about one of them, he let them know when they were becoming reckless.

      “Do we have a problem here, Reed?”  the alpha asked.

      “No, sir. I knew she wouldn’t hurt me.  I can’t explain how but in here I know.”  Reed pointed to his heart.  

      “Is Greer your mate?”

      “Yes, sir.  She is and nobody will take her from me,” Reed said, raising his chin as the alpha narrowed his eyes at him.  

      “Nobody said anything about taking her away, Reed, but you need to think before you just jump in when she’s like that.  Did you not see the magic surrounding her?  Black as soot.  I’ve only seen a few and it was never a good thing.  What scares me is Jade is linked to her now.  I’m afraid that if she goes down, Jade will go with her.  They share the magic.”

      “Nobody is going down, Alpha.  There has to be a reason this has just now happened.  Greer said that she had never had a problem like this.  Yes, her magic has been wild, but she had no official training.  She needs to learn that and Jade too.  They need to know how to help each other.  Right now, she feels threatened that it will all be taken from her.  I thought the treehouse would help.  It will be her home and she needs to know that she’s wanted here with the hunters and in New Hope.”

      “Quinn and Jade have been helping her find a place to work with the glass making.  I’ve told her this is her home now that she’s part of the Death Hunters.  What else do I need to do to show her?”  Lennox asked.

      “Maybe we ask for some help from her.  The hunters that is.  Make her feel like she’s really part of our family.  But I agree, we need help in finding out what the real problem is,” Reed said, sitting beside her.  

      “Maybe we need for Scarlett to stay here until she gets more comfortable with her magic and that way if she has some questions, she can just ask her.  Instead of Scarlett always coming over here.  Let her stay here for a month until she feels better,” Raven offered. 

      “I didn’t think you liked her,” Reed said.

      “I like Greer a lot.  I consider her a friend.”  Both men stared at her.  “What?  I can’t have any girlfriends?  Well, you better get used to it.  Those women are crazy.  They actually gave Greer lessons on what to do with a man.  I couldn’t believe it.  Pictures to show her where body parts needed to go.  Crazy!” Raven twirled her finger around and around showing the crazy sign.

      “Poor Jade,” Lennox said.

      “Poor Jade, my ass.  She was one of the main ones instructing her, and dang, the woman knows her stuff,” Raven said, shaking her head.

      “That’s my girl.”  

      “Yeah, yeah, well, I can only handle them in bits and pieces, so I’m going to bed. I will help you with Greer.  Just tell me what you want, and we can take turns and that way she will be covered by the hunters.”

      She had no clue what she had gotten herself into.  Now she was volunteering her time to babysit.  But she liked Greer and Jade.  If something happened to them, she didn’t know if she would ever forgive herself for not helping.
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      Greer sat straight up in the bed and looked around the room until her eyes focused on the one person who she couldn’t believe was in her room.  She sat quiet as a mouse just watching her. “Uhh. Did I miss a meeting or something?”

      “No, but we have a lot of training to do, young lady.  They said dark magic came out of you yesterday and surrounded you.  Why?”  Scarlett asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never used dark magic before.  Never.”

      Scarlett looked away.  She could tell she was thinking hard about what she said, but she was being honest.  She had never used dark magic and never would.

      “Let me ask you this.  What do you think the main problem is with your magic?”  

      “Well...I get these feelings of not having any control and that feeling you get when you let the magic go but you do that on purpose.  Lately, I feel so out of control that my skin itches and I feel this hopeless feeling.  Is something wrong with me, Scarlett?”

      “Nothing we can’t cure, but it will take some work on your part and Jade’s.  The magic has been split.  Maybe now we can learn more about the magic and why it wants to come out without being called.  So, get that butt in gear, little lady, and let’s get to work.”  She watched as Scarlett walked out of the room.  The edge of doom she had been feeling before had lifted some.  Nothing we can’t cure, she said.  Hope—that’s what it sounded like to her.

      Greer jumped up and ran to the shower.  She had never been so happy to get ready to work on her magic.  It was always a chore in the past, but not today. Scarlett was giving her hope and that was worth fighting for.
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      “How she doing?” Reed asked Lennox as Jade screamed out in frustration.  

      “Well, my mate is getting more pissed off as we speak, and I’m afraid tonight she will still be mad, but Greer is doing pretty well. She’s holding her own with Scarlett and Quinn.”

      “Who’s that?”  Reed asked, motioning with his head toward the older woman standing off to the side.  She was intently staring at Greer and Jade.  

      “That is one of the Old Ones. Her name is Minerva Proctor.  She’s visiting Scarlett.”

      Reed didn’t know why he felt like he did about this woman, but she gave him the strangest feeling.  He didn’t like how she stared at Greer and Jade.  But she was an Old One.

      “Never met her before.”

      “Yeah, Scarlett was mostly assigned to us.  She’s been at this a long time.  Have no clue how old she is.  I would say probably pretty old, but she only looks in her late sixties.  She has a gift with time apparently.”

      Lennox cringed when Scarlett cast out a slap to Jade’s hand. “Ouch. I will pay for that tonight.”  It wasn’t the type of pain that would scar, but he knew it well.  Scarlett slapped them all the time in their training with her.

      “She’s pissed.”  Reed chuckled. 

      “Don’t let her see you laughing, or you will have the wrath of your alpha female on you. I don’t know what’s come over my mate lately, but she’s become more and more hostile if you say the slightest thing and it upsets her.  I’m thinking it’s got to be the magic.  That’s why this needs to work. For both of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Greer watched as Jade got more and more frustrated.  She knew that feeling all too well.  As a child, her aunt Jean would try to teach her, but she wanted to learn so badly that it made it worse.  She needed to relax. When she was angry, it got to the point of a nuclear explosion.  Jade was fighting the magic and in return it fought back.

      “Jade.”  Greer stood in front of her and held both of her hands. “Take a deep breath and let it go.  Yes, that’s it.  Take another one.  Breathe in deeply and let it go.”  Jade tried to move so she could look at Scarlett.  “Stay focused on me.  Now, in a second, do you see that big rock over there?”  Jade glanced at the rock and nodded. “Okay, do you see that pair of shoes, sitting on the ground beside it?”  Again, Jade nodded.  “I want you to close your eyes and think about the shoes and then tell the magic to pick them up and place them on the rock.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Not with that attitude.  Here, I’m going to help you do this.  We do this first one together then you will do it again. The trick that my aunt taught me was to talk to the magic in my head.  Tell the magic what you want it to do.  It’s waiting for your command.  Ready?”

      “I guess.”

      “Good, close your eyes.  Remember I will help you on this one.  You will do the next one by yourself.”

      Greer squeezed Jade’s hands and waited.  “You did it, Jade.  You did it.  Great job,” Quinn yelled out. She was jumping up and down clapping her hands.  

      Jade and Greer both looked, and the pair of shoes was sitting on the rock.  “We did it, Greer.”

      “Nah, you did it.  I just let you believe I was helping you.  That is all you, my friend.” 

      Jade grabbed her arm.  Her eyes were as wide as saucers. “Really?  Are you just saying that?”

      “Jade, you put those shoes up on that rock all by yourself.  Piece of cake, right?  Now do it again without holding my hands.  Take the shoes and put them on the ground. This time don’t close your eyes.  I think you will surprise yourself.”  Greer released her hands and watched as Jade stood staring at the shoes.

      It took her a few minutes, but the shoes floated to the ground.  Scarlett walked over to her.  “Not many witches can do that.  How did you teach her?”

      “It was the first thing I learned from my aunt Jean.  I can make things levitate. Just small stuff, but Jade learned how to do it faster than I ever did.  Right now, Jade needs confidence.  Look at her.”

      “I think you are the one who needs to teach her.  Maybe you teach her what you know you can do, and I will do some research in the books to see if I can find more.  You did good on the control today.  Maybe that’s what your magic needs.  A place for you to practice.  Your magic is different. Still continue working on that.  I think we have done enough for today.” They watched as Jade put the shoes back on the rock.  “You know, I feel for Lennox tonight.  She’s going to be picking everything up and down, up and down.”  Scarlett said rolling her eyes.  

      As soon as Jade put the shoes back on the ground again, she broke into a huge smile jumping up and down.  “Look at her, Scarlett. She has confidence now.”

      “Looks like someone else is happy too.  I think you just learned that you are a good teacher.  You have patience that most don’t have when it comes to teaching magic.”

      “Good job today, Greer,” Minerva said, smiling at her.  “Never seen a witch who could do that.  Very interesting.  Can you fly?”

      “No.  Of course not.” Greer laughed, but something told her that Minerva didn’t believe her.  She had never heard of such a thing.  Was this woman crazy?

      “Interesting,” Minerva said, walking off.

      “Wouldn’t that be a hoot,” Scarlett winked, following Minerva to leave.

      When Minerva glanced back, she focused on Jade and Greer.  She didn’t like the way the witch was staring at her.  Why was she feeling like this about Minerva?  She was an Old One and Scarlett wouldn’t bring anyone around that wasn’t good.  That’s what she kept telling herself.

      “You are the best teacher.  I learned more from you in a minute than all day with Scarlett.  Plus, she hits hard with that spell.  I want to learn from you,” Jade said, hugging her.

      And off she went running toward her mate who stood on the back deck with the best-looking man she had ever seen.  His brown hair was pushed back as if he had been running his fingers through it.  He looked stressed.  She waved as Jade jumped up into Lennox’s arms.  Scarlett was right, she would be moving things left and right all night.

      “Hey,” Reed said.  “Looks like Jade is a happy camper because of you.”

      “Just gave her some pointers that my aunt Jean showed me.  She needs to relax because if she’s mad then the magic feels that and it will fight back.  But she learns fast.”

      “Are you ready for your lesson?” Reed pushed his hand through his hair.  He looked tired and she hated to make him teach her how to read when he had already worked a full day. 

      “I think you need to get some sleep.  I’m kinda tired too.  We can do this another day.  Just go and get some rest, Reed.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”  Greer didn’t give Reed any time to respond.  Instead she rushed into the house and left him staring at her with his mouth open.

      Reed was a hunter and was probably only being nice by helping her learn to read.  But she never wanted to be a burden to him.  This way, they could stay friends, and he would get the rest he deserved.  

      She waited a good hour before she ventured out the front door. She glanced around at the different cabins and how much effort Cosmo and the other hunters had given to their land.  She loved it here.  The land called to her and she knew this was the place.  She sat in a rocking chair and tilted her head back. It was okay that she couldn’t read.  She would google everything, and Quinn said Alex would help her with the business part.  Everything would be okay. 

      “Are you ready?”  Reed stood at the bottom of the stairs.  She had been daydreaming, so she was startled.  

      “I never heard you.” She sighed. “This place makes me feel relaxed.  I should be more careful.  I don’t want any strangers walking up on me.  What?”

      “Are you ready for your first lesson.  I’ve taken my shower, so I don’t offend you with my stench and I’ve prepared us dinner, so we don’t have to stop.  When I’m tired, we can stop and start again tomorrow.  This is life, Greer.  We all get tired, but we keep going.  Especially when there is something we want to do.  So, I’ll ask again, are you ready?”

      “Yes.”  That was all she said.  She couldn’t deny this man anything.  He spoke to her like nobody ever had.  The sight of Reed’s hand as it raised to her made her whole body feel light and gooey on the inside. She reached out for him and wondered if she would always feel this way about him. Her legs moved without even trying.  She wanted to go with him.  She wanted him so badly, she could barely stand it.  Reed McDaniel was the sweetest, sexiest man she had ever seen.  He made her body come alive. Something deep inside sparked because of him and she knew it wasn’t the magic.  

      Nobody had ever shown her this much kindness.  She couldn’t let this man down.  It didn’t matter what it took.  If she had to stay up all night going over and over what he taught her, she would learn to read and fast.  Because she wanted him to be proud of her.  What was happening to her?  All these emotions were busting, waiting for this man. She wanted to please him.
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      “You’re catching on fast. I knew you would be a quick learner.” Reed smiled as he showed her a small piece of paper. “Put the word with the object.  For instance, what is this?”

      “An apple,” Greer stated.

      “Yep, now let’s go over each letter in that word.  What is that first letter?”

      “A,” Greer said, studying each of the letters.  She hoped she got them right.

      Reed pulled his bag open and pulled out an apple and handed it to her. “Excellent, the student gets a prize.”

      “Shouldn’t that be the other way around?  I should have brought you an apple.  You know, for the teacher.”

      “No worries. I have one for me too.  This is a snack before dinner,” Reed held the apple up then took a huge bite out of it.  “We planted a whole orchard of these beauties on the east side of the property.  We also planted plums and peaches.  We put up a fence and planted blackberries and raspberries on it.  It will take a few years for them to grow.  Eventually, we won’t need to buy them at the store.  Our plan is to be self-sufficient out here.”

      “That’s what I like about this land.  It’s plush with rich dirt and anything can grow here. I was sold the moment I got here. If I had to leave…”  Greer looked around her home.  The walls were built, and the roof was on.  They were sitting where the expandable doors would go.  “I don’t think I would want to live anymore.  I’m tired of running.  I want a home of my own and a place that accepts me. That’s what makes you and the Death Hunters so special.  Really, everyone in New Hope has been great to me.”

      “You’re not going anywhere, Greer.  I won’t let you.”  Reed put his hand up and softly touched her cheek.  “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She couldn’t stop herself from moving her head so she could feel more of his touch.  His fingers were callused from working, but to her, they felt like soft silk rubbing against her skin.  “I want to kiss you.”

      His blue eyes lit up and changed to a liquid gold color.  Fire was all she could see in those wonderful eyes, and she knew right then she would never be able to deny him of anything he asked.  She had dreamed of what it would be like to just let go and allow him to kiss her like the girls described.  She leaned forward and closed her eyes just before his lips touched hers.  Her heart was beating so fast, she thought it was going to burst out of her chest.  It was just a light kiss, but her legs felt like Jell-O.

      When he pulled away, he glanced into the woods.  She followed the direction he was staring intently but she didn’t see anything. Then the hairs on the back of her neck tingled and she got up.  

      “Did you see someone?” Greer whispered.

      “I thought I heard someone, but I don’t see anyone.  Do you?”

      “No, but the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up.  Almost like magic was being used.” The last word they said in unison. Both scanned the woods. This time, she let her bear come forward.  Still she didn’t see anything.

      “Maybe it was just my imagination,” Reed said, but she could tell he didn’t mean it and was only trying to make her feel better.  “Let’s take this inside.  That way nobody can see us.”

      “Okay.”  Greer took another look into the woods, but still all she could see were the trees and fireflies lighting up the night. Reed wasn’t wrong; she felt the presence too.  Whoever it was didn’t want to be seen.  It could be Scarlett or even Quinn, but both would know how much that freaked her out and wouldn’t do it.  Who was in the woods and what did they want?

      “You okay?” Reed asked, putting their dinner on the floor.  

      “To be honest, I felt something too.  The energy of magic lurking around.  I know that feeling, and at first, I thought about taking off, but I’m not running anymore.”

      Reed reached out and pulled her to his chest. “I will protect you.”

       She snuggled up against him.  Even his shirt felt soft as she pressed her face closer to his chest.  The scent she knew as his lingered up her nose.  She closed her eyes as she breathed him in.  It was her new favorite scent.  Clean, fresh, with the wild side of Reed coming through.  

      But she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was out there.  Why else would her bear act like this and even her magic was brewing inside.  “Do you think someone is out there?”

      Reed took another look in the woods and shook his head.  “I don’t feel it anymore.  Maybe another shifter from the Dixon pack was near.  I’m sure he or she turned around and went back home. I’m not worried. Are you?”

      “Not if you’re not.  Thank you for today.  I enjoyed my lesson.  I will study everything you taught me tonight.  I won’t let you down.”  Greer bit the bottom of her lip.

      Slowly, he ran his finger against her lip until she released it.  He closed his eyes and his nostrils flared taking in her scent.  “You could never let me down.”

      “Are you okay, Reed?”

      Opening his eyes, he leaned in and sucked her bottom lip in his mouth and bit down.  Not hard enough to draw blood, but everything inside her went crazy.  “I’ve wanted to do that from the first time I saw you.  I...you just don’t know what you do to me.”

      Slowly, she leaned back.  His body slid next to her, but she didn’t try to move him.  She wanted to kiss him so badly, it hurt.  His hand moved up the side of her stomach and each small touch made everything inside heat like she was burning from the inside.

      “Is this okay?” Reed asked. She nodded begging with her eyes not to stop.  Her breath caught when his fingertips moved up her neck.  His fingers brushed over her pulse as her heart beat feverishly.  He hadn’t kissed her yet, but each touch brought on new sensations as they traveled throughout her body.   She bit down on her lip, trying not to move when their eyes met.

      This time, it wasn’t soft but so much better as he pressed his lips to hers.  His tongue eagerly entered her mouth.  It was as if he couldn’t get enough of her.  If only he knew how much she wanted him too.

      Pulling away, he searched her eyes.  His whole body went still. “Every time I’m around you, I want to kiss you.  But I want to take it slow.  How do you feel about that?”

      

      She couldn’t talk because she was still feeling that bite to her bottom lip.  She released the breath she was holding and was about to answer him, but her magic started moving inside her.  It shook her to her core. What if it just struck him. No. Pushing him off, Greer jumped up, “I really like you a lot, but I can’t, Reed.  I just can’t.” Her hand fell over her mouth.  She hated every word she said. “Please, don’t hate me?  Please?”

      The hurt look on his face tore her up inside, but she had to protect Reed, even from herself. 

      He turned and walked to the edge of the deck.  “I don’t hate you, Greer.  I don’t think I could ever hate you.  I need to go run.  I will see you tomorrow for the next lesson.”  She watched as Reed jumped down.  He didn’t even use the stairs.  She knew he would eventually hate her because she hated herself inside.  She was always hurting people.  Just like her aunt Jean.  She depended on her, but she let her down by not protecting her. 

      She walked down the stairs and watched as Reed’s bear ran through the woods.  Her bear wanted her to go after him, make him feel better, but she couldn’t.  “Sorry, girl.  We have to protect Reed.” If she allowed herself to try with him, she knew what would happen.  

      “No. I won’t hurt him,” Greer muttered to herself.

      “Who are you talking to?” Raven stood against the tree watching her.

      Greer could feel the magic surrounding her.  “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “Who’s sneaking, Greer. I’ve been standing here since you dumped my friend up there.  I’m sure you just tore his heart out.”

      “I didn’t mean to.  But...the magic would hurt him.  I can’t let that happen.  He means too much to me.”

      “Thought you liked him.”

      “I do.  He’s the most unbelievable man I’ve ever met.  He deserves better than me.”

      Raven walked up to her and grabbed her arm. “Then fight for him.  Take control of the magic.  If Reed is who you want, then find the control, dig deep inside, and go get your man.”

      Bowing her head, Greer rubbed the side of her arm.  It was itching again.  Raven didn’t understand. Nobody understood what it was like to have this inside.  Never able to mate or be around anyone too much.  Afraid all the time of hurting someone or to be hunted.  All of it made her sick to her stomach.  She almost wished it would be taken from her.  If only nobody knew about her, maybe just maybe, she could be with Reed.

      “What? You think I don’t understand?” Raven stuck her tongue out and blew a raspberry at her.  “Hey, Reed is a good guy and he deserves someone who understands him and likes to read and build stuff.  Well, I think that’s you. In fact, I’m a hundred percent sure that it’s you.  So, if it were me, I would call Scarlett and start training harder.  Because--” Raven looked in the direction that Reed ran, “that man is worth it.”

      “I know. That’s why I won’t hurt him.  I—”

      “Stop your whining.  I’m so sick of you girls using your problems as an excuse.  Poor pitiful me.  There are lots of people in New Hope who had a rough life including that man.  He raised himself.  I don’t want to see him get hurt. Look, I like you, Greer, and that is saying a lot because I don’t like many people, but for some reason I like you.  But I’m telling you now that if you don’t get your shit straight, I’m going to kick your ass.  Get me?”

      “Yeah, Raven, I got you.” Greer got in Raven’s face.  She didn’t like being bullied.  “But watch who you threaten.”  

      Raven smiled and pointed at her. “Now that’s the girl I want for my friend.  Someone who sees what she wants and goes for it.  Get it together and talk to Scarlett tomorrow.  You know Minerva can help you too.  I’ve heard lots of stories about how she has helped others.  But that’s up to you.  Now let’s go watch a movie and make popcorn.  You know, that girl stuff that I’ve heard so much about.”

      Greer narrowed her eyes at her apparent new friend.  “You are so strange.  I think you’re weirder than me and that’s saying a lot. But let’s go do the girl stuff.”

      As they started to walk off, she got that strange feeling again.  Turning she let her bear come forward again to scan the woods.  

      “What is it?’  Raven asked, looking behind her.

      Putting her hand against the back of her neck, she rubbed it hoping the tingling would go away. “I guess it’s nothing.”  Greer turned back and they walked to the house.  Maybe it was just her magic making her paranoid.  She would talk to Scarlett tomorrow.  Everything was making her nervous.
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        * * *

      

      Reed felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise.  He circled back around after he left 

      Greer.  He could feel electrical currents but knew it was magic of some kind, but who and what did they want?  He had the sick feeling it was Greer they were watching. But whoever it was knew how to mask their scent and stay hidden.  Not even his bear could spot the witch.  This bothered him.  They wanted his mate and that wasn’t going to happen.  

      He smiled to himself.  It was the first time he admitted that Greer was his mate.  She would know soon enough. Oh, he would give her time right now.  The woman needed to feel safe and loved.  He would give her more than she could possibly need, and he would wait for her.  Because she was worth waiting for.

      There it was again.  The magic was moving.  He followed slowly in stealth mode not making a sound.  Was he crazy?  Nobody was there.  Not a branch bent, or the grass moved.  This was impossible. He needed help on this.  This witch was incredibly smart and very dangerous.  They were on death hunters’ land and nobody saw them.  The danger the witch could cause without being seen was enormous.  The information they could find out just by listening to conversations. He couldn’t believe that he was even picking it up.  Maybe he was just paranoid and hurt that Greer turned him down.  

      Wolves howled farther in the woods.  Several of them were moving toward him, chasing something.  He waited until he saw the first wolf.  It was Arden Dixon the alpha and his beta Bane.  Several of his guards were following.  

      Shifting, he waited until the alpha finished sniffing the ground.  “Do you scent something?”

      Arden shifted and met him.  “No, but something was out here. We all felt it. Magic.”

      “I’m glad I’m not the only one.  I thought I was crazy.  I can’t find anything, but I know it’s magic of some kind and it’s not the good kind.  Not even a blade of grass moved, but I followed something all the way to your border.”  

      “Tell Lennox that we need to meet tomorrow.  Whatever it is needs to be caught.  I will put extra guards out tonight.  I would suggest you do the same,” Arden said before he shifted and ran toward his home.

      “I heard him,” Lennox said, walking up to stand beside him.  “Did Greer feel it?”

      “Yes, but she couldn’t see it either.  That’s what's worrying me.  I only feel it when I’m with her.”

      “Have you felt it before?”

      “Yes, Alpha.  But only when I was with Greer in the treehouse. I know something is out there. Not even a movement, but I know whatever it is...it’s after Greer and if they know

      about—”

      Lennox held his hand up to him and pointed to his ear. “Say nothing.  Right now, it seems to be just watching and listening, but why?  I will talk to Scarlett tomorrow and ask her what kind of witch could do that.  I want to know when you feel it again.”

      “Yes, sir.”  Whoever it was, Reed didn’t feel the energy anymore. He would find out who it was before they did something to Greer and Jade.
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      Greer went over every word that Reed had given her.  She stayed up late staring at the book he had gifted her.  It was a child’s book, but Reed said this was how he started and to look at each word and learn it.  And that’s what she did.  Over and over again.  Until she could write it and knew how to spell it and use it.  

      Haven and Jade bought her pencils and notebooks to use for her study sessions and she had to admit, she was loving learning the words and actually seeing it in a book and knowing what it meant.  Eventually, she would move up to other books and she would know how to read.  She would be able to read a newspaper instead of just looking at the pictures.  

      She glanced at the words she had written in her notebook.  “Apple, boy, girl—” Knocking on her door made her look up as Haven poked her head in.  

      “Hey, can I come in for a few minutes?” 

      “Of course.”  Greer sat on the edge of the bed, closing her notebook. She smiled at her friend as she came in with a bag in her hand.

      “Please, don’t get mad, but I wanted to help you with your studies, and I ordered these and they came in.  I know some may be too hard right now, but these are some great books and I wanted you to have them when you could read and then we can talk about the books.  I just thought you might like them.”

      Greer opened the bag and smiled.  “Oh, Haven, I’m sure I will love them.  Yes, we will talk about them once I can finally read them.  That was sweet of you. Everyone is being so supportive.  I don’t know how I will ever repay you for your kindness.”

      “Look at the last one.  It’s on glass blowing.  I got that one because it has a lot of pictures and I thought maybe you could learn the words and look at the pictures to help you figure it out.  Plus, the glass in those pictures are unbelievable. I can’t wait until you start.”

      “Thank you, Haven.” Greer bowed her head staring at the books.  “But I have nothing to give you.”

      “Sure, you do.  Once you get started, you can make me a piece of beautiful glass.  The fact that you’re my friend is enough for me, and friends help each other.”

      Greer jumped up and hugged this thoughtful person. Tears pooled in her eyes. “I don’t know how I got so lucky to have someone like you in my life.”

      “I would say that we both lucked out coming to New Hope,” Haven said, walking to the door.  “I think Scarlett is here talking to Lennox.  Breakfast is on the table when you’re ready.”  With that, Haven walked out closing the door behind her.

      These were all wonderful people living in New Hope and she would protect them with everything she had.  

      Even if it meant she would protect them from herself.  

      She got up and went to find Scarlett.  The magic she felt was something she had felt before but from where she couldn’t remember.

      She found Scarlett in Lennox’s office.  She hated to interrupt but she felt that Lennox needed to know about the magic too.  Her only fear was that whoever it was could be after her and that would mean she brought trouble to her friends, again.  

      “Hello, Greer.”  Scarlett had her back turned and hadn’t even knocked on the door yet.

      “Hey...I was wondering if I could speak to both of you for a few minutes.”

      “Come in and have a seat.”  Lennox pointed to the chair beside Scarlett.  

      She could feel the power in the alpha’s voice as he watched her take a seat in front of his desk.  “I don’t know if Reed told you yet, but last night we felt someone in the woods, but I couldn’t see them.  I could feel the magic, though.”

      “Every type of magic is different from the next.  Your magic is different from mine and so on and so on.  Did the magic feel familiar to you?” Scarlett asked.

      Her jaw clenched as she thought about that magic.  Closing her eyes, she remembered how the mage’s magic felt when they were held in the room.  It was a long time ago, but she relieved that night over and over.  “Uhm...the night the mages captured Aunt Jean and me.  It smells like that.  Only, I feel good, too, in the magic.  Last night it didn’t feel like we were in danger, but...I can’t describe it. I’ve never heard of a witch who could hide in plain sight.”

      “Some, but I’ve only read about them.  It would have to be a very powerful witch to do that. One that...I was wondering—” Scarlett narrowed her eyes at her. Studying her.  “Can you do that, Greer?”

      “Me…” Greer coughed, and giggled but she didn’t know what she could do. “No...I’ve never done that.  I wished I could have...maybe I could have saved Aunt Jean.”

      Nobody said anything for a few seconds.  Then Lennox said, “Greer, I don’t think you could have at the time.  I don’t know why my parents and little brother were killed, and Haven survived, but if I let myself think about it too much...well, I would go crazy.  Shit happens.  Terrible things happen to us and wishing you could do something only stops us from living the future.  I’m sorry about your aunt, but it wasn’t your fault.  Just like it wasn’t my fault that I wasn’t here to save my family.”

      “I know...but I feel like I could have.”

      “No!” Scarlett said, standing in front of her. It was like a light bulb moment for the older witch.  “No, my dear sweet, Greer.  You couldn’t at the time.  Your magic had yet to manifest and come to age.  Just like you.  I think now...that’s what’s wrong.  Your magic is still young and needs structure and discipline. Most witches have family that train them from a young age, but you learned so little while you were on the run. Magic is like a child.  It grows bigger and better with time and during that time you learn to control it.  I’m sorry but in your case the magic is now acting out. With practice and patience, you can learn it, but you have to start living your life in the here and now.  Stop thinking about the past and the things you cannot change.  Understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”  But Greer still felt the guilt.

      “Whoever is out there needs to be caught.  I don’t care who it is.  They’re on my land without my permission and that is unacceptable.  Dixon feels the same way.  Question now for both of you.”  Scarlett and Greer faced the alpha.  “How do we catch this witch?”

      “Good question. I need to think about it.  I will need to do some studying on this.”  Scarlett glanced down at the bracelet she had on her wrist. Twisting it around and around, she said, “I doubt you’re going to like it, but I may need to call in a favor from an old friend.”

      The alpha narrowed his eyes.  “Who?”
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        * * *

      

      Greer almost ran out of the alpha’s office when Scarlett said she needed to call a man by the name of Calum O’Keefe.  Her ears rang as the alpha yelled “No!”

      She could hear men running down the hall.  Her instincts were to run, but Scarlett stayed put as the corners of her mouth turned up.  His hand flew up as Cosmo and two other guards ran into the office.  “I see you still hold the same resentment for Calum.”

      “Calum is a blood sucker and he can’t be trusted,” Lennox said, slamming his hand on his desk.  Whatever his desk was made of was extremely strong.  Not even a crack, but she felt the force for which he used.  

      “He’s never attacked anyone, and you know that.  He just gave you a little sniff and said your blood smelled good,” Scarlett said, giggling.

      “You could tell, Scarlett...that the vampire wanted to.  He’s a blood sucker and do you think I’m going to let him near my mate or your granddaughter.  When he gets a whiff of Jade and Greer’s blood, he will want to bite them.  The temptation will be too much.”

      “He’s the oldest vampire I know, and he’s got more control than that.  You just don’t like him. Never thought I would see the alpha of the Death Hunters jealous because a vampire is gorgeous and sophisticated.  And, yes, all the women do flock to him.  He can’t help that he puts off the vibes that attract women.”

      “He’s a blood sucker!”

      “Lennox Bartley, don’t you take that tone with me, young man.  I don’t know what to do and he will.  He’s been around since...well, forever, but he owes me a favor and I will need his help to figure out how to stop this before it’s too late.”

      Greer watched as the alpha rolled his eyes and looked toward the window.  She could still see the side of his face and he apparently knew Scarlett was correct, but he wasn’t a happy camper.  She had never heard of this vampire.  She came across a couple during her younger years but that was with Aunt Jean.  She stayed more in the woods after her death.  

      “You tell him that if he even sniffs in my mate’s direction, I’m going to skin him alive,” Lennox said, getting up and leaving the room.  She turned and watched him as he left.  Cosmo started to smile but glanced down at the ground as he passed. “Don’t make me skin you too, beta.”

      After the alpha left, Cosmo came into the room and sat on the edge of the desk.  “I’ve heard of him, but never met him.  You think he will come knowing shifters occupy every direction of the town?”

      “Oh, he will come.  He’s fascinated by you and your kind.  He loves to watch you shift.  Lennox hates that his mate will give him some looks.  He’s that good looking.”

      When Cosmo started rubbing his hands together, Scarlett dropped the bomb on him.  “That goes for your mate too.”

      The smile left the beta’s mouth.  “He better not look in my mate’s direction.”

      “I think it will be the other way around,” Scarlett said, grabbing Greer’s hand and walking out of the room where a stunned Cosmo stood with his mouth open.
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      “I want to work on something with you alone.  If you don’t mind,” Scarlett whispered.

      “Sure.”  Greer followed Scarlett deep into the woods. 

      “Now, I want you to calm yourself and think about flying up into that tree.”

      Greer turned and glared at the Old One.  “I can’t do that.”

      “How do you know, if you’ve never tried?  A long time ago, there were witches that could fly.  Now I’ve never heard of anyone since my time of doing it, but something tells me that you can.  Like I said before, Greer you’re special.  If you can’t, then no harm, but at least try. Clear your mind.  I hear your heart beating from here, Greer. Nothing is wrong.  Nobody is after you.  This is training.  If you can’t, then it will be okay.  Just talk to the magic.  Tell it you want up in that tree.”

      Greer closed her eyes, calming her nerves.  This was just training.  This was just training. She was going to be okay.  Opening her eyes, she looked at the perfect branch she could stand on.  Whispering, she spoke to the magic inside her. “Lift me to that branch.”  

      Nothing happened for a few minutes.  She glanced at Scarlett, but she never opened her mouth.  She just waited patiently and watched with the same smile on her face.  Until the wind blew harder, and she lifted off the ground.  Then she touched down.  

      She moved.  Her eyes had to be huge as she stared at the witch. The color drained from the witch’s face. “You did it.  I…can’t believe you did it. Now try again. Tell the magic again.”

      This was incredible. She actually came off the ground.  Her heart beat a mile a minute.  She couldn’t believe it. She lifted only a few seconds, but it was a start.  What did this mean?

      Excited now, Greer lowered her head and concentrated harder. This time she really spoke to the magic.  Lift me to the limb.  The wind picked up and blew across her face as her body levitated off the ground. Her arms flailed around in the air like a new bird trying to fly.  Her squealing had to get someone’s attention.  It would have been embarrassing if anyone but Scarlett had seen it.  

      “You’re doing it.  Keep going,” Scarlett yelled excitedly.  

      She reached out for the branch.  “Got it.” Greer pulled herself up and held on afraid that she would fall backward. It wasn’t a graceful landing, but she made it. 

      “Now get yourself down without climbing,” Scarlett yelled up at her.

      “I don’t think I can.”

      “If you got up there then you can get down, young lady.” 

      Looking down was more terrifying than staring up at a particular branch.  Her whole body started to shake.  She couldn’t do it.  She was going to fall.  

      Something shook the tree.  Grabbing a hold of the branch Greer wrapped her arm around the branch, trying not to fall. She searched the tree as a black bear started climbing up.  She couldn’t move.  The bear would break the branch and both of them would fall to the ground.  

      The bear walked across and then sat on the branch and stared at her.  It was just staring at her with a stupid grin on its face.  “What?  It’s not so easy to get down.”

      The bear shifted. “You got up here pretty good.  Very impressive by the way.”

      “Reed.”  

      “Hello, beautiful.  Stop looking down and talk to the magic like before and stop worrying that you will fall.  You’re a bear and you can make this jump without hurting yourself.  But you can fly, Greer.  You can do something nobody else can. Just talk to the magic.”

      She nodded and closed her eyes. “Take me back to the ground.” It was incredible as her body started to lift off the branch. 

      “You can let go, baby.”  Reed’s encouragement allowed her to conquer the fear and let go.  This time the magic put her on the ground.

      “Now, pick Reed up and bring him safely to the ground.”  Greer and Reed both looked at Scarlett.

      “Hey, maybe we need to try something beside me that she can practice on,” Reed said, standing up holding his hand over his privates.

      But before he could say another word, she told the magic to bring Reed safely to the ground.  She watched as he yelled when the magic lifted him off the branch.  He didn’t have time to reach back before he was actually flying.  “Hey.” She wanted to laugh as Reed yelled out, but she had to concentrate, or he would fall.   

      Holding his chest, he went down on one knee.  “Thought you said I could do anything?”

      Reed blew out a deep breath and smiled.  “Yeah, I guess I did, and you did.  Let’s practice more with something else before we do that again.”

      “Now, go away.  We have work to do,” Scarlett instructed Reed.  

      With a wave, he shifted and ran toward her treehouse.  “Now, let’s do it again and again.  I want you to be able to do that with anything.  And, Greer, let’s keep it between us, okay?”

      Greer nodded.  Why was Scarlett acting so secretive?

      “Again, Greer.  No time to think.  Just act.”

      She settled in and did what Scarlett told her to do.  She would ask her questions later.

      Half the day had passed, and she didn’t know if she had any magic left in her.  She was exhausted.  Everything on her hurt.  

      “Why am I so sore?”  Greer asked Scarlett as they walked toward the house.

      “Because the magic is like a muscle that you haven’t used as much.  The more you use it, the better you will feel.  By the way, you did a great job today.”

      “Thanks.”  They walked in silence for a few seconds, but she needed answers.  “Scarlett, how did you know I could fly?”

      “Minerva told me you could.”

      “How would she know?  I didn’t know myself.”

      “Minerva is a special kind of witch, just like you.  She has been my mentor since I started as an Old One.  She nominated me.  She has old magic deep inside her.  She studies the old texts and learns from everyone.  I’m sure she has heard all the stories about the white bear and put two and two together.  Or she learned about your heritage. Maybe something was in your family’s history. She has documented more family trees than anyone.  You can learn a lot from her.”

      “I don’t know.  I don’t feel comfortable around her. I…”

      Scarlett stopped and put her hand on her arm, “She’s different, Greer, like you, but if you give her a chance, you might think differently.  I would like to bring her by tomorrow if you don’t mind.  I won’t tell her about you flying, but she has some drills that can help you control your magic.”

      “I guess that would be okay. If you want her to be here,” Greer said.  She didn’t know what it was about Minerva.  The woman seemed nice enough, but all the girls had a bad feeling about her.  But Scarlett trusted her, and she owed her a lot and she would give her a chance.  

      “Hey, Scarlett, how do you know the witch isn’t out there watching us?”

      “Before we started, I cast a spell that would let me know if any magic came close to us.  I had to continue to cast it throughout the day.  It’s hard to put out that much energy, but it works.”
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        * * *

      

      Reed took a quick shower and placed the food in the cooler.  Today was such a long day that he ran out of time to cook.  Instead, he had the diner make a meal for Greer and him to eat while studying.  He begged Raven to pick it up for him while she was in town.  Of course, she complained but picked it up.  Not a lot of people understood Raven.  He would describe her as hard on the outside but gooey in the middle. She cried during Hallmark commercials.  Who did that?

      He leaned forward and inhaled the fried chicken as its scent covered his room.  Haven told him that Greer loved fried chicken.  Every day was going to be special for her.  She had never had that in her life, and he was determined to make that happen.  Haven and Jade told him stories of her childhood and how cruel her life had been.  Always running, in fear of one of the mages catching up to her, scared to get to know anyone.

      Trust would be huge for Greer and he planned on telling her everything even if it was something that hurt her.  He would never lie. He closed his eyes thinking of the horrors she had witnessed.  No child should have seen the evil that the mages had placed on her little soul.  It was a wonder she was sane at all. 

      He was still shaking his head when the memory of her floating up a tree came to mind.  Greer could fly.  Not only fly, but she could make him fly as well.  He had never heard of anyone able to do that.  Scarlett had come to the treehouse before leaving and told him not to tell anyone.  He understood. When others found this out, they would surely want her magic and if Jade could do the same thing... All that is holy...he feared for both of them.  The chaos it would bring to their little town.  If it became too much, they might want Greer to leave, and he would go with her.  Nobody was taking her from him.  Nobody!

      Reed picked up the cooler and headed toward the treehouse.  While on the path in front of the construction, he saw a pair of legs dangling from the structure.  He smiled at the sight of Greer leaned back, swinging her legs, eyes closed.  When he got to the top, her smile told him she was happy even if for a moment.  He was thankful that the alpha allowed him to build her the treehouse.  She loved it and he was pleasantly shocked that he was loving it too.

      “I take it you like the changes I made to the deck?”  Reed asked, setting the cooler on the wood.  He plopped down beside her and leaned back.  

      “Like is not the word I would use, because I love it.  I never want to live anywhere else.  The windows flip out.  It’s like the whole house is open to nature.  Reed, you are a master at building.”  He turned his head looking at Greer. She stared at him with her arm propped up under her head. 

      He did the same, turning toward her.  Her beautiful blonde hair blew across her face.  He had thought about it all day.  Her beauty kept him up all night and every night since he had first seen her.  She didn’t move as he lightly touched her face and brushed her hair to the side.  It was like pieces of silk.  So light that you barely knew it was there. 

      “Your hair is so soft.  I’ve dreamed of touching it.”  Reed flinched when he realized what he had just said out loud.  

      “You make me feel so—” 

      “Beautiful, because you are.”  He touched the side of her face where her cheek heated with the prettiest shade of pink.  “You don’t even know it.  How...how you make me feel.”  Reed could hear her heart beating faster as he spoke to her.  It was magic to his ears.  A possessive instinct came over him so fast, it took his breath.

      “You make me feel special, but I...”  

      “Because you are, Greer.  You mean more to me than I could ever say.  I know you said that we couldn’t, but I…”

      His finger touched her lips, stopping her as his lips strummed, “Shhh. It’s okay.  Just take it day by day.  Let’s enjoy today.”  

      They laughed as Greer’s stomach growled.  “I guess I’m hungry.”

      “So am I.  We got a lot done today and I worked right through lunch.  I’m starving.”

      Greer gestured to the cooler he was holding. “Whatever is in that cooler smells divine.”

      “Can you guess what it is?”

      Greer leaned forward and inhaled.  Closing her eyes, she smiled.  “Fried chicken.”

      “Your favorite from what I understand.”

      Opening her eyes, she leaned up.  “How did you know?”

      “A couple of birdies told me.  I’m pretty fond of it myself.  Now if you are ready, we can eat while I talk.  You just listen.”  

      They sat cross legged and ate fried chicken while he read the words she would learn today.  He showed her each word then he got a small book out and asked her to read from it.  “If you don’t know a word, just point at it.”  

      “Did you write this?  It has my name in it.”

      “I like to write so I’m making a story that includes each word you learn.”

      Greer put her hand over her mouth.  “I...I don’t know what to say.  You—” She grabbed his head and pulled him to her.  Her lips were so soft as he allowed her to take over and, boy, did she ever.  He pulled her closer and moaned as her tongue touched his.  This wonderful woman tore him to shreds on the inside.

      Every nerve went up in flames as she continued biting his bottom lip.  If she didn’t stop, he would…  Reed pulled away.  He was breathing like he had ran for hours.

      “Your eyes are glowing, like fire from the sun,” Greer whispered.

      “They glow for you and only you,” Reed said, still breathing hard. Every time she touched him, a spark of electricity bounced to every part of his body.  He felt like a pinball machine and he loved every moment of it.

      “Maybe we should eat,” Greer said, smiling.

      He could tell that she felt the same spark inside. But that was what he wanted.  He just needed to stay in control long enough, so she saw how good they were together.  

      “Did you make this chicken?”

      “I could lie and tell you I did, but I must say that I asked Raven to pick it up for me at Get Your Grub.”

      “Ooh, you better be glad Quinn isn’t here.  She would still be laughing,” Greer said, giggling.

      “I know.  One time we were at the store and somebody just mentioned the restaurant and she laughed for about an hour.  I had to walk away from her.  I mean it’s funny, but you know, she’s lived here for years.”

      “The name is funny, though.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is.”  Reed pointed toward the new work he had done.  “What do you think about the treehouse so far?”

      “I love it, Reed.  It’s better than my imagination. So much better than I even thought was possible.  But I was wondering...how are you going to put in a bathroom without water?” 

      “Who said it won’t have any water?  Just you wait.  I’ve found a way to pull water from the river and it will be up there.  Right beside your house will be a water tower. It will be enclosed, and nobody will even know it’s there.  You will have a shower with running water and a sink.  Everything in a house will be in this treehouse.”

      “You are so smart.  You made the rooms so huge.  I could have a king size bed in there.”

      “Not only that, but you will be able to hit a switch and the doors will open and the outdoors will be right there for you to enjoy from the comfort of your bed. You could lie in bed and listen to the rain,” Reed added.

      Clasping her hands together, Greer smiled as she looked around her treehouse.  “This place, this town is special.  But...I’m scared, Reed,” slowly she exhaled loudly, “that one day it will all be taken from me.”

      Reed grabbed her hands and held them to his chest.  “Nobody will take it away.  I promise you that I will protect you.”

      “But you can’t guarantee that the other mages won’t try to take me again.  I hate knowing I almost had it all and they took it again.”

      Kissing her hands, Reed looked up at her.  “Never.”

      “Thank you for all of this and for being the friend I need.  You never push me.”

      “And I never will, Greer.  We can take it as slow as you want.”  Reed hated every word he was saying, but he couldn’t chance her running, and he would do whatever it took to keep her here with him.  But with kisses like she gave, it was harder and harder to stay away from her.  

      He watched as Greer started scratching her arm.  “Hey.  Did something bite you?”  

      “I don’t know, but it’s driving me crazy.”  Reed watched as her fingernails tore into her skin.  

      “Hey, stop.”  He picked her arm up and poured water over it then he pulled his bag over to where they were sitting.  He reached in and pulled out a bottle and smoothed a gel on her skin. 

      “What is that?”

      He turned her arm over and then picked up her other arm and then stared up at her.  “Has this been happening a lot?”

      Greer nodded. “That...feels better.  What is it?”

      “Just some stuff I made up.  I’m going to make you some and when you feel your skin itching you need to rub this on it.”  Reed took great care with her arm.  After he was done, he blew on it.  This man was one in a million.  “Greer, I don’t like this. If nothing has bitten you then why are you scratching like you are? You shouldn’t.  At least not as bad as that.”  He motioned with his eyes toward the scratches she had on her arms. “When does it happen the most?”

      It wasn’t a sound, but something drew their attention to the woods. Greer shook her head, she stared into the woods stopping him from talking. 

      Reed pulled Greer up as they both scanned the property.  It was just getting dark and the crickets and frogs were singing.  Then it went silent.  Reed pulled Greer away from the edge. 

      “They stopped singing,” Greer whispered. 

      “I know.  Do you feel that?”

      “Yes.”  Greer jerked away and shifted midair jumping off the deck hitting the ground chasing whatever it was.  

      “Shit.”  Reed shifted and took off after her.  Whatever it was, Greer was on its trail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Greer could feel the magic pulling at her.  Something was out there, and she was gaining on it.  At least that’s what she thought. She was close, but she still couldn’t see it.  The briars swept across her face and arms, the sharp thorns going deeply into her skin.  She could feel the blood trickling down her fur.  There was no time to feel the pain.  She was tired of whatever  was spying on her.  She had felt it before but didn’t think much of it.

      This time, the magic felt bigger, but whatever it was had slowed down.  Her head whipped back and forth trying to locate it; she knew it was there.  It was tired whatever it was.  Fighting to keep the magic strong.  She shifted and held her hands up feeling the direction of the magic.  

      She turned to see Reed coming up beside her.  He didn’t shift but continued to scan the area.  That’s when she felt it, the tingling of magic, the dark kind on her right side.  She knew the spell, but she had never used it, but she had to know who was watching her.  

      Whispering the words, she called on the spell and shot her hands in the direction of the magic.  She watched as pieces of red cloth fell to the ground and the watcher was on the run again.  This time it ran faster.  Reed was in the lead, his bear tearing up the ground, but the trail disappeared into the thick brush.  

      Reed shifted and grabbed her pulling her backward before she could chase it farther.  When she looked down, she saw why he had stopped her.  The brush covered the edge of the ravine and the long drop down the mountain.  She hadn’t even noticed how far they had been running.  Guards came out of every direction and looked around, scanning the area. 

      “Did the witch fall?”  Leo asked, leaning forward, staring at the bottom.

      “No, she...disappeared,” Reed answered.

      “We could hear you both running hard up the mountain and knew you were on to something,” Kit said, looking at her. His hand reached out toward her face, but before he could touch her, Reed’s hand grabbed his arm.

      “Don’t touch her,” Reed growled.  His bear was still close to the surface.  She could see it in his eyes.  The bright gold color narrowed as he stared at the hunter.

      Holding up his hands, Kit smiled.  “Nothing personal, man.  Just trying to get the briar out of her skin before it got infected.”

      Leo glanced at him and shook his head. They both started to walk off and she heard Leo say, “Don’t touch another man’s mate.  Don’t you know anything?  Boy, you have so much to learn.”

      Reed took in a deep breath and then released it.  She could see how worked up he was. Not wanting to make it worse, but she needed to know. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.  I just hate losing the witch.  It had to be.  I saw the outline of his or her cape.  Whoever it was has been checking the area out.  They knew exactly where to lead us,” Reed said, lightly touching her face.  “I need to get that out before it gets infected.  Will you let me?”

      Greer nodded and stood still as Reed got closer.  She could scent the wildness of his bear as the breeze blew across her body.  He smelled wonderful.  His fingers lightly touched her face as he pulled the briar out of her skin.  It stung but all she could think of was how soft his fingers were and then the way he stared at her. If he asked, she would let him touch her forever.

      “Did I hurt you?”  Reed asked, searching her eyes for an answer.

      “No, you could never hurt me.”

      She closed her eyes as his lips touched the side of her face where the scratches were the deepest.  The wounds would soon close with her shifter healing, but she sure liked how he touched her. Then he kissed the other side of her face and then the top, until finally his lips touched hers.  Her arms wrapped around him as his tongue mingled with hers. His taste was all Reed.  Her whole body went up in flames as they kissed.  She could feel his skin rubbing against hers. They both pulled away when they heard the noise.

      Opening her eyes, they looked down.  They were levitating above the ground, high in the trees.  

      “Uhh, how are you doing that?”  Lennox asked.  Arden Dixon stood beside him, both had an oh crap look on their faces.  

      Greer asked the magic to take them down.  Reed was still holding on tightly even after they came to the ground.  “You okay?” she asked him.  He looked freaked out.

      “She can fly,” Reed said, pushing her behind him.

      “We’re not going to hurt her, Reed,” Lennox snapped.

      Reed shook his head.  She knew he was in protection mode and he was having a hard time stopping.  

      “He’s just worried,” Greer said, coming out from behind him.  She grabbed a hold of his hand.  He needed it right now. Anyone would be freaked out, but Reed looked troubled.  His eyes were unfocused. 

      “Reed?  Are you okay?”  Greer asked as he swayed from one foot to another. She tried to catch him, but he was dead weight as he fell to the ground.  “Reed?” 

      Lennox scrambled to him and held up his hand checking his pulse.  “He’s alive, but what happened?  Did the witch put a spell on him?”

      “I don’t know.  I didn’t see anything or feel it.”  She leaned over and kissed the side of his face.  Her hands were shaking as she checked his body for any kind of injury.  She didn’t see anything.  “Reed, please wake up.”

      “What is this?”  Arden Dixon pulled something out of the side of his leg.  He held it up.

      “Is that a dart?” Lennox asked.

      “Yes, and I would bet it has poison in it.”  

      “Poison?  Who?  It had to be the witch we were following.  But how?  I never saw her materialize.  Nothing.”  Greer did this to him or at least got him into this.  “He isn’t going to die, is he?  Please…”  Her voice caught in her throat as she stared at his beautiful face.  He meant the world to her and she hadn’t even told him yet.

      “I don’t know.  He looks bad and his pulse is weak.  We need to get him back to the house.  Scarlett has something.  I hope,” Lennox said, picking him up.  

      The hope part made her sick to her stomach.  She glanced around at the ravine and felt nothing.  Whoever it was had just disappeared.  She brought this on Reed.  They were after her.

      “We need to get him back quickly.  I don’t like the way he is breathing,” Lennox said.

       “Give him to me, Alpha.  I will get him there faster.  You get Scarlett.”

      “How? I can run faster with him.  You can’t.”

      “Give him to me!”

      “Let her, Lennox.  Something tells me she can,” Arden said, narrowing his eyes at her.

      He placed Reed in her arms holding him tightly as she let go of the magic, telling it to fly her to the house.  Help me!  

      “Holy crap,” Lennox muttered as she held Reed close to her chest and let the magic flow through her.  She was flying through the air and Lennox and Arden shifted following below.  She was faster as she flew over the trees praying that Reed wouldn’t die.  

      She landed on the ground in Jade and Lennox’s backyard.  Guards came toward her when they saw who she was carrying.  Her arms gave out as Cosmo caught Reed, keeping him from hitting the ground.  “Get him inside. He’s been poisoned.  The alpha is getting Scarlett.  We need her.  She will know what to do.”

      Her lips trembled as she followed Cosmo inside to Lennox’s living room.  Jade came running from the other room.  “What happened?”

      “He’s been poisoned.  We need Scarlett.”  Greer felt worthless.  

      “Where?”  Jade asked searching his body.

      “A...a dart was stuck in his leg.  The alpha said it smelled like poison.  He needs help.  His...pulse is too slow”  Tears fell down her face as she struggled to talk.  “Can somebody help him...please.”

      “Scarlett is on her way.  Quinn is bringing her and Minerva,” Leo’s voice broke as he   stared down at his friend.

      “Show me where the dart was stuck in him,” Jade said.  She was holding a bottle and pieces of white cloth.  

      “Here.”  Greer pointed where the alpha took the dart out.  She could see the veins in his leg getting darker and darker until they were black.  Whatever it was, the poison was traveling through his blood stream.  She watched as Jade poured the liquid on the wound.  She didn’t know what it was, but she prayed it helped him. It had to.

      “Quinn called and asked if you put...” Arden started to say, then saw Jade with a bottle and cloth. “Good, she said to put the liquid on the wound and try to get it down his throat,” the alpha said.  “Here, hold his head up.”

      Greer lifted his head and opened his mouth allowing Jade to slowly pour the liquid into his mouth.  She put her lips to his ear as he coughed.  “It’s okay, Reed.  Just swallow the liquid.  It will help you.” 

      “What is it?”  Leo asked.

      “I don’t know but Quinn and Scarlett made it.  She said it would come in handy one day,” Jade said.  “I figure this is that day.”

      “His color looks better,” Leo said, leaning forward.

      She put her hand over his pulse in his neck and Leo was right. “His pulse is better. Let’s try and get more of that down him.”  She pulled his head higher and Leo got behind her and helped keep him up while she held his head straight as Jade poured in more liquid.

      “I hear somebody pulling up.  I’ll go get them,” Arden said, rushing out of the room.  

      “Please, Reed, wake up.”  They all watched as she pleaded to him.  This was her fault.  The dart was probably for her and he got in the way.

      “Let me look at him.”  Scarlett came into the room followed by Minerva and Quinn. They watched as she leaned down and smelled his leg then smoothed her fingers over the dark veins.  “I think you stopped it in time.  Nasty, nasty this one is.  Take a look, Minerva.”  

      Greer wanted to pull him away from this woman, but she watched as her eyes narrowed as she examined his leg.  Then she smiled.  “What is it, Minerva?’

      “Wolfsbane, if I had to guess.” She leaned down to his face and sniffed his breath.  “Yes, that’s it.  It has a distinct smell.  It was used in the old days but haven't seen it for a lot of years now,” Minerva said, leaning back.  She glanced at her.  “Are you sure you didn’t get hit too?”

      She shook her head.  

      “Are you sure?  You may be immune.  Lots of witches who have your kind of energy can fight off the poison.”  

      “Check, dear.  Minerva knows about this stuff.  You may not have felt it, but the mark would be there,” Scarlett commented looking down at her leg.

      “Leo, hold his head.”  Greer waited for him to sit and hold his back to his chest, holding his head up.

      Not caring who was looking at her nakedness, Greer held her arms out and allowed Scarlett and Minerva to check her.  Both shook their heads at each other, then bent down to check her legs.  “Look at this, Minerva.”  Greer pulled her leg up to the couch trying to find what Scarlett was pointing to.  There was a place on her skin that looked like something stabbed her.  A small hole still in her skin.  Red all around it, but no black veins showing.

      The breath she was holding blew out in pants.  If she didn’t calm down, she would hyperventilate.  It happened one time before when her aunt was killed.  She ran away after the incident and finally stopped deep in the woods, shifting back into her human form, then started crying.  It was so bad that she was on her hands and knees dry heaving. 

      Greer slowed her breathing. Reed needed her right now. She had to stay strong and help him get better. “Why did it affect Reed and not me?”

      “Like Minerva said, sometimes it doesn’t. You are immune to wolfsbane.  Nothing is wrong though.  Now we know what to do,” Scarlett said.  Before she could ask any questions, the two women were in conversation, walking toward the kitchen.  “Quinn, I need my bag.”

      “Got it.”  Quinn ran out of the room.  

      She went back to Reed, grabbing his hand putting it up to her face.  She held on, praying he would live.  Leo laid his head on a throw pillow and got up so she could get closer to him.  “Keep talking to him.  He hears you.”  

      His color did look somewhat better, but he was still very pale.  He never moved a muscle and that was freaking her out the most.  For the short time she has known him, Reed had always been active in everything he did.  Always seemed to be working on some type of project.    

      This wolfsbane was horrible if his bear couldn’t shake it off.  Most shifters had unbelievable healing abilities.  She glanced at her arm and the scratches were already disappearing.  

      Scarlett came back with a small bottle in her hand.  “Greer, he needs to swallow all of this.  Pull his head back and let’s get this down his throat.”  She did exactly what Scarlett told her.  As the liquid went down, she whispered to him, “Drink it, baby.  It will help you.  Please, do it for me.”  

      She smiled to herself as Reed swallowed.  “I think he hears your voice, Greer.  Keep talking to him.” Scarlett rubbed up his leg staring at the black veins.  

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Only time will tell.  Now let him rest.  Let the medicine do its work, child.”  Scarlett smiled at her as she stood.  “His body will heal faster now that we have stopped it from spreading throughout his whole system.”   

      She had a million questions, but the one that bothered her the most was, why?  Why did the witch try to kill Reed?  None of this made since and now she had almost gotten her...her, what?  What was Reed to her?  A friend?  But she had heard what Leo said earlier not to touch another shifter’s mate.  Was Reed her mate?

      No! It was impossible.  Shaking her head, she hated the fact that if they were true mates, then she would only get him killed.  

      “What happened?” Raven rushed into the room.  When she saw Reed lying motionless on the couch, Greer could see how much Raven cared about him.  She got on her knees beside her and touched his hand.  “Is he okay?”  Her voice cracked as she asked the million-dollar question.  

      “They think they got to it in time.  He was poisoned with a dart.  Someone shot both of us, but apparently I’m immune to it,” Greer said, looking away from Raven’s knowing eyes.  “But I’m the one who almost got him killed.  If he hadn’t been with me, none of this would have happened.  Everyone wants this magic.  I hate it.  I hate that it took so many people that I love away from me.”  

      Raven was staring at her when she finally looked back.  “Did you shoot him with a dart?”

      Greer’s eyes widened. “No, of course not.”

      “Mark that off your list.  Because you didn’t put the poison in his body.  Somebody else did.”

      “But if I hadn’t been here, Reed would be okay.  Now he’s lying here on this couch and look at him.  He’s almost dead.”  Greer stared at Raven then pointed to her own chest.  “I did that to him.  I did.”

      “Nah, but if you want to continue this pity party maybe you can tell me what they poisoned him with.  Nobody blames you, Greer.  The only person who is playing the blame game is...you.”  

      Greer blew out a deep breath and stared at Raven.  “You are such a smart...a smart.”

      “Ah, thank you, Greer, you are so sweet.  I know I’m very smart and a smart ass too.”  

      “Look…it’s just. If something happens to him, I won’t be able to stand it.  I…” Greer’s hands start to shake as she touched his face.  She could feel the magic inside her wanting out.  She wanted to hurt someone for what they did to Reed.  

      “Hey,” Raven grabbed both of her hands.  “You listen to me.  This man right here loves you, Greer.  Figure out what the hell is going on, so we can kill the bitch.  Because he would run through hell for you.   Let’s find this witch and handle them, once and for all.  Whoever it is can camouflage themselves.  That’s a tough one. We need to find out how they are doing it and what we can do to make them visible again.  Even if it just for our eyes.”  Raven narrowed her eyes, “Hold on to that anger for when we need it.  Control it. Put it away until that one moment when you will need it. Okay?”

      Greer shook her head at Raven.  “You are so crazy.”

      “Yeah, but I’ll have plenty of friends at the crazy farm,” the hunter said, smiling at her.

      “You really do think of me as a friend, don’t you?”  Greer asked, pushing the anger away.  Raven was right; she would need that anger for another time.  Right now, they had to get some answers and she knew two witches who would give it to her.

      Jade walked back in the room with a white cloth.  “I thought I would put this on his head.  He felt hot to the touch.  I know it’s the fever, but it will help him.”

      Greer nodded and motioned for Raven to follow her.  “Watch him for a minute, Jade.”

      “Sure, hun.”  She sat on the couch as they walked into the kitchen.

      Scarlett and Minerva were sitting at the table going over something in a book.  She sat across from them.  Quinn was mixing something at the stove.  Whatever it was smelled terrible.  

      When neither of them noticed her, she slammed her hand on the table. “I think we need to talk.”  Both of the old witches stopped and looked at her.  

      “All you need to do is ask, dear,” Scarlett said.

      “This was a witch and both of you knew that, but what I want to know is how this witch can hide in plain sight.  She or he was fast. I was running toward her as fast as I could go.  What kind of witch can do that?  Who?  You’ve both been around a long time and if anyone could do that, you would know.”

      Scarlett looked at Minerva, who nodded.  “After your aunt Jean was killed, we knew there were more who were in on her capture.  So we started looking into this ourselves.  We kept it among the Old Ones.  Whoever it was knew magic that only we knew.  It had to be someone we trusted.  At first, we thought it might be someone on the council, but we eliminated each of them.  Whoever it is has inside information.  We realized the mistake we made when we let all the Old Ones in on it.

      “After Natalie Reez died, we eventually eliminated everyone. She became sick when we started.  It wasn’t any of the Old Ones.  To be honest, hun, we don’t know who it is, but whoever they are, I’m afraid they have more power than we could ever imagine.  But to answer your question, the only way they can hide themselves is to take the magic from a lot of paranormals.  That’s why they wanted your magic and every witch’s that didn’t fit into their coven.”

      “She wants my magic?  Just like the rest of them.  Well, they can’t have it.  That belongs to me and me only.  I’m so sick of everyone trying to steal something that's not theirs.  I’m so sick of it.”  

      “Uhh...Greer.”  When she turned, Raven’s eyes were wide as saucers as she stared at the chairs floating in the air.   “You think you can make those go back to the floor?”

      “Sure…”  She closed her eyes trying to calm herself.  Her heart thumped as she told the magic to put the chairs down.  

      “You just…”  Quinn stuttered as she watched the chairs. “You found your control.”

      “Just a little,” Greer said, standing. “We have to find this witch.  I want to stop them, and I don’t know how to do that.  I need your help.”

      “We agree, but what do you have in mind?”  Scarlett asked.

      “You said the vampire, Calum O’Keefe, might know how to help us.  Can’t we call him?”

      “Greer, come quick.  Reed’s awake and asking for you,” Jade said, running into the room.  She glanced around at everyone.  “What’d I miss?”

      She ran into the other room to see Reed.  He was sitting up and talking to Lennox.  She kneeled in front of him.  “Reed, are you okay?”

      “Just seeing you makes me feel a lot better,” Reed said, smiling.  “Come here.”  He motioned for her to sit next to him.  “I’m fine.  I feel better.  The alpha was telling me what happened.  I didn’t feel any dart.  Apparently, you didn’t either, but we were very riled up. So, no wonder.  But are you okay?”

      Greer smiled.  “I’m fine.”

      “Okay, tell me, what do we know so far?”  Reed asked.

      “Nothing new, but I’m working on it.”

      “Greer…look I don’t want you to get hurt.  I couldn’t take it if something happened to you.”

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Lennox said, nodding at him as he got up.

      “Nothing is going to happen to me.  They need me alive,” Greer said.

      “That doesn’t make me feel better.  Let the hunters deal with this.”

      “No, they tried to kill you today and I’m done running, Reed.  They’re not taking anyone else I love from me again.”

      “You love me?”  Reed rushed out, grabbing her face, holding it close to his.

      “Of course, I do, you idiot.” Smiling, Greer leaned over and proceeded to kiss the man who meant the world to her.  She could tell it shocked him but not for long as he pulled her into his lap and deepened the kiss.  His tongue touched hers and that’s when she felt something underneath her. But she needed to know if he felt anything for her beside lust.  Pulling away, Greer muttered, “But...you don’t have to say it back. I’m sur—”

      Reed didn’t let her finish, pulling her head in, he started kissing the side of her face.  “I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you.  Then when you said hello to me, I fell in love with you more, then when you let me touch you.”  He closed his eyes, smiling.  “I knew you were the one.”  Opening his eyes, he kissed her forehead.  “The only one.  You’re my mate, Greer.”

      Tears leaked out of her eyes as she asked, “Are you sure?” Her bear bristled inside of her. She knew Reed was her mate, but she had so much self-doubt inside her that she needed to hear him say it.

      “One hundred percent, my love.  I will wait forever for you. If you’re not ready, that’s okay.  I can’t explain this feeling, except to tell you that I love you.”

      Greer wrapped her arms around him, snuggling into his chest.  “I love you too.”

      “Then it’s settled.  No more going anywhere without me.  At least,” he smiled, pointing his finger over her lips, “until we catch the witch.  I can’t think straight if I believe you are not safe, which means I won’t be at my best. I don’t want to make a mistake.”

      “I will try.  That’s all I can promise.”  Deep inside she knew how worried he was, but she couldn’t make a promise she knew she wouldn’t be able to keep.

      “Good enough. I’m starving. We missed the fried chicken.”

      Shaking her head, she got up.  “Let me see what I can fix.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello, old friend.  I need to call in that favor.”  

      “What’s in it for me?”

      Scarlett tingled, listening to his voice.  Even over the phone, he made her insides quiver.  Too bad she knew him all too well.

      “It involves some unique shifters and…”

      “And?”

      “A very nasty witch that I’ve never seen.  Literally, my friend.”

      “See you soon, Scarlett.”

      “Oh, Calum, you don’t know where I’m living now.”

      “Sure, I do.”  

      The phone clicked and Scarlett couldn’t help but laugh.  

      “What did he say?”  Lennox asked, narrowing his eyes at her.  

      “He’s on his way.”  

      “When will he get here?” Lennox asked.

      “Well, that’s what I don’t get. He never said before he hung up.  I would expect him soon.  I don’t know where he’s living.  Nobody ever does and that’s the way he likes it.”

      “I couldn’t care less what he likes or wants.  You just remember, old friend, that if something goes wrong and he tries to take a bite out of any shifter or human here...well, let’s just say the three of us will make sure he never takes another bite again.  So, you better know how to keep him in line.  His mistakes will be on you.  Understand?”

      Scarlett laughed.  “That’s why I chose you, Lennox.  You’re vicious.  I understand, but you won’t have to worry about him biting anyone.” Getting up, Scarlett walked to the door and stopped.  She looked over her shoulder and smiled.  “Except if they ask him to.”
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        * * *

      

      Lennox glanced at Cosmo leaning against the wall.  “What you want me to do?”

      “Put the word out to the hunters that they need to keep their eyes on Calum.  I don’t trust the vampire.  He’s too fascinated with our kind.”

      “Stop smiling, Beta.  You’ve never met this vampire.  He’s…”

      “What?”

      “He’s different.  Sophisticated.  Not like the other vampires we’ve come across.  Don’t underestimate him either. He’s very smart and dangerous.”

      “Why don’t you like the guy?”  Cosmo asked with a smirk on his face.

      “I’m going to enjoy this once he meets your mate.  Oh, he will want to talk to her and--”

      “Enough,” Cosmo said, holding his hand up. His face turned so red, Lennox thought he might explode.  He needed his beta to understand that vampires were dangerous creatures.  Most of the time, they kept to themselves in their own clans.  Except the most notorious vampire he knew.  Scarlett was right that if anyone knew how to help them it was Calum, but he didn’t like the guy and he sure as hell didn’t trust him. “Okay, I get it.  Nobody will be talking to my mate.”

      “Exactly.  That’s my sister.  You keep him away from her.”

      “Don’t you worry about that.  Like I said, nobody will ever touch my mate.” 

      The problem was that this vampire had magic in him and women flocked to him even if they were mated.  His ability to make women interested in him was one of his biggest powers.  Lennox still didn’t know what he could do or how long he had lived on this earth.
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      “Oh my.”  Jade slammed her hand into Quinn’s side.

      “What?”  Quinn turned and gasped as the man in her store looked around at all her products.  They watched as he touched all the bars of soap, bringing each to his nose, inhaling the scent with a smile.

      Jade and Quinn glanced at each other and then both started pushing the other, trying to see who could get to the man first.  He smiled at both of them as they slammed into the table.  “Are you okay?”  Even his voice made them want to just sit and listen to him talk.  

      “Yes,” they both said in unison.  Jade could hear the guards coming closer, but she just couldn’t take her eyes off this man.  This gorgeous man with black hair.  She had to pull her hand back before she touched the groomed god of pure beauty.

      “These scents smell wonderful.  I would love to buy some of these,” the man said.

      “Get away from my mate.”  Lennox stood in front of her.  She shook her head as she glanced up at her mate’s back.  

      “Lennox, baby, what are you doing?” Jade asked.  Then she glanced around at all the guards.  Some of them were hunters, other members of the Dixon pack.  She rubbed up against her mate wanting to be near him.  This overwhelming feeling of need came over her.  She needed Lennox now.

      “Scarlett said she would meet you at the restaurant.  Why did you come in here?”  Lennox demanded.  She peeked around her mate at the man who just smiled back at her.  “Don’t get any ideas, vampire.”

      “Don’t worry, Alpha.  She was just being nice to a customer.  I love these types of mom and pop stores.  I always come inside and find the best gifts.  I hope that’s why she works here.  Yes, I heard that your mate was a very famous jewelry maker.  I would love to see her work.”

      “Of course,” Jade motioned to her counter.

      “Absolutely not.”  Lennox’s voice was harsh as he pushed her back behind him.   

      “Lennox?  I’m okay, baby.  Really.  This is what I do. Trust me,” Jade demanded.

      “It’s not you that I’m worried about, baby.  You don’t know him.  He’s a--”

      “Vampire,” Jade said.  She felt stupid for fawning all over him.  Why was she acting like that? She only had eyes for one man and that was her mate and she wanted every piece of him, now.

      “Yes Jade, but he has the power to make you feel…sexual toward him.”

      “Now, Alpha, you shouldn’t tell all my secrets.  I would never try anything with any of these women.  Especially your mate.  I know who she belongs to.  I can smell you on her a mile away.”  The vampire leaned forward and smiled.  “I will always remember how sweet your blood smells.”

      Ben Crenshaw caught Lennox in midair before he ripped the vampire's head off.  “Baby, it’s okay.  He can’t help it.  Now stop.  Your blood does smell good.” Her words were low but filled with love and lust.  She didn’t know what it was, but she needed to be with her man.

      Lennox’s head whipped around so fast, it made her jump back.  The fire in his eyes made her smile.  Everyone in the room backed off as Ben let her mate down.  He stalked toward her. She had the code to the apartment upstairs.  

      “Why were you looking at him, mate?”

      “Are you jealous?” Jade questioned as she backed out the rear door.

      “Are you trying to make me mad?  Because it seems like it, and we can’t have that.”

      “What do you plan to do then?” Jade asked, breathless as she punched the code into the upstairs apartment.  

      “Let me show you.”
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      “Now, gentlemen, all I want is to buy some of this beautiful lady’s merchandise.  If you want, you can stand over there because I see some great finds,” Calum said, picking up the candles.  

      Ben motioned for the guards to stand back as Quinn brought him a bag to put what he wanted in them.  “If you need any help, just let me know.”  

      “Why thank you, pretty lady.” Calum winked then went back to sniffing the candles.  

      Quinn walked over to where Ben stood.  “Your mate is going to go ballistic.” 

      “Speak of the devil,” Quinn said, smiling.  

      They both turned as her mate’s truck slammed into park.  He was out of the truck so fast he nearly ripped the door off the hinges trying to get inside the store. Once inside Arden scanned the store until his eyes settled on her.  Then he saw the vampire holding one of her candles.  She knew her mate enough that he wouldn’t attack; at least, she hoped he wouldn’t.  

      The vampire never gave him a second glance knowing he was there but didn’t care.  Arden walked over to her.  “Where’s Lennox?”

      Ben smiled.  “You didn’t say the vampire could project certain emotions onto you.  He got to Jade and now Lennox is with his mate.  So far, he hasn’t done anything except get rid of Lennox and to shop.  He apparently likes things that smell good.”

      “I’m going to make a fortune on him too,” Quinn said, smiling.

      “You should have called me immediately when he got here,” Arden said, frowning at her.

      Putting her hands around his arm, Quinn licked the side of his neck. “Now, baby.  I had everything under control.  You knew he was coming, and that Lettie needs him.  There’s a witch out there that none of us can see.” Quinn pointed at the vampire holding up a T-shirt and laughing at the saying.  “That’s why we need him.”

      “What the hell is he looking at?”  Arden asked, frowning.

      “My new shirts that say, Suck it up, Buttercup.”  Quinn giggled.  “I’m going to sell a ton of them.”

      “There’s Scarlett and the other witch.  Let’s get him out of here before Lennox gets back and tries to kill him,” Ben said, shaking his head.  They watched as he held the T-shirt up to himself in the mirror, laughing.
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        * * *

      

      “That will look marvelous on you.  And it's your color,” Scarlett said, staring at Calum in the mirror.  

      “Scarlett.”  Calum held his hands open to her. “You look more beautiful every time I see you.” 

      “And you are a liar. I’m getting old and you seem to never age.  That is so unfair.”

      “I told you before that I could help you with that, but you seem to want to continue to get older and die.  Why?  There is so much to live for.  Look at this shirt.  I just love it.  I will have every name marked off my Christmas list, just in this store alone.  How much fun it will be when I see my family’s expression when they get their shirt.” He held the shirt up to her. “Suck it up, Buttercup.  I will laugh for days.  My uncle Maro will be the best one to give it to.”

      “Yeah, I think it's time we leave,” Scarlett said, looking around at how each of the shifters were staring and watching.  They were all ready to pounce. 

      “I take the one who is staring me down is your granddaughter’s mate?” Calum asked.

      “You always make friends wherever you go,” Scarlett shook her head.   

      “Why? I’ve done nothing to them.”

      “You make them nervous.  They think you want to bleed them dry.”

      “And I love their species.  They shift and it's a wonderful gift they have. So what if I drink blood? I’m not hunting them, so they have nothing to worry about.  Humans are more understanding than they are.”

      “Are you finished here?” Minerva asked, bored.

      “Minerva, as pleasant as ever.  How are you?”

      “Well, I don’t want to die trying to stop the guards from tearing your limbs from your body.  Plus, my back hurts.” 

      “Hmm.  I can help you with that if you want.”

      “No thanks.  You’ve got nothing I want.”

      “What a pity,” Calum said, chuckling.

      Scarlett led him to where her granddaughter and mate were standing.  “Where do you want to meet?”

      “Lennox wants to do it on his land.  That’s where Greer is.  She won’t leave Reed’s side until he is on his feet again.”  

      “I’ll get Lennox. Scarlett, he can ride with you, and please tell him to keep his sniffing to himself. It makes us all nervous and I would hate to rip his head off for smelling my mate.  We don’t want to get any wrong ideas,” Arden said, walking toward the back door to find Lennox and Jade.

      “I’m standing right here.  Why do they do that? And such a pity too.  His mate is so beautiful and look at her, all smiles.”  Calum held his bag full of merchandise.  “I will take all of these.  And I’m not done yet.  I have more children to buy for.  I can’t wait to exchange gifts this year.  I shall win the prize for the best present. I will spread the word about your store.  Wonderful!”

      Great! Scarlet rolled her eyes and stood beside him as he paid with a black credit card.  Figures, she thought.  Rich, handsome, and very, very dangerous.  She would keep that to herself.  She needed him.
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      Greer paced the living room as Reed slept.  This poison was a bad one.  It was taking him longer to recover and his body needed rest to heal.  She couldn’t believe she almost lost him.   She had never felt something so strongly before.  It hurt being away from him.  He was in her thoughts all the time.  Was that what love was?

      “If you don’t sit down, you’re going to walk a hole in the carpet,” Reed said, holding his hand out to her.  “Come sit by me.”

      She took his hand into hers and kneeled beside him, holding his hand to her face.  “Are you feeling better?”

      “Much better now that you are here, and I get to touch you.  I’m just sorry this is taking away from our lessons and I had to stop building the treehouse.  I wanted you to be in it soon.  I don’t have much more to do and then I will do a reveal for you.”

      “We can do it all later.  Right now, all that matters is you getting better and up walking again,” Greer said, kissing his hand.

      “Well...I can get up, Greer, I just like you being with me all the time.  Plus, I can do this.”  Reed grabbed her face and slipped his lips over hers.  She couldn’t think straight as the fire inside her ignited again.  His lips were so soft but demanding.  

      “Hey, there.  Oh, sorry to disturb you, but Scarlett is here with the vampire,” Haven said.

      Immediately, Reed pushed the covers away and stood.

      “Sit down,” Greer demanded as he swayed on his feet. She caught him by the shoulder holding him up.  

      “I need to be up when the vampire walks in.  He will think this is a sign of weakness.  You never let a vampire see that, Greer.” She watched as Reed steadied himself.  

      “At least stand beside the couch so you can hold yourself up.  Maybe he shouldn’t be here, and this is a big mistake.”  Nothing was weak about Reed.  Not one part of him.  This was something he couldn’t help.  She got him into this.  

      Haven stood beside Greer and Reed.  They watched as hunters came into the room, first flanking the vampire from every direction.  Scarlett and Minerva followed the man she called Calum.  Immediately, he glanced in her direction.  He sniffed the air and Reed started growling.

      “Calum, please,”  Scarlett whispered.  

      “But that smell is wonderful.”  Calum smiled as he came closer.  “You look like your aunt Jean.”

      Her eyes widened as she started to move closer to the vampire before Reed stuck his arm out stopping her.  “I mean you no harm.  None of you.”

      “Don’t touch her.” Reed started shaking.  She needed him to stay calm. She stood beside him and didn’t move.  His eyes were blazing as he stared at the vampire.

      “Here, sit down,” Haven said, pointing at a chair next to the fire.  

      “Thank you, sweet lady.  It’s been a long trip.  Why don’t we all sit and discuss the witch problem you are having.”  

      “Lennox, do we need everyone in here?  He’s not going to do anything.  Trust me.  He would never do that,” Scarlett said, sitting beside the vampire.

      Greer couldn’t put her finger on why, but she felt comfortable around him.  He seemed very interested in her.  His eyes continued to glance back at her.  Reed’s growl started every time he looked in her direction.  

      “You knew my aunt?” 

      “Oh yes, very well, before you came to this country.  We were good friends,” Calum said, frowning.  “She never judged me.  A beautiful woman and a true inspiration to me.”

      “That she was,” Greer agreed.

      “Now, Scarlett, tell me what is going on.” Calum crossed his legs and leaned toward her. He sat so still as she explained what had happened. Greer watched and wondered how he did that.  Not one movement came from him.  A flinch, a twitch, a blink of an eye, nothing as he listened.  Vampires were such fascinating people and she had only heard stories about them.  Her aunt said she knew some, but never said she was close to any of them.  Why wouldn’t she have asked for his help if he was so powerful?

      He started smiling as she finished telling him what had happened.  “Do you know of anyone who can do this?”

      “No.  Do you?”

      “No, not now, at least.  A long time ago, yes, but whoever it is has taken on a lot of power from other shifters.  The way you described, the person is apparently looking to get more.”  Calum leaned forward.  “You see when they take another shifter’s power, they will always need more.”  His eyes lit up as he explained.  “It’s like a druggie needing another hit.  They will need more and more. This town is a paradise to them.  A pack on each side.  Tons of powerful shifters to choose from.

      “Now you have the white bear here and she has power that nobody else has and she will be the heroine, the fix, the witch will crave.  She will take out anyone who gets in her way.  You see this is no ordinary witch.  Whoever it is will know about the Death Hunters and what they can and can’t do.  They will know how the packs react to any danger.  I bet the witch has been watching you all for a while.  All of you.”

      Lennox, Arden, and Ben glanced at each other.  “How do we stop them?”

      “You catch her or him.  It won't be easy, but it can be done.  This witch is very familiar with each and every one of you.  Nobody will be safe from her.  Since she attacked Reed that means she wants to eliminate him from protecting the bear.  This means she knows.”

      “Knows what?”  Reed asked.

      “She knows that her mate will protect her at all cost,” Calum answered with a bit of edge in his voice.

      Reed glanced at Greer.  The cat was out of the bag now with his fellow hunters.  She grabbed his hand knowing he needed her strength.  He released a deep breath as his hand gave hers a quick squeeze. She smiled back at him, but she was scared.  All of this danger was brought on because of her.

      The rest of Reed’s life, he would spend trying to protect her.  None of this was fair to him. She stared off into space thinking on what to do.  Everyone she loved had been killed because of her.  Aunt Jean and now him.  If it hadn’t been for Scarlett and Minerva, he would probably be dead too.  But if she left, the witch would leave too and follow her. Her mate would be safe.

      “Actually, Greer, he wouldn’t.  You are not the only one this person wants.  No shifter is safe with this witch.  You can’t blame yourself and you definitely can’t leave,” Calum said, staring at her.

       Her mouth opened as she realized she hadn’t said any of that out loud.  “How did you do that?”

      “It’s a talent of his,” Scarlett said.

      “I’m sorry, Greer, but I could read you immediately.  You need to learn to put your shield up.  I’m not the only one out there that can do this.  The witch may be able to as well.  We don’t know the extent of their power yet.  There you go,” Calum said, smiling as she put her shield back.  He was right; she had let her guard down since she got so comfortable here in New Hope. That was how the covens never knew where she was.  Oh, now and then, she would lead them in a different direction, but she was too scared to do it much.

      “You are not leaving,” Reed said, grabbing her arm, pulling her into the kitchen. He staggered but she held onto his arm so he wouldn’t fall. “It’s not just you anymore.  You’re not alone.  You have me and Jade.  She is your twin.  She won’t survive without you if someone comes looking for her.  Don’t you get it?  I won’t survive without you.  Now get that thought out of your brain.”  He pushed his head against hers.  “If you leave, then I will go with you.  Are we leaving?  Tell me and I will go pack, but you’re not going without me. Understand?”

      Tears fell down her face.  This man was unbelievable, and she didn’t deserve him, but she loved him and knew she wouldn’t be able to give him up.  And if truth be told, she wouldn’t survive without him either.  “I’m sorry.  I just thought if I left, you would be safe.  Everyone would be safer.”

      “I would die of a broken heart, Greer.  I know that without you, I would fade away.  Together we are strong.”  Reed leaned forward and inhaled her scent.  “He was right.  You do smell good enough to eat.”  He winked as he placed his lips on hers then pulled back and held her gaze.  “Are we staying or going?”  When she didn’t say anything, he whispered, “Remember, together we are stronger.”

      Closing her eyes, she exhaled then smiled. “This is my home and if I don’t take a stand and fight for what I want then I will always be running.  I’m taking a stand...with you.”

      “That’s my girl.  Now let’s go see what the vampire has to say on how to catch this witch.  I’m ready to finish up my girl’s new home.”

      She smiled because what he didn’t know was when this was over it would be Reed’s new home too.  If she lived long enough to see it.
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        * * *

      

      Greer sat on the couch pulling him down beside her.  They listened as the alphas and the vampire threw out suggestions on how to catch the witch.  The consensus of the group was to set a trap.  They figured that whoever it was worked alone, but they couldn’t be sure and would need to come up with something that could catch the witch and then find a way to get information on the others if there were any. But they felt like the witch worked alone because they didn’t want to share any of the magic. 

      Arden glanced over at Reed and said, “If Greer was in a certain area—”

      “No!”  Reed growled, standing.  “She’s been the bait all her life.  No more.”

      “Reed, listen.  Sit down, baby.”  Greer’s voice became softer.  “If I don’t do this, they will always be after me.  It’s time to end this, but I’m stronger now.  With Scarlett and Minerva giving me different spells, I should be able to contain the witch until the trap works.”

      “But what if it doesn’t and you get caught in their trap.  It’s not worth it.”

      “It is to me.  You are worth it to me.  If I’m going to stay here and make New Hope my home, then all of this has to be worth fighting for.  When I was running with Aunt Jean, I...never knew that I would have a family and friends.  I have that now.  You are all worth the chance.”

      She knew she had Reed.  He was worth dying for.

      He bowed his head and blew out a deep breath.  “I will be there with you.  If you go, then I go.”

      “This witch almost killed you already.  She thinks you are down and out right now.  Let’s keep her thinking this way.  Greer will need to be alone or at least the witch thinks she is alone.  Your kind can camouflage, can’t you?  All of you know how to stay in one place without being seen, correct?” Calum asked.

      “Yes, we can,” Lennox said.

      Calum nodded. “Good, then before Greer even enters the woods your people will be in place.  The witch is out there somewhere.  Waiting for that time when she’s alone.  Greer needs to be ready.  Protection spells and a place to trap the witch.”  

      “What would we need to hold the witch?”  Arden asked.

      “Something that will contain the magic.”  

      “My magic hole,” Greer answered, excited as she looked at Reed.  “The hole you dug for me. If it can hold my magic and dissolve it, then it should hold the witch’s. I know it’s deep enough that she can’t get out.”

      “Great idea, Greer,” Scarlett said, clapping her hands.  “Now we have a place to hold the magic.  We have to lure the witch to that spot and we need to work on Greer’s powers now.  Minerva, this is your specialty.  We don’t need to do anything else out there for the witch to see.”

      “If she is keeping herself hidden all this time, she is using a lot of energy and will need more soon and the only way to do that is to kill a shifter and take their power.  Like I said before, she will be like a druggie needing her next fix.  I would suggest that all shifters go in pairs or more wherever they go and to stick together,” Calum added.

      “Cosmo, let everyone know this is an order from me. Nobody should take this witch as a joke or think they can defeat the witch on their own.  Understand?”  

      “Yes, sir.”  Cosmo walked out the door.  

      “If you are ready, dear, we can go into your bedroom and work on some things.  Right now, it’s educational and nothing requires us to be outside yet,” Minerva said, smiling.  Her smile made her feel uneasy, but she needed her help.  

       “Before you begin, Minerva, may I speak to Greer alone?”  Calum asked.

      “No!” Reed said, standing and growling at the vampire.

      “You can stand outside the door if you wish, but her aunt told me something I think might help her.”

      “No, no!” Reed yelled.

      “Reed, stop.  I know you’re worried but if Jean wanted me to know this then I need to hear it.  I need to hear it.  For me.  I won’t let him hurt me.  Nobody here will.  Trust me.”

      “You have five minutes, vampire.”

      “Why do you all have to be so touchy.  Have I done anything to any of you?”  Calum said, looking around at them.

      “Trust is earned,” Scarlett said.

      “Then this shall be the first test.” Calum offered his hand.

      Greer looked at her mate, waiting for him to answer.  She noted the fight in him as he struggled to give her this moment.  He nodded, and she took the vampire’s hand.  They walked to her bedroom and she stood to the side in case she had to shift or cast a spell at him.  But for some reason, she knew Calum could be trusted.

      “You trust me?  Good.  I don’t give this out to just anyone, but your aunt could see the future sometimes.  I guess you know that, but sometimes she only saw pieces.  Like a puzzle, she would have to piece it together when the visions came.  But we were together one time and she told me about you and how you would be coming to America soon and she would have to take care of you.” She watched as Calum walked around the room thinking.  “She made me promise to tell you this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s he saying?” Minerva asked.

      “I don’t know. I can’t hear them.  Why wouldn’t I be able to hear him, I can hear her but not him,” Reed said, gritting his teeth.

      Before he could walk in, the door opened and Calum walked out.  “She’s waiting on you, Minerva.”

      Reed slipped inside.  “Are you okay?”

      Smiling, she went to her mate and hugged him.  “I’m fine.  I needed to hear how she spoke of me.  She loved me.”

      Holding her tightly, Reed whispered, “Of course, she did.  There is so much to love about you.”

      They stood in silence holding each other.  She loved this man and he always calmed her.  His scent and the fact that he was hers would help her get through this.

      “Are you ready?”  Minerva asked.  She didn’t want the witch’s help, but they needed all the help they could get.  Reed flinched, but he knew she needed to train.

      “Sure.”

      “Good.  Reed you can stand outside. She will concentrate better if it’s just her and me. She has a lot to work on.”

      Greer pulled away first.  She hated to, but Minerva was right, she needed to practice. “See you in a bit.”  Then she surprised him and kissed him hard on the mouth.

      “Come on or we will never get done.”  Minerva’s voice was scratchy and annoying, but she pulled away from her mate.

      “I’ll be right out there if you need me.” Reed pointed to the hallway.

      “Good.” Greer sighed and took another step away from him.

      She watched as Reed walked to the door. Before he closed it, he winked at her.

      “He’s a keeper,” Minerva said, smiling when she turned to face her.  That was the only thing the woman said that she believed, but right now, she had no evidence that she was anything but a friend.

      “Ready?” Minerva asked.

      Greer nodded.

      

      Throughout the day, Minerva taught her spell after spell.  She even knew that she could fly.  Scarlett wasn’t great at keeping secrets apparently.  Yes, she was mad.  She was so angry that she wanted to end this with the witch.  She wanted normal for a change.  Whatever that was.

      “I need a break.”  Greer didn’t give Minerva time to speak, she marched over to the door and jerked it open.  Her mate leaned against the wall.  

      “You okay?” he asked coming to her side.  Looking into the bedroom, he stared at Minerva.  

      “I need some air.  I can’t take it in here anymore.  I want to go outside,” Greer said.  She started walking to the back door.  

      “What are you doing?”  Lennox asked.  He was sitting at the kitchen table with Ben and Arden.  Calum and Scarlett were at the stove cooking something.

      “Outside,” Greer muttered.  Her arms started itching and shaking.  “I need to release some magic.” Her voice shook as she leaned her head against the door.

      “Greer, it’s okay, baby.  Take a deep breath and let it out.” Reed wrapped his hands around her.  

      “If she goes outside the witch will see her,” Lennox said, standing.  

      “I need...need to go and release this.  I can’t control it much longer...Please.” Greer panted as she struggled to stay in control. 

      Lennox took out his phone and started talking, “All right.  Everyone shift and get into place.  Greer has to go outside.  Keep your eyes open.  The witch could be out there.”  He glanced at Reed and pointed at him.  “You need to stay here.  The witch doesn’t know that you are okay.  We need to keep her in the dark as much as possible.”

      “I’m not staying here when my mate is out there unprotected,” Reed said, standing up to his alpha.  This was going to get ugly really quickly if she didn’t stop Reed.  

      She turned and stared into his eyes.  “Reed, I’ve got so much magic inside me right now, if the witch is out there and she tries anything,” Greer swallowed hard trying to stay in control, “I doubt anything will happen.”

      “I don’t like this, Greer.  Something doesn’t feel right,” Reed said, rubbing his chest.

      “Reed…”

      “Okay, go, but keep your shield up,” Reed said, closing his eyes as she walked out.

      Once outside, she took in a deep breath. Turning, she stared at Lennox.  He nodded and that was all she needed.   Greer took off running toward the hole Reed dug for her.  She could feel her arms growing warmer as she ran as fast as she could. 

      This time it felt different.  The magic had a purpose.  She couldn’t worry about that right now.  Falling in front of the hole, Greer held her hands out and released it.  This time, the magic had a blue tint as it hovered around and around going deeper like water swirling down a drain.  Except it came back up and went back inside her.

      She took a deep breath and started to lean back when the air crackled around her. Then the breath was jerked out of her as her hands were bound to her sides. Before she could even flick a spell out, her body flew backward crashing through the trees.  

      Her body felt each cut and break as she slammed against trunk after trunk falling down the mountainside.  She tried to stay conscious, but the pain was making her slip under.  Then she about lost her lunch as her body rolled down the ravine at the mountain’s base.  She screamed but it caught in her throat. She thought it would never end when she was thrown into an open field.  Her body rolled until it finally came to a stop against some rocks.  

      Reed’s words echoed in her head. Something doesn’t feel right.  Now she knew why.  The witch needed to get him away from her.  She never even felt the magic until it was too late. Was this it for her?

      “No!” she yelled out as the witch materialized.  She had never seen this woman, but her cape was deep purple.  Only the Old Ones had those.  

      “I see you realize that I’m an Old One.  More powerful than you, white bear.” Her eyes grew wilder as she stared at her. “I’ve waited a long time to finally stand before you.  The notorious white bear. You were blessed with so much magic and look at you. Your mate is a shifter.  You will taint your bloodline.  Don’t you see, your blood is the purest of our kind coming from the old country and both of your parents are pure blood, but what did you do with it?  Nothing,” the witch spit out.

      “I came so close to getting my hands on you when you destroyed my coven.” The witch’s voice trembled with barely controlled fury.  Her black magic spilled out surrounding her.  

      “Who are you?” Greer demanded.

      The mage laughed.  “I’m dead.”

      Greer needed to keep the witch talking.  She had released most of her magic and she would need it now.  “Dead?”

      “Yes, they all think I’m dead.  But it will be me that will rule the paranormal world.  It will be me who they bow down to. I will be looked at as a god. The council has ruled us into the ground. Witches going underground from fear of practicing the dark arts.  Not anymore.  I waited and waited for my time to rise, and it was fate that you came to New Hope.  I knew then I had to strike and now. I just need your power.” The witch laughed throwing her hands in the air as she added, “The other one will be easy to get.  She’s too…undisciplined.”

      Staggering to her feet, Greer yelled, “You touch her, and I will kill you.”

      “Aww, so sweet, but remember who has the upper hand here, child.  I’ve waited for this perfect moment—after you’d released your magic.  Now you have none left and if you do, it’s no match to mine.”  The witch threw out her hands. Greer knew the words but didn’t have time to block the spell. Immediately, she felt the magic strike, slamming her body backward into the rocks.  The sound of the crack from her ribs hitting something sharp made the air rush out of her.  Trying to breathe, blood flew out of her mouth.  She tried to get up, but her legs gave out and she sank to the ground.  She tried to take in a deep breath, but it hurt too bad. The witch was too powerful.

      Glancing up, she saw rocks flying toward her, before she could block, they hit her hard in the chest flipping her backward against the side of the mountain.  “That’s for my sister.  You killed her.  You killed them all.”  The witch’s face was distorted as she paced in front of her.  “All you had to do was give them the magic.  But no, you had to kill them.  My sister was young, and you destroyed that.”

      “Give them my magic?  You’re crazy.” Greer laughed but felt the slap of magic slash across her face as the witch shot out another spell. She could barely speak as she tried to lift herself from the ground. That’s when she heard the growl.  She closed her eyes knowing her mate had made it down the mountain.

      “No, Reed.  Please, just leave.  Please,” Greer whispered.  She couldn’t let him die.

      “You will pay before I take your magic.  You will suffer like they did before you locked them in that room and threw the fire in. She suffered.  Nothing was left.”

      Greer listened as the witch’s babble turned incomprehensible.

      Reed rubbed against her trying to get her to move, never taking his eyes from the witch. Blood dripped into her mouth.  Spitting it out, she remembered what Calum said, the spell her aunt Jean wanted her to know.  He said she would know when to use it. But she had to catch the witch off guard.

      “Greer.”  She looked up and saw Jade, Quinn, and Calum coming down the mountain into the field.  Fear coursed through her. Oh no, no, she saw the look in the witch’s eyes.  She wanted Jade too. She would kill Jade for what Greer’s magic did to her sister.

      Before she could tell them to run, the witch cast her hands out flipping Jade backward onto the rocky ground. She heard the crunch of bones as her twin landed hard.  Her magic pounded inside her wanting out, but what happened next made her heart stop.  Reed jumped in front of her, stopping the Old One’s spell from reaching her.  She screamed as the witch hit him with her magic, slinging him into the water. Reed’s wolf went under.

      “No,” she yelled. “You evil bitch!”  Anger and fear spiked straight through her as she talked to her magic. “Now, it’s my turn. Burn her.” Greer lifted a hand, giving the magic fire.  Like a missile, the flame hit the witch’s robe, devouring the material as it made its way up.

      “No.” The witch pounded on the blaze, but she was fast stripping the robe away, throwing it to the ground.

      The witch’s face scrunched up and her anger spewed out toward Greer as spell after spell hit her straight on, weakening her and knocking her farther from her friends.  To her surprise, she noted Quinn and Calum in unison casting spells at the Old One.  Jade remained on the ground. The witch turned, focusing on them as Greer offered little resistance at this point.

      Greer heard her mate coming back for more, and the packs raced down the mountain.  The witch would kill them all, and she couldn’t let that happen.  “No more.”

      This was the moment. The words Calum gave her came out of her mouth so easily.  Words she had never heard in her life.  Jean had never taught her this spell. When she finished the chant, the witch’s old magic poured out of her, swirled around Greer, then dropped into her chest, pushing Greer to the grass.

      Her mate pulled her up, holding her.  He was wet, but he looked wonderful. “Are you okay?  Please, tell me you’re okay.  It’s my fault.  I should have never—”

      “Shhh, it’s okay.  I’m okay or I will be once I heal.  It’s not your fault.  Now, quit it,”   Greer said, placing her fingers over his mouth.  She gasped when he held her tighter.  “My ribs are broken.”

      The witch screamed in pain, shot down while aiming her non-existent power toward the mountain.  Scarlett and Minerva came to a stop in front of the witch trying to pull herself up from the ground.

      “Natalie?” they said in unison.

      “You’re the witch?  But you’re dead,” Scarlett muttered.

      “Do I look dead to you?” the witch screamed, throwing her hands toward the Old Ones.  Scarlett and Minerva ducked but no power came for them. “What did you do?” Frustrated she screamed and tried another spell again but like before no power came out.

      Jade shifted and leaped through the air, landing on top of the witch. The witch screamed in pain as her wolf ripped into her. After a moment, Lennox pulled Jade off, reaching down and grabbing her wolf around her middle and pulling her away.  He held her until she calmed enough and shifted.  Her body was covered with blood as her mate picked her up.

      Simone glanced at them and shrugged.  “It’s the quiet and nice ones that are the most vicious.”

      Before Lennox walked off, he looked back at the witch. “Scarlett, burn the rest of her.”

      

      Greer ached so badly.  Every breath she took was excruciating. “Can I pick you up?”  Reed asked, but she was too tired to answer.  All she wanted was to forget about this and make the pain go away.

      Slowly, Reed lowered onto his haunches in front of her.  “I’m going to lift you.  It’s going to hurt, baby, but I’ve got to get you out of here.”  All she could do was nod.  He picked her up, and pain shot through her like someone stuck a pitch fork straight in her ribs. Her screams had everyone stopping.

      Reed stopped moving.  “I’m sorry, baby.”

      “Please don’t move me.  Please,” she cried out.

      “I can ease her pain until we get her to the house.”  Calum stood in front of her.  She didn’t care what he did if the pain stopped.

      “No.  I’m not letting you bite her,” Reed growled.

      “I’m not going to bite her. She needs to take some of my blood.  It won’t turn her, but it will heal her enough and allow you to lift her.”

      “Let him, Reed.  It’s not going to hurt her.  His blood has healing abilities,” Scarlett said, kneeling beside her.

      “Do it,” Reed said, gritting his teeth.

      “Greer, did you hear that? I can heal you enough to let Reed carry you back home.”

      “Yessss.  Hurry, it’s hurting,” Greer gritted her teeth as tears ran down her face.  She couldn’t breathe. Reed was by her side as Calum cut his wrist.

      “Open your mouth, Greer.” Calum wiped the tear off her cheek.

      She couldn’t move but Reed helped by holding her head, allowing the blood to drip down into her mouth.  She didn’t care what he did. She swallowed as the blood fell onto her tongue.

      “There now.  You will start to feel better.  Close your eyes.”  Calum’s voice was so smooth, easing the pain. She smiled as her eyes started to close.
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        * * *

      

      “She’s been asleep for five days.  Why isn’t she waking up?” She heard the fear in her mate’s voice.

      “Her body has been through hell and it’s healing.  She’s okay, Reed. Just give her some time,” Scarlett whispered.

      She tried again and this time her eyes slowly opened.  Her throat felt like she swallowed a handful of glass.  “Greer.  Thank you, Lord.  Thank you.”

      She patted the side of his head as he leaned forward.  “Miss me?”

      “More than eating,” Reed said, smiling.

      Greer chuckled, but grabbed the side of her chest.  “Then you missed me a lot.”

      “Don’t talk, baby.  I’m sorry you’re in such pain. I should have never let you go.” Reed shook his head, looking away.

      “Like you had a choice.  And if you hadn’t, it might have gone on and on.  She’s gone now. But I should have been there protecting you and I wasn’t.”

      Pointing at her heart, Greer smiled and croaked out, “You were there with me.”

      Reed took a deep breath and grabbed her hand, kissing it. “I don’t know how I got so lucky getting a bad ass for a mate.”

      “I’m the lucky one.”

      “We both are.”

      “My treehouse?”

      Reed lowered his head.  “I’ve been here with you.  I couldn’t work on it until I knew you were okay.  I don’t have much more to do.”

      “Go finish.  I’m fine.  I just need to rest.  I’m ready to sleep under the stars.”

      “I’m only going because you asked me to, but you are not to get up and I will bring your food to you.  Agree to this, Greer, or I’m not leaving you.”

      “Okay. Cross my heart and if I do then stick a needle in my eye.  I think that’s how it goes,” Greer said.

      Reed laughed so hard that he almost fell in to the floor.  “Did Cosmo teach you that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Figures.”  Reed got up, kissing her on the head.  “Now rest.  I’ll be back.”

      Reed walked out as Scarlett and Jade walked in.  Jade smiled and rushed to her side.  “I knew you would be okay.  I could feel it.”

      “I’m good.  Just sore and tired.”

      “After today, you need to get up and the soreness will start to ease up.” Scarlett sat beside her.

      “You have questions?” Greer asked the witch.

      “Yes, but I wanted to ask you in private.  Greer, how did you defeat Natalie?  Her magic was strong, and she’s had years of experience.”

      “Aunt Jean helped me.”

      “But, dear, Jean is dead,” Scarlett said confused.

      “She is, but she still lives in here.”  Greer pointed to her chest.

      Jade smiled, looking up at Scarlett.  “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      Greer shook her head.  “Natalie is gone and that’s all that matters.  People may wonder and that’s okay, but they will eventually forget, and life will go on.”

      “Smart girl, Jean was.  But her niece, now that one is the smartest.  I’m glad you’re okay.”  Scarlett patted her hand, got up, and left the room.  They watched the old woman as she left closing the door behind her.

      “I heard the words you used, but I have no clue what they mean,” Jade whispered, staring at the door.

      “I took her magic away.”

      “How did you know how to…Ahh, Calum?”

      Greer nodded.

      “I won’t ever say anything.  You’re my twin. Remember together we are stronger.” Jade winked as she got up and left the room. She knew that Jade would never tell anyone even her mate.  That’s what Calum said.  Her twin would complete her and ground her with the magic. They would do great things together.

      He also told her that the witch was pulling at her magic testing it and that was why they’re arms were itching. There was so much she didn’t know about magic. She had tons to learn but she would. This was her home now and she was happy for the first time in her life.

      She closed her eyes because she had a treehouse to see soon and she needed to be healed.
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      She heard giggling as she lay in her bed.  The sun was bright as she tried to open her eyes.  “It’s the big day.  Time to get up, sleepy head, and see your new home,” Haven said, standing over her, grinning.  

      “Hurry up.  Everyone is waiting on you,” Jade said, looking down at her from the other side.

      “Really?  He’s done with everything?” Greer asked.  

      “Yep, everything, including decorating it.  He said it had to be perfect for his mate.  He paid for all of it, Greer.  He wouldn’t let Lennox or any of us pay for a thing,” Jade said.

      “Don’t you dare say anything to that man either.  He was so excited to do this.  Don’t spoil it for him.  I haven’t seen Reed McDaniel smile like that ever.  He’s so in love with you.  Well, don’t sit there smiling, come on,” Haven said, pushing the covers off her.

      Greer couldn’t stop smiling as she brushed her teeth and put clothes on.  She wasn’t allowed to go to the treehouse for one whole week. All their lessons were completed on the front porch of the alpha’s house.  But today was the day she would officially move into her new home.  Her treehouse home.

      Slipping on her shoes, she glanced at her reflection one last time.  Her life had changed so much since coming to New Hope.  Aunt Jean had told her that one day it would all end and she would find that one place that she would want to live forever.  Going back to Ireland was only a memory.  New Hope was her future. 

      “Are you ready, baby?” Reed asked, leaning against her door, smiling.

      She smiled then ran to him and jumped in his arms.  “I love you.”

      “Now I could get used to this.  You can jump in my arms every day.” 

      “You have a deal,” Greer said.

      “Promise?”

      “I promise. Now let’s go see our home,” she said. Reed’s smile fell from his face.  “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought you would need more time before you would want to move in together.  I mean if you need more time.”

      You don’t want to move in with me?” Greer asked concerned.

      “Are you kidding?  I never want to live without you.” 

      “Then it’s settled.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, keep your eyes closed.  No peeking,” Reed said, pulling her closer to the treehouse.  He had a scarf over her eyes.  

      “Hurry up, Reed.  We want to see her expression,” Quinn yelled.

      “Ready?”

      “Ready,” Greer whispered.

      She smiled as she slowly opened her eyes.  Three packs were standing around waiting for her reaction.  Biting her lip, she looked up and the smile left her face.  

      “What’s wrong?  You don’t like the changes I made?” Reed asked.

      “Are you kidding me? It’s…” she gasped then inhaled sharply.  “It’s beautiful, Reed.”  Tears dripped down her face.  “It’s absolutely beautiful.  The stairs move?”

      “Stand right here and let me show you how they come down.”  Reed picked up a controller and pressed a button.  “With this, the stairs and the doors will open.”

      She watched as the steps lowered. He held her hand, taking her to the stairs.  She was in awe as each step dropped into place.  The rope extended as she held on and walked up each step.  “It’s so big.”

      “I spared no expense for you.  I want you to love it.”

      “Well, you succeeded.”  She couldn’t believe how much detail he had put in it.  As they made it to the top, the doors and windows were open. Each piece of glass glistened in the sunlight.  She didn’t know where to look first.  The wood was darker than the other cabins.  He had used a red stain instead of golden. This was too much.  They walked right through the living room area with a gray couch that extended into a L shape. She ran her fingers across the soft fabric as they passed.  

      “You like?”

      She snorted.  “There is so much, and yes, I like it...very much.”  

      He pulled her into the kitchen.  She pointed at the stove. “Good grief, the stove is huge.”

      “I like to cook.” 

      “Good, then you can cook. I’ll just sit and cheer you on.”  Her heart beat faster as he smiled.  The man spared no expense with all stainless-steel appliances.

      “You can do whatever you want,” Reed said, placing his lips on top of her head.  “Just as long as I can do it with you.”

      “I can’t live without you, so you will have to be with me all the time.” 

      Reed laughed.  “Now that is settled, let me show you my favorite spot in the house.”

      Greer smiled and took his outstretched hand.  “Come with me.”

      She followed him out to the deck.  They looked over the edge as all their friends waved. 

      “Greer,” Reed said seriously. When she turned, Reed was down on one knee.  He held out a gold ring with tiny diamonds around the band. “Will you marry me?”  

      “Yes...yes.”  She jumped in his arms hugging him so close, she thought she was going to break his bones, but her man was tough, and she knew that all the bad things she had gone through had led her to him. 

      “Hey, hurry up, love birds.  We want to see this mansion in the trees,” Leo yelled up as the girls all cheered.  

      “I get to plan your wedding,” Quinn yelled.

      Reed and Greer both laughed as he handed her the remote control. She lowered the back stairs for all her friends.  Glancing back at him, she saw love in his eyes.  The love he had for her. Cupping his face with her hands, she whispered, “Thank you for protecting me and making me the happiest woman in the world.”

      “I love you and you deserve to be happy,” Reed said, placing the ring on her finger.  He leaned down and kissed her.  “Now let’s go enjoy our family and friends.”
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