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      Haven Winters hates her life in the Winter Coven. She escapes with only the clothes on her back. She would rather die out in the world alone than stay with the evil mages.  The only problem, she's headed straight into the town of Death Hunters—the coven’s archenemy.  If they find out who she is before the mages locate her, she won’t have to worry about saving her soul.

      

      Cosmo Fitzgerald, beta Death Hunter, feels it; something is coming.  What he discovers turns his world upside down.  Then he recalls words from a crazy fortune-teller: if he takes a mate, she will die.

      

      When his alpha tells the Death Hunters to prepare for battle against the coven who’s come to claim Haven, he realizes he’d do anything to protect the one he thought dead.  This time, he may not be able to keep her alive.
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      “You will tell me what I want to know, or the burning will continue,” her father said, smiling. His warlock eyes could reach into anyone’s soul and devour it. This wasn’t the first nor the last time he took pleasure in the act.

      “Please, please tell him,” Haven whispered to herself. Her young body trembled quietly in the corner trying not to move or Blair’s attention would turn to her. She covered her mouth, stifling the cries she made, praying no one looked in her direction.

      “You’re just like her, strong willed, but I promise I will break you. The pain will stop, and I will make your death fast if you tell me where the white bear went.”

      Tears dripped off the woman’s face, mingled with blood that puddled on the floor. “Tell me!” her father yelled, but the woman shook her head.

      The tisk sound her father always made before he’d had enough echoed in the small room. If the lady would just tell him something, maybe he would kill her mercifully. “Burn her, Blair. Let her see what real pain is. Just remember, shifter, before the last bit of your strength leaves your body, that I tried to be humane and let you die quickly, but all of you are the same. Disgusting, filthy creatures that need to be killed.”

      Knees giving out, Haven slid down the wall, hands clasped over her ears, as the scream tore through her head. The woman looked in her direction pleading with her eyes for help. Haven’s stomach heaved—she was nothing but a coward, forced to watch as her family killed over and over.

      Slowly her father chanted the spell to rip the shifter’s magic from her. His head fell back, eyes rolling to their whites, as the power left the shifter and went into him. The last breath of the woman’s life trapped in her throat as she died.

      Tonight, the decision had been made that when the time came, she would escape these evil people even though they were all she knew.

      She would rather die on her own, alone in the world, than live with a madman or his coven.

      

      Sixteen years later.

      

      Propped up against the limb, Haven Winter sat in the tree, waiting for her father to tell her where they were moving to next. Another town, another place that wasn’t her home. She smiled at her drawing as she roughed in the last part of the crimson barn that sat next to the Rumson B&B.

      The last page of paper in her notebook, she had to sketch this place. This place made her happy. She loved it here and wanted to remember it, especially when the nightmares came. And they always did. Every night she dreamed of the white bear’s aunt. It was her personal hell and exactly what she deserved.

      Ever since she was little, she had been attached to this coven. Her whole life was surrounded by this evil, despicable group of mages that made up her father’s world. Oh, and let’s not forget the famous white bear. The bear that nobody had ever seen. Yet, as her father continued to tell her. They would.

      That was what he’d always point out to her. Her father would get starry eyed as if he were talking about the love of his life, not a shifter they were trying to catch then kill.

      She watched as Mr. Rumson swept off the crunchy leaves that had fallen onto the backporch. He didn’t see her perched in the big oak. Ted and Reba Rumson were good people. They let her help in the kitchen and sit at their table while the coven searched for the bear. She even got to make and decorate homemade cookies which she’d never done growing up. Twenty-three years old and shaking sprinkles on snickerdoodles for her first time. Everyone tried one except Blair.

      Haven felt the smile slip from her face. Blair was part of the coven and the vilest of mages. Just her name caused her stomach to hurt. Wicked and evil to the core. Basically, the witch made her life a physical hell.

      When the trail for the white bear ran dry, the witch concentrated on her, meaning Blair would find a way to torture her. The woman hated everyone and everything beautiful in the world.

      Her dad used the excuse that Blair needed an outlet for her anger. Her outlet? Killing and torturing shifters and animals? The mage hated the outdoors and everything that ran free in the forest. Even the bunnies. Blair hated everything Haven cherished in her heart.

      Haven loved bears most, but Blair wanted nothing more than to kill them and steal their magic. She tortured them in the forest. Just for kicks and giggles.

      Haven glanced down, breathing heavily, trying to keep the memories away. Her fingers pulled her shirt sleeve down. Seeing the marks always made her mind relive the incident.

      Closing her eyes, she shivered, remembering the day five years ago she turned eighteen. She found Blair torturing a real bear in the woods. She tried to stop her but that didn’t go well for her. Great birthday, yeah, right.

      She had been walking through the woods checking out all the trees. She loved hiking the trails to see the pretty colors of the leaves. At first, she heard a small cry, the squealing of an animal for help. It was in pain. She didn’t even think before she ran toward the noise. She had to help it. What she saw made her blood boil, rage coiling inside her.

      Instead of using that rage to attack, fear guided her as she let the sight of Blair smiling make her chicken out. Instead, she yelled at her.

      “Stop, Blair, stop. You’re going to kill her. It’s not a shifter. She’s real. A cub. Please stop.” Blair continued to tighten the noose around the bear’s neck. Laughing as she heaved the bear into the air, pulling the rope tighter. If she didn’t do something fast, the precious creature would die. She couldn’t let the bear die. Just a baby. Searching for anything to use as a weapon, Haven noticed the broken limb on the ground. It wasn’t big, but it might get the fat cow’s attention long enough for the bear to get free.

      Without thinking, she picked it up and dug deep inside herself for strength, then swung as hard as she could. The crack echoed through the woods when the stem hit Blair in the back. Her body flung forward as the rope fell from her hands, allowing the bear to drop to the ground and pull free. Haven smiled as the bear didn’t waste any time struggling out of the noose and running into the woods.

      She wanted to scream for the bear to run faster until the howl of rage beside her jerked her back to reality. Haven watched Blair’s face change. Morph into something dark and evil. She tried to run, but Blair jerked her by the hair, slamming her onto her back on the ground.

      Blair flung herself on top of her. The woman’s body felt like a Mack truck laying on top of her chest. Haven tried to push forward, but Blair grabbed her hair again, slamming her head against the ground. When she looked up, a hand full of her hair remained in Blair’s hand. Flashing dots danced across her vision. She didn’t have time to cry from the pain. Blair’s black eyes narrowed, lips drawing back in a snarl. She looked like the devil, and Haven knew Blair would kill her.

      Haven wasn’t a mage like Blair. She didn’t have the strength either, but if she didn’t think of something quickly, she would be dead.

      The only thing popped into her head—scream loud and hope someone from the coven would hear her.

      “Help! She’s trying to kill me. Help me, please. I’m in the woods behind—” That was the last word she got out before Blair’s fist connected with her face. It happened to be the worst pain she had ever felt until. . . Blair’s eyes rolled back in her head as the chant of pain flew out of her mouth.

      Haven had heard the words used numerous times when the coven ripped the magic out of shifters. Except this time, Blair wasn’t pulling magic out of her, the skin around her wrist started burning. She twisted, trying to buck Blair off, but the mage held her arms to the ground as she chanted.

      “It burns. Stop. It’s burning.”

      A hand gripped her chin and yanked it forward. “You’re going to pay for that.” The chanting continued.

      Looking into her eyes, Haven found nothing that resembled a sane human. Only evil.

      “Stop, stop. It hurts, Blair. It’s burning.” She smelled her own flesh cook as the magic branded her skin. Blair slapped a hand over her mouth and remained on her chest.

      Haven tried to breathe through her nose, but Blair’s weight became too much. She couldn’t suck enough air into her lungs. Her eyes started to close, then the weight disappeared, and the chanting stopped. Her father’s face became the last memory she had before the darkness took her.

      She woke the next day with bandages on her wrist. They were still at Rumson’s. In the same bedroom. Which meant they were in Tennessee. This wasn’t good. Especially, since it took them off the white bear’s trail. When she glanced around the room, she noted her father sat at the bedside table, reading. He never looked at her, but he finally spoke. “You are very lucky. I think Blair would have kept going until you were nothing but ash.”

      “Is she in jail?” Haven croaked. Her throat felt like she had swallowed broken glass.

      Laris Winter, her father, chuckled. “Of course not, Haven. She’s in her room. I’m sure she’s hurting from the black eye I gave her, but she’s one of the best mage’s I’ve got. Why would I call the police?”

      “Why? Maybe because she tried to kill me. Did you see what she did?” Haven said, lifting her head from the pillow. Hot pain seared up her arm and skull.

      Her father’s book slammed onto the table. “You shouldn’t have hit her. She knows what she’s doing, Haven. You shouldn’t have interfered.”

      Holding her bandaged arm, Haven saw blood seeping through the bandages. Staring at her father, she released a deep breath, trying to ease through the pain. “She tortured a cub for fun.”

      “Yes, a most unfortunate problem. But she needed to release some steam and the cub happened up on Blair in the woods.”

      “Is that what she told you? Didn’t you see the trap she had. She went looking for that bear to torture it. No other reason. She’s crazy and evil!”

      Her father came at her so quickly, she didn’t have time to react before her body rammed back against the bed. His hand around her throat as he leaned in, coming face to face with her. She froze thinking he would finally kill her.

      “Now you listen and listen good. If you ever say that again about any coven member of mine, I will forget that you’re my daughter and let Blair have her way. You are to stay away from her and keep your comments to yourself. Do you understand?”

      Haven nodded, and he released her then walked out of the room. All she could do was curl up and cry. The man who should’ve loved and protected her considered her collateral damage if she got in his way. He would let Blair torture as many animals and people as she wanted if it got him what he wanted. Being his daughter meant nothing to him.

      She would never regret saving that cub. If only she could have saved the others.

      But there wasn’t anything special about her. She wasn’t a shifter or a mage. She would forever remain a plain, unmagical human.

      Since then, Haven had stayed out of Blair’s way and would until it came time for her to escape and leave the coven and her father behind. She only needed that window of opportunity.
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      “I’m a what?” Jade asked, cringing away from the woman. She couldn’t believe what she heard.

      “A mage, Ms. Cross,” Greer whispered. “The magic inside you came from me. We are the halves of one power.”

      Jade moved toward the window and stared out at her home. This had just become real. She wasn’t dreaming and on Dixon Pack land. Still in New Hope, Georgia. She blinked several times just to make sure.

      “That would explain all the changes you’ve been going through, Jade,” Quinn, her alpha’s mate, offered. She loved Quinn Dixon, a witch and a wolf, but there was no way she was one too. At least Quinn grew up knowing she had magic inside her. Sure, Quinn was bitten by a rogue wolf and knew immediately that she would turn into a shifter, but this…

      No way, no, no. She wasn’t a mage, a witch, anything magical. She would have known. She was attacked when she turned ten and now she was twenty-six. Something would have happened during that time, giving her a clue. “Look, I’m a shifter. That’s all,” she said, trying to convince herself this had to be a mistake.

      “Jade, maybe we need to hear her out and see if she can explain what she means by you being a mage,” Lennox said, sliding his hand over her back, giving her support only a mate could. She knew he would remain with her, but they needed answers. This was her chance to find out the why to every question she had growing up.

      Slowly, Jade moved closer to Greer and said, “Okay, I’m not saying that I agree with you, but I’m listening.”

      Greer nodded and sat back against the pillows. “Jade first let me say this. I know you may not believe me, but I’m truly sorry for what I did to you that day.” Reaching up, Jade rubbed the skin where Greer’s bear dragged her claws across her face.

      “My bear lost control, and for that, I can never say sorry enough or make up for the pain I have caused you.”

      “No, you can’t,” Bane yelled. Her brother couldn’t hide his anger and she knew if the answers weren’t what he wanted to hear, he would kill the woman.

      “Bane, please, let her finish,” Jade pleaded. Her eyes softened toward her brother.

      Glancing back at Greer, Jade sighed. “I forgive you, Greer, but I don’t understand why you attacked me. I didn’t provoke you or even scare you.”

      Greer’s eyebrows furrowed as she twisted her fingers together. “I escaped to America at a young age. Even in Ireland, I had a hard time controlling my bear. My parents said too much magic lingered inside me. It was too much for such a young person. They had to keep me away from the other kids because my bear became very confrontational. She always looked for a fight even with the older kids and the adults too.

      “She wasn’t scared of anything and I should have been. My parents didn’t know what to do and they kept me sheltered from other shifters, so I wouldn’t continue to hurt them. They didn’t know how to handle a crazed bear and that’s exactly how she acted. I was always angry, and I would strike out at anyone just to release that rage inside me.

      “The day I attacked you, I had just lost my aunt. The coven found us, and she stayed behind to distract the mages, allowing me time to escape. She thought they wouldn’t hurt her because she wasn’t what they were looking for but…”

      Jade and the others listened as Greer’s voice cracked. Sitting on the couch, Jade placed her hand over Greer’s. “It’s okay. You’re among friends here.”

      “My aunt told me to run and hide. We always had a hiding place and an escape plan. She’d make them believe I had run away, and the plan was to meet up at a certain location. But I stayed hidden and watched.

      “They tried to get her to tell them where I went and when she didn’t…they…they tortured Aunt Jean. They were angry because she had distracted them, letting the prized white bear get away. Now they were going to make her pay. I wanted to help her, but I remained hidden, too scared to move. There were too many of them and their magic grew darker, and I didn’t know if I could defeat them.

      “I didn’t know how to control the magic inside me and I stayed hidden and…they…killed her. They stole her magic. My parents told me that was the reason I had to leave Ireland. If I hadn’t, they would have continued to hunt me until they found me and took my magic.

      “I didn’t believe my parents, but I saw with my own eyes. I watched the magic leave my aunt’s body and go into one of the mages. But it wasn’t enough that they took her magic. They made her hurt. I…I—” Greer let out a ragged breath. “They burned her over and over until she finally died, but she never told them where I was hiding.”

      “Why do they want your magic in particular?” Quinn asked.

      “My magic can control you, make you do things. No matter how strong willed you are, I can make you do terrible things if I wanted to. Well, I say that, but I really don’t know if everyone is immune. The mages that killed Aunt Jean might be. It can also be used for good. I’ve come across shifters where they had lost their mates and I helped them enough to where they didn’t follow their mate to the grave.

      “I’m strong, stronger than any shifter I’ve come across. I’m faster and I can mask my scent. To be honest, I don’t know all of what I can do because my aunt had been the only one helping me before…before they killed her. I was young and stupid. I’ve been on the run and I just wanted to be normal and forget about the magic.”

      Greer flinched, jerking her hands away from Jade. “I’m sorry, Jade. It’s not you. I’m just so sick of the running and not having anyone to talk to or help me. You are being nice to me and it’s just foreign. I don’t know what to say or how to act around you. I know the time will come when you will tell me to leave.” Greer looked up at the others standing around.

      “But why do you think Jade is a mage? She’s never showed any signs of magic,” Arden asked. Jade knew how hard this would be for her alpha. Arden had lost his mom and dad because of an evil witch.

      Greer’s head tilted to the side. “Nothing? She hasn’t done anything that you would consider out of character for her?”

      “She is stronger. I saw her crack a table. Right down the middle. Not just any table but an old oak table. A thick one. You remember that day in Get your Grub.” Everyone stopped and stared at Quinn. Thankfully, she didn’t start with the hysterical laughing. Quinn rolled her eyes.

      “That was just luck, Quinn. It’s an old table on its last leg probably,” Jade answered. Wouldn’t she know if she were a mage? Her wolf would let her know something different inside her existed. Surely her wolf would know. “Arden Dixon asked.”

      Jade frowned when she glanced around the room finding them all staring at her.

      Wrapping his arms around her, Lennox whispered, “Don’t be scared, baby. We’re going to figure this out. Scarlett will be here this week. She will know what to do.”

      Pulling away, Jade frowned at her mate. “You’re telling me not to be scared, but we just learned that I had magic put into me sixteen years ago. How is that even possible? And don’t tell me not to be scared. This is…” Jade stretched her arms out wide. “Big, Lennox, big. And to top it off, I know nothing about magic except what Quinn has taught me, but that happened to be us playing around with certain spells. This…” Jade motioned in the air with her hands, “is crazy talk. How is this even possible?”

      “It’s possible.” Everyone turned to see a tall older woman with long gray hair standing by the door with Cosmo.

      “Scarlett? I thought you were stopping to visit a friend.” Lennox looked surprised to the see the older woman.

      “Change of plans,” Scarlett said, smiling.

      “Lettie.” Quinn ran to the woman, wrapping her arms around the older lady. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      “And in the nick of time it seems,” Scarlett answered, walking over to Greer. Immediately, Scarlett’s hands went up as she got close to her. Scarlett closed her eyes.

      “What is it?” Quinn asked.

      “I’ve never seen anyone with this much energy. Never in one person.” Opening her eyes, she smiled at Greer. “I didn’t think I would ever meet the white mage from Ireland. You must be…what twenty-six years old now? I take it that your aunt Jean is dead?”

      “Yes, ma’am, she is. How did you know? Did you know my aunt?” Greer asked.

      “Oh yes, child. I did. She left France when she was only sixteen. Both her parents had been killed. Her sister was married and moved to Ireland. She didn’t want to go and be a bother to her sister and new husband, instead she took a boat, like you did, to America. I knew her mother from years ago and when Jean arrived in the United States, I helped her get on her feet.

      “Your aunt was a strong young lady and we got along well. She was on her way to becoming one of the Old Ones by way of nomination from every member. We all liked her very much and knew she was special. Like you.” Scarlett smiled at Greer, her old eyes turning sad. “I’m deeply sorry for your loss, but I know she loved you very much. She spoke of you often.”

      Greer flashed a pretty smile and turned toward Jade. “This is Jade Cross. I put half my magic inside her.”

      Scarlett moved—more like floated across the floor—toward Jade. “Yes, I see it. Very strong magic.”

      Jade swallowed hard. “How can you see it?”

      Scarlett’s hand touched the side of her face. The woman’s finger traced an outline around her body. “It hovers just above…waiting.”

      Quinn leaned forward, staring hard at Jade. “I don’t see it, Lettie.”

      “You will. Look away and you will see it in your peripheral vision. Eventually, my dear, you will see it as clear as day. It’s ready. Waiting for her command.”

      Jade wrapped her arms around herself. She didn’t know how to take this kind of news. It almost felt like a death sentence. This big ball of news had been unheard of. Would she change? Maybe Lennox would feel different about her now? Her pack…

      Jade glanced at Arden, her alpha. He came to her and squeezed her arm, then rested his forehead against hers. “I always knew you would be a bad ass, now I know why. Learn how to control it and then use it for good, Jade. I have all the confidence in the world that you can.”

      “Okay, Alpha.” She swallowed audibly and whispered, “I’m scared of letting everyone down. This is unbelievable. Don’t you think?”

      Pulling her back against his chest, Lennox growled. “We will handle this together. You’re not alone.”

      “I know…I’m sorry.”

      Pulling her out of her somber mood, Scarlett put her hand on Jade’s. “This will only make you stronger, Jade Cross. My granddaughter tells me you are a CEO and run your own business. She also told me you know what you want, and you go after it. Chin up, and get ready to learn. Greer can teach you a lot. I can help with the control of the magic. Together we can figure this out. Question is, are you ready to accept this precious gift given to you and thrive with it?”

      “Precious gift?” Bane snapped. “She mauled my sister.” Bane pointed at Greer and she saw the hate he had for her. He would never forgive her. “She almost killed my sister. And you call it a precious gift? Does anyone else see something wrong with this?”

      “Calm down, baby?” Simone, Bane’s mate, whispered, rubbing his back.

      “I can’t accept this. My sister was traumatized by her bear. She clawed her face and body and now we’re supposed to forgive and forget.” Bane hissed a warning. His wolf hovered so close to the surface, Arden stepped in front of him.

      “I will never forget, Bane, but I’ve let it go. It’s time. I know now that Greer couldn’t help it. She was so young and had no control. She had just lost her aunt and had nobody. Just like me and you. We lost our parents and you remember how that made you feel. Helpless. You were young, and you had a little sister to take care of. Put yourself in her shoes. If I can forgive her then you should be able too. Please?”

      Bane stared at her and sighed walking over to the window. “I don’t know if I can, Jade, but I will try. For you.”

      Smiling, Jade ran to her brother and hugged him. “Thank you. I’m going to need your help to learn all of this. I will need that controlling brother I’ve always had. More than ever.”

      Bane laughed and shook his head. “Only you.”

      “Now that’s settled, let’s discuss the Winter Coven. Where are they now?” Scarlett asked, looking at Lennox.

      “Don’t know. Raven lost them,” Lennox answered. Jade saw her mate tense, knowing he hated to fail at anything. She walked back to him, knowing this wasn’t a conversation he wanted to relive.

      Raven didn’t lose anyone once she had them in her sights, but this time, she did, and it shocked Lennox and the whole team. Especially Raven. She couldn’t talk about it. She remained angry at Lennox for not letting her search for the coven again. Jade laughed inside, knowing Raven thought she was the master scout. Not this time.

      Scarlett busted out laughing. “Oh my, I bet she was furious. I can’t wait to talk to her.”

      “I wouldn’t if you want to keep your scalp. She’s not taking it well,” Lennox said as he nuzzled Jade’s neck. This always calmed her, and of course, she didn’t mind. They were going to be mated soon, but now this news would derail everything.

      “We need to find them, Lennox. I need to know where they are at all times. We have a lot to do here before they arrive. This isn’t just any coven. Presley Darden is with them and many more that are on the list. They are very strong and if they get their hands on Greer and now Jade, they will be unstoppable.”

      Lennox’s eyes flashed back to his bear. Clinching his teeth together, Lennox held Jade tighter to him. “I will kill them all if they touch my mate.”

      “You can’t handle them alone, Alpha. Nobody can.” Scarlett raised an eyebrow as she studied Jade and Greer. “Except…maybe the one who’s in my dreams.  I can’t see their face, but I know they are the key to defeating the coven.”
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      Haven waited in the car as her father and the others went into the woods. Before they left the Rumson’s B&B, they were going to do another tracking spell to find the white bear. She was last seen here. The famous white bear had slipped through their fingers again.

      She hated all of this. Hated the magic they used and what it stood for. If they found the bear, they would steal her magic then kill her. Blair would get so much pleasure out of it too. If only Haven could do magic or get a message to the Old Ones.

      The Old Ones must have sent a scout, but unfortunately for the female, she wasn’t a match for this coven. They knew all the tricks of the Death Hunters. This one, she was good, trying to be inconspicuous, but she never got close enough to see anything worthwhile.

      That’s why she hated her life. They killed everyone and everything that came against them. Nobody was a match for them and they practiced daily as a team on what to do. They were like the Navy SEALS. Train, train, train, and train some more. They ate, dreamed, and lived magic.

      She desperately wanted to leave. If only she had the money to take care of herself. But her dad made sure she had nothing. Not even a penny. She would have saved it and then another and another if it meant she would be free.

      Her father and the other members walked out of the woods. She’d seen a smile on her dad’s face. “Please, Lord, don’t let it be her. Please, please, please let her be safe.”

      She waited as Laris got back in the car. Everyone else rode in other vehicles. She tried to be thankful of that at least. Blair always wanted to drive, which meant she wouldn’t be riding with her. Haven waited patiently, her father never saying a word, but prayed they never found a location.

      Everything in her told her not to ask any questions. It would be best if she didn’t know the truth, but she had to know. Was the white bear going to be safe?

      “Did you find anything?” Haven asked, staring straight ahead. She didn’t want to seem too eager.

      “No. We will go to the next town and try again. I know we’re headed in the right direction. I know it.” Glancing at her, he smiled. Nothing seemed to worry her father. Even when he didn’t have a clue where the white bear was. “Just a little longer and we will have it all, Haven. We will finally have a home of our own. It will be perfect. I will rule the shifter and magic world. Nobody will be able to touch us. All I need to do is to find the white bear and I will have the magic.”

      Don’t say anything, just let it go, don’t say anything, repeated in her head, but she never listened, and she couldn’t stop what spun out of her mouth. “Why do you have to kill her? That’s murder. She is a human and a shifter. If you got caught—”

      “You know why,” Laris spit out. “Stop being so innocent, Haven. To get to the top of the food chain, you have to make sacrifices and they’re only shifters. More animal than human. We have been spat on, accused of witchcraft that killed countless innocent witches. They hung our kind from the gallows and shifters were the ones who helped the humans do it. It’s time for a shift in power in the magic world.

      “The Old Ones, the Shifter’s Council, even the Vampire Council, have continued to keep us ‘equal.’ It’s never been equal. I won’t stand for it anymore. I have a coven that thinks like me, and together we will rule this world. There are more like us out there waiting for the call to go out. With the white bear’s magic, that call will be shouted from every tree top and every city roof.

      “Witches and mages will come out from the dark places where they are driven to practice their magic. Together, we will have it all. I will be the ruler and you will sit on my right side as my daughter should. But all I hear you doing is complaining about hurting the animals. You better toughen up, Haven, or you will be eaten up and spit out. Don’t make me choose.”

      Haven’s breath quickened. He practically said it agai—she meant nothing to him. She had to leave and soon. Her life felt in as much danger as the white bear’s. She wasn’t a mage or witch. No, she was a human, and humans would be enslaved just like the shifters.

      She tried to calm her nerves. “Where are we going?” Maybe if she changed the subject, he wouldn’t notice how scared she sounded.

      “South, into Georgia. She will eventually give us a clue. Get some sleep. We will probably have to stay in a hotel. But it’s a few hours away. That’s where we will stop for the night.”

      Sleep, how could she sleep? She had to find someone who could help her escape or at least hide her away. She doubted he would search for her because it would take him off the white bear’s trail. This had to be the time.

      It was now or never.
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        * * *

      

      Jade sat on the porch swing trying to figure out how she had so much magic in her, but not once did it help her when she continued to get her butt kicked by the girls who bullied her in the pack or when she was captured with Quinn. Not once did the magic show itself. Throwing her hands up, she didn’t even know how it would have shown itself. She knew nothing about magic.

      “Can I sit with you?” Scarlett asked, standing beside her.

      Blinking, Jade glanced around, then at the door. She never heard the older lady come outside. “Of course.” Jade moved over allowing Scarlett to sit.

      “I love this area. It’s so peaceful and beautiful. I understand why my granddaughter and Lennox chose to move here,” Scarlett said, moving her leg back and forth. Jade didn’t know what to say. “I feel a lot of questions in you.”

      Jade exhaled loudly. “Does it show that much?”

      Nodding, Scarlett smiled, patting her arm. “Just a bit, but very understandable. I can see why it would be so hard to grasp what is happening. Especially, given all your pack has been through with Arden’s parents. So, let’s start with your first question.”

      “Why haven’t I felt the magic inside me? Surely, as powerful as Greer is saying it is, it should have showed some sign.”

      “Most of the time, it probably would have, but Greer’s magic is different. Some would say it has a mind of its own. I suspect it went dormant until you found your mate. Lennox is strong, probably one of the strongest shifters I’ve ever come across and you needed him to settle you once the magic did show itself. Your mate will help you control it. Inside, your bond will keep it contained until it’s time to let it loose.” Scarlett winked.

      “You mean it has a sentient mind of its own? It will be able to make me do spells?” Jade answered worried.

      “Not the way you think. You will always be in total control but when you’re panicked or can’t protect yourself, then the magic will do it for you. Make no mistake, Jade, this magic is very different than Quinn’s or even mine. It will protect you just like your wolf. She tells you when she senses danger and your magic will do the same. I think as you learn more and practice, you will see how much you will rely on them both. Especially for what’s coming.”

      A cool chill blew across her face. Bending over, she picked up a blanket from the basket they kept beside the swing and draped it across her and the woman. “What’s coming, Scarlett?”

      “Mages that are pure evil. They have no care in the world except their own personal gain. It doesn’t matter who gets in their way, they must be eliminated. We have been tracking them for a long time. They are very good at staying off the radar, but they’re coming and I’m afraid for Greer and you. Right now, they have no clue that Greer split the magic. And that plays in our favor. I’m sorry to say that you won’t have time to learn as much as you should, but we have to prepare. We will need your magic when the time comes, Jade. I know that’s not what you want to hear, but I feel something else coming.” Scarlett closed her eyes.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know but it doesn’t feel bad. An ally maybe. I can’t see it yet. Someone who will change it all.”

      “Scarlett, I’m scared. I won’t lie about that, but I won’t leave you or Greer when the time comes. I only hope that the magic knows this and helps me because I have no clue how to use this precious gift. You know Lennox will be fighting by my side. He will do what he has to, and I know this, but I want to learn. I want to protect him too. If these mages are as bad as you say, then we will need everyone.”
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      “Wake up, Haven. This is the last place to get gas and something to eat. Who knows if we will find anywhere else. I hate all these trees.”

      Haven’s eyes fluttered open. They had pulled over at another truck stop. Countless eighteen-wheelers were parked to get fuel and food. Something inside told her to take this chance. She had to find a ride and get away from her father and the coven before it was too late.

      “Haven, are you coming? I doubt there will be another place to eat.”

      “No, I’m not hungry.” Laris narrowed his eyes at her. Thankfully, he didn’t question her any further when she pulled out her sketchbook. “It could take a while; this place looks pretty busy with all these truckers.” She could hear the disgust in his voice when he talked about humans. He only valued the magic people.

      Haven nodded and glanced down at her book. When her father entered the restaurant, she opened the glove box, praying she would find money. She knew her father hid money in his vehicle, but where? She didn’t see anything except the book that came with the SUV. Opening it, she found four hundred dollars rolled up in the side pocket.

      “Bingo.” She placed the book inside just like she found it and then searched everywhere she thought money could be hidden. She remembered a place they stopped a year ago. It was a mechanic shop with the name Hank’s Mechanic and Clever Compartments.

      They stayed two weeks in that town. Every vehicle in the coven went there and now she knew why. Quickly, she ran her hand over every seam on the driver’s side door. A hidden pocket would blend in. Every piece looked like it came from the factory. Except this piece. Haven pulled but nothing happened. She pushed the piece in and another compartment popped open.

      She looked up to make sure nobody was watching then she opened it and found a roll of money. If she took all of it, he would know. Instead, she took two hundred dollars and put the rest inside the compartment.

      Trucks were leaving constantly, but she had to be careful. Not everyone would be a friendly person. She grabbed her book bag and shoved clothes inside. Everything that meant something to her she put inside the one container. The rest would stay. She had enough to last until she found a job.

      Haven got out of the vehicle and crept behind the different semis. Staying away from the view of the restaurant, she moved toward the gas tanks. If the man looked cocky and young, she would wait, but there was one old man who walked with a limp. He gave the kid pumping gas a tip and then walked to his truck. This appeared to be a good guy or she would die with an old man serial killer. Either way, she couldn’t stay with her father or the coven any longer.

      When he opened his door, Haven walked up to him, “Sir, my name is Tina and my boyfriend left and told me to find my own way. Can you please give me a ride?” Yes, it was a stupid approach, but it was all she could think of on the spot.

      “Where you going, little lady?” the old man asked with a smile.

      “South, I guess.” Haven hadn’t figured out that part either. God, this was hopeless.

      “Well, I can take you as far as New Hope in Georgia. I’ve got to get these flowers and plants there today. How’s that?”

      “Oh yes, sir, that would be great.” Haven couldn’t believe her luck. Maybe she would make it. She knew her father would never go there. That small town had become the new home of the Death Hunters.

      “Then hop on in.”

      Rushing around the truck, Haven jumped in and immediately smelled the food. She was actually starving. “My name is Roy Ivey and it’s nice to meet you, Tina.” Roy held his hand out to her. Smiling, she shook his hand.

      “Something told me to get two hamburgers today,” Roy said, holding the bag open for her. Haven smiled and stuck her hand in the bag bringing out a hamburger. Not just any hamburger but the biggest she had ever seen. “JT’s makes the biggest hamburgers from here to Tennessee. I usually get two of these, so I can eat it later, but you may have saved me a night of heart burn. I actually got two orders of fries too. Must have known you were coming.”

      Opening the wrapper, Haven breathed in the most delectable scent. Taking a big bite, she actually groaned.

      Roy glanced at her as he pulled out of the lot. “It’s the best I’ve ever eaten. But don’t tell my wife.” Roy winked then said, “I knew you were good people.”

      Haven glanced out the window as they passed the parking lot where her father and the coven vehicles were parked. Good, they were still inside eating. Maybe she would be out of the state before he got back to the vehicle.

      “How can you tell I’m good people?” Haven asked between bites.

      “I’ve always had a knack for picking the good ones out. I think that about you.”

      Frowning, Haven held onto the hamburger dropping her hand down to her leg. “I wish I could say that about myself, Mr. Roy, but I’m not good. Not good at all, but you have nothing to fear from me.” She had lost her appetite. She hated to tell him that. She hated to admit it out loud, but she couldn’t have this nice man thinking that she was a good person. She also had a knack for picking out the good ones, and Roy Ivey was one of the good ones.

      “You know, I’m not good at book work, but I do remember this one quote and I always thought it was a good one. Just like you. But this guy, Hal Elrod said, ‘Let today be the day you give up who you’ve been for who you can become.’”

      Haven wished she could say that about herself, but she had watched as people were killed and she didn’t do anything. She was a coward. “Thanks, Mr. Roy, but I—”

      “I was in the Vietnam War and I saw a lot of things…well, I did a lot of things I wish I could take back, but I can’t. I did it to survive. I’m sure you have, too, but we did it to survive. The only thing you can do now is ask God to forgive you and he will, Tina. He will. Now, you need to start over in a place that you love. Look for that place and get to know the people and the area. If you love it first sight, that’s the place to set down roots and start over.”

      “You must love where you live,” Haven said.

      “Oh, I do, Tina. New Hope is beautiful, and the people are wonderful. We all help each other and take care of each other. I think you would love it. It’s small, but people come from all over the United States to visit Southern Treasures. Jade Cross sales her pocket books and jewelry there.”

      “Jade Cross, I love her stuff. I could never afford it, but I love it. She lives in your hometown?” Haven asked surprised.

      “Yes, ma’am. She’s getting married soon to a good man. He loves her and everyone in the pac…her family seems to get along with him and his family. I think you would love it there. I can put in a good word for you. See if anyone is hiring. You never know. I think you may like our small town.”

      “Well, I have to, don’t I, since that’s as far as you’re going, right?” Haven and Roy both laughed.

      “Maybe that’s a good thing then. I believe you’ll find what you’re looking for in New Hope,” Roy said, smiling.
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      Cosmo sat at the top of the tree, looking down at the log cabin that belonged to him. His grizzly loved climbing high into the trees. He also loved to sit and just relax.

      He thought about stopping construction once he got the front porch built, but he had always wanted it to wrap around the entire house. Of course, he would have a swing and rocking chairs. He looked at plans last night for a wood burning fireplace nestled in the corner where he and his mate could keep warm while listening to the night.

      He wished he had stopped himself. He would never have a mate. The Old One told him what would happen if he did. The mage that predicted this was never wrong.

      “How long are you going to stay up there?” Lennox asked him.

      “I don’t know yet. Why?” Cosmo asked looking down at his alpha. Stress lines marred his best friend’s face. Being the beta, Cosmo became worried.

      “We need to talk.” Lennox walked to his front porch and sat in one of the rocking chairs. Looking around he asked, “When are you going to fill the flower pots?”

      Cosmo jumped down. Settling in the swing, he answered, “Today. I put a rush on it. I want to beat the frost. These flowers need to be planted before winter.”

      “Did you buy all of us some?” Lennox asked, smiling.

      “You know I did. Jade already gave me her order. She said you would be paying for everyone’s,” Cosmo said, grinning back.

      “Speaking of my mate, I know she’s not going to like it, but I want her protected twenty-four seven. You know what Scarlett said and before you give me some smart-ass answer, you know I’m right on this. Plus, I want Raven and Gus going back to look for the coven. I want to know where they are at all times. I don’t like this, Cosmo. Something doesn’t feel right.”

      Leaning his head back, Cosmo felt it too. “I will get them out tonight. I’ll call Marcus to see if he has heard anything.”

      “That’s a good idea. I want you with Jade when I’m not. I don’t know how you do it, but she needs to be training with you again. She won’t let me teach her.” Lennox got up and leaned against the post. “I don’t know what it is, but something—”

      “You want to see me.” Raven stood at the side of the house.

      “How did you know?” Lennox asked, looking at him.

      Raven pointed at Cosmo. “He just sent me a text.”

      Lennox glanced at his beta, shaking his head. “I’m going to pick up Jade.”

      “I’ll take care of it all,” Cosmo said, pushing out of the swing.

      “What’s his problem?” Raven asked Cosmo as they watched their alpha storm away. “Figured he would be loving life right now.”

      “It’s the coven,” Cosmo replied. “He believes they are heading this way. We want them watched at all times. All the time. I’m sending your brother and a few others. They are on to you, so switch it up. These are not the usual ones, Raven. If they get a hold of you, they will kill you.”

      “They can try—”

      “Raven, cut it out. They were on to you before you even knew it. They know your face now. If you spooked them, we may not find them again until it’s too late.”

      Cosmo watched as Raven nodded and walked back to her cabin. Raven was the wild child of the team, and he told her the truth. However, he knew she was still hurt about that. She would make sure it didn’t happen again. Now, he needed to get the others ready to leave with her. Put the pack on alert and fill them in. Everyone needed the information about the coven and on the same page. These were dangerous mages who could render a Death Hunter useless if they didn’t protect themselves.

      Lennox could feel it too. Something was coming, but it wasn’t only the coven.
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        * * *

      

      Haven smiled as Roy pointed across the street to Southern Treasures. “That is where Jade Cross works. She is always in town. I’ll introduce you after I get this unloaded. They are expecting this order.”

      She got out of the truck stretching. The big windows at the store front drew her attention with beautiful clothes and home goods. It was November and pumpkins were positioned across the windowsill and outside by the chairs. She took a double take when she read the name of the bakery. “Gooey Goodness Bakery.”

      “It’s a hoot, isn’t it?” Roy asked, standing beside her. “The bakery name makes people laugh. But you have to admit, it’s memorable. A name you won’t forget. The restaurant is called Get Your Grub. People seem to get a kick out of the name too. Once, I get this done, we will go and get some food. I’m sure that hamburger is gone by now.”

      Haven needed to watch her money and she knew she should buy dinner for Roy, but she had no clue how much a motel in this small town would cost her. “I’m not real—”

      “Don’t you worry about buying, it’s my treat, Tina. I was tickled to have someone to talk to.” Roy didn’t give her time to respond when he opened the back of his truck. Haven’s mouth stood open as the wonderful floral scent hit her.

      Flowers of all kinds seemed to perk up as the air and light hit their petals. “How beautiful,” Haven whispered. She had never seen so many kinds of flowers and plants in one place. The different colors were breathtaking. She could only imagine how they would look sitting on a wraparound porch.

      “Jade Cross’s boyfriend’s best friend purchased these for all their houses. That’s a mouth full. They just purchased a property next to where Jade lives. The best friend wants lots and lots of flowers planted. I heard he is opening a flower shop or some kind of nursery. Sorry, I wasn’t supposed to say that out loud. My wife is on the council here and he had to apply for a business license. I’m sure this is why he is remodeling this place.”

      Haven hadn’t noticed the building Roy had pulled up to. She was preoccupied with Southern Treasures and Gooey Goodness Bakery. But now that she looked at it, she could tell how pretty this nursey was going to be. She loved how the building was a mix of farmhouse and modern. The brick had been cleaned and the metal had been placed in different sections showing off the building. She could tell it was old, but whoever remodeled it was sure putting a lot of architectural design into it, and she loved every piece of wood.

      She heard Roy unloading and ran to help him. “Hey, little lady, I can do this. You go take a look at my beautiful town.”

      “No, Mr. Roy. I want to help. It’s the least I can do. You have been more than kind to me and I can never repay you for that kindness, so please let me help,” Haven said, putting her hands on her hips.

      Roy studied Haven for a few seconds then smiled and nodded. “Okay, you take that side and put those pots over there.”

      She didn’t think about anything except unloading them quickly. Before she knew it, she had removed every flower and plant from the truck. Mr. Roy had his pencil and pad out checking off the different flowers and plants. It felt good to work for something except death. She hated even thinking about the coven. It made it all too real when she did.

      “You are a hard and fast worker, Tina. I’m impressed. You won’t have any problem finding work,” Roy said.

      Placing her hand on Roy’s arm, Haven whispered, “I’m sorry that I lied to you earlier, but I can’t do it anymore. It doesn’t feel right, and you’ve been so nice to me, but I hope you would keep what I’m about to tell you to yourself.”

      “Of course, but it’s hard to keep a secret when you still don’t know what the secret is.”

      “My name isn’t Tina. It’s Haven and I’m running away from my father who isn’t a good man. If this gets out, he may find me.”

      Mr. Roy gave her a knowing nod and patted her hand. “I know, sweet girl. I already knew that wasn’t your real name. I knew the moment you walked up that you were running from something bad. I’ve never picked up a stranger in my life, but today, the feeling became clear to help you and that’s what I did and what I plan to keep doing. So, don’t you worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Thank you. I’ve never had a friend, but you are such a nice person. I hope I can call you my friend,” Haven asked shyly. She felt like a freak asking an older man to be her friend. He probably thought something was wrong with her. There was something wrong with her. She sat by while her father and the coven killed shifters and real bears. She couldn’t stop the guilt that tormented her soul. It never would, and she deserved it.

      “Well, little lady, you have your first friend and I’m honored that you would choose this old coot to be yours. I knew today…well, it would be a special day. Wait until my wife meets you. She will love you like there is no tomorrow. I know my girl and here she comes now,” Roy said, hurrying over to a short lady with fluffy blonde hair. She smiled as her husband picked her up and twirled her around then set her down.

      Haven wanted to look away as the older couple kissed. She loved to watch older people, especially those still married and in love. She could tell Roy and his wife were very much in love. She glanced away as Roy whispered to her, then they both came over with smiles on their faces.

      “Tina, I want you meet the love of my life, Nora Ivey.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Ivey.” Immediately, Haven knew that Nora was just like Roy, full of love and happiness.

      Nora held her hand out. “Hello, dear. Thank you for keeping this old coot company. He would have called me fourteen times if you hadn’t been in the truck. He tells me that you helped him unload. Thank you for that. I know Mr. Fitzgerald will be very happy that some of his stock has come in. He needed to plant the flowers before the first frost. These flowers love the cold, but they really need to be planted before it’s too late. I hope you will join us for dinner. They are having the special today. Spaghetti with meat sauce, salad, garlic bread, and homemade apple pie. You can’t miss that. You do like spaghetti, but if you don’t, they have other things on the menu.”

      “Actually, I love spaghetti. It sounds wonderful, and yes, I would love to join you for dinner. Do you know of any motels around here?” Haven asked. She had to start thinking about a place to stay before it got dark outside and too late.

      “No, dear, we don’t have any motels near us. You would have to go about forty miles out of town to find one and it’s a doozy. Terrible place and wouldn’t recommend it, but we do have a B&B. Charlotte’s the owner and an old friend of mine. Let me call her to see if she has any openings. If she doesn’t, then you come stay with us,” Nora said. She walked off to make the call.

      “So, what do you think so far of our little town?”

      “It’s very pretty. Something you would see in a book. I love all the funny names for the store and bakery. Like you said, at least it’s memorable,” Haven said, staring at Southern Treasures. She itched to go look inside, but she needed to wait on Nora. Another B&B. What if the coven did take a chance and come to New Hope? She would need to stay hidden until she went to work. Take all her meals in her room. If Nora knew the owner, ask for her name to never be mentioned. It would be a long shot they would come here, but she couldn’t take the chance of one of them seeing her.

      “Maybe you should stay with us until you get on your feet, Haven. Nora wouldn’t have invited you if she hadn’t meant it,” Roy said, bringing her back from her thoughts.

      “Well, that was Charlotte,” Nora said, “and she does have a room. I also told her you didn’t have a job right now and needed one soon. She said that Quinn is looking for someone to help them at the store. They have grown so much, they need more people on the floor. After we eat, I can take you to see Quinn if you would like. Now remember if you don’t like it at the B&B, you have a room with us. But I can tell that you want your privacy. My granddaughter is the same way. She loves to come and visit but she loves to be alone too.”

      “A job at Southern Treasures? With all the clothes?” Haven asked, staring back at the shop. Her heart leaped, realizing she would be in a store with all those lovely outfits. “Oh my…I can’t believe that. You think she would hire me?”

      “Well, you never know. Quinn is such a sweet lady and since all the college kids have gone back to school, she probably will,” Nora answered.

      “And I will give you my personal reference. That should help,” Roy said, closing the back of his truck. “Now, I’m starving. Let’s go eat.”

      “You’re always hungry,” Nora teased.

      “But it’s the weekly special, Nora.”

      Haven could barely think about eating. She grew too excited about the job opportunity. Now, she was scared, scared of wanting something and not ever getting it.

      “Tina, you want to walk to the restaurant with me? Roy needs to move his truck,” Nora asked.

      It took Haven a few moments to realize Nora was talking to her. “Oh…yes, ma’am. Is there anything else I need to do?”

      Looping her arm through hers, Nora answered, “No, sweetie, by the looks of it, you did enough. Roy would have been unloading most of the night if you hadn’t helped him.”

      “Okay.” Haven smiled and walked with Nora across the street. A black pick-up truck pulled up as they walked toward Get Your Grub. Her stomach twisted in knots thinking about finally being able to live on her own. Roy and Nora were helping her get a job with Quinn and Jade Cross. This was big, and she prayed that nothing stopped her.
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      Cosmo waved at Roy as he pulled up at the old mill. He had purchased the place to put a nursery in it. He had three flower shops in different cities and was tired of paying too much money for his stock. This way he could cut out the middle man on most of the flowers and make a bigger profit. He had plans to build three hot houses, then he could sell flowers every month of the year. Even in the winter. More profit meant more money for him and the Death Hunters.

      He hired Roy to drive all over the country to buy the flowers, then he would transplant them. Most of these would be planted on the Death Hunter’s land, but soon, he would have his nursery up and running. Now he needed to hire someone to run it for him.

      “Hello, Mr. Ivey. You made it back quicker than I thought you would,” Cosmo said, walking to the door. “Holy cow, you’re fast.” He would have to give the man a raise. He had already unpacked the load to inside the bay.

      “I had a little help from a friend,” Roy said, closing the back of his truck.

      Hairs on the back of his neck tingled. Immediately, he glanced around for any sign of trouble, but it didn’t feel like something was wrong. Something different, but what? A cool breeze blew across his face with a familiar scent. Instantly, his jeans tightened in the crotch. He turned to face away from others who might notice his badly timed hard-on. What the hell was going on? A fragrance on the wind had never affected him so much.

      “Something wrong, Mr. Fitzgerald?” Roy asked, watching him.

      Opening his eyes, Cosmo smiled. “No, no, sir, just love all the smells from the flowers. I think the next load can be picked up in a couple days. Is that good for you?” Cosmo’s mind tried to locate the memory of the scent, but nothing came forward. He would remember. He never forgot a scent that smelled this intoxicating. His animal was in agreeance. It wanted to find the female owner and—Cosmo shut down the suddenly horny bear. He wasn’t going there right now.

      “Sounds good to me.” Roy glanced at the old mill building. “It’s looking good. I like all the changes you’ve made to the place. When do you think you will have it open?”

      “I hope in a couple weeks. I have to build another hot house and I will need to hire some staff.” He shook all the nonsense from his head. Now wasn’t the time to ponder possibilities that would never happen.

      “Hey, I have a friend looking for a job. I’ll tell her to come talk to you.”

      Cosmo smiled. He wouldn’t have to search for employees. Especially with people like Roy Ivey. He would have tons of applications filled out. “I like your style, Mr. Ivey. You sure you don’t want to run the nursery. I need someone like you.”

      “Nah, I have a job and I love it. I work when I want, and I play when I want. But I know the people who live in this town and you shouldn’t have to look too hard to find some good people. Tina, the girl I’m talking about, is a hard worker. I will bring her by here tomorrow morning around nine if you are interested.”

      “That would be great. Talk to you then. And please call me Cosmo. All my friends do.”

      Roy nodded and shook his hand and walked off toward the restaurant. Turning, Cosmo took a deep breath, but the wind had carried the scent away. Crap, now he was late meeting Lennox at the store.

      Running across the street, Cosmo stopped and pressed his face against the front window at Southern Treasures, tongue out, eyes crossed. Jade and Quinn both busted out laughing. Lennox just rolled his eyes and turned away. He loved torturing his best friend. He knew deep down Lennox wanted to laugh.

      As he waited out front, the scent bothered him. It seemed familiar but from where? Again, his body started to heat. Dammit, now still wasn’t the time to sport a boner. He wiped a hand across his upper lip. What was wrong with him? Was he getting sick? Right, an illness that turned a male into a roaring, mindless hormone?

      “You ready to go eat?” Lennox asked. He had come up beside him. “You’re off in space somewhere. What is it?” He took a deep breath.

      Cosmo shook his head and stepped away. “Nothing. I smelled something, and I know it from somewhere, but I can’t place it.”

      “Well, you were around a lot of flowers. You probably smelled a lot of crap. You love the flowers so much, it’s probably a certain brand of crap that you like the most.” Lennox smiled slightly.

      “Ha, ha…”

      Two trucks pulled up and Arden and his beta, Bane, got out. “Are the girls ready?” Arden asked.

      “We’re ready.” Quinn, Simone, and Jade walked out of Southern Treasures. Cosmo watched the alphas take their mate’s hands and start across the street. Ordinarily, this would have been odd with so much dominance walking together, but he was getting used to it. All they needed was Ben Crenshaw and the whole county of New Hope leaders would be covered.

      “It looks like a packed night,” Lennox muttered.

      “I think my whole pack and yours are here,” Arden added as he opened the door for them all to go in.

      T sauntered out of the kitchen with a huge platter above her head. She smiled at them and said as she passed, “Take the table beside Roy and Nora, Alpha.”

      “Thanks,” Arden said but stopped beside a table full of his pack. Cosmo and Lennox nodded and passed him to sit by Roy and Nora Ivey.

      “Hello again,” Roy said, offering his hand to Lennox.

      Lennox shook his hand, greeting the older man and his wife. Jade ran over and hugged them both. The scent from before hit Cosmo immediately and his eyes narrowed at the young lady sitting next to Nora. His bear stood and roared, and Lennox stopped in his tracks and stared at the woman.

      Nora and Roy both looked at the girl then back at him and Lennox. “This is our new friend, Tina.”

      “Haven,” Lennox whispered.

      “How…” the woman panted. Her faced paled. “I need to leave…Please, let me get up.”

      Cosmo watched as she searched the room for a way to escape, but it was her.

      “It’s okay, sweetie. They won’t hurt you,” Nora said, trying to calm Haven.

      “That’s not my name…You have the wrong person. My name is Tina.”

      Roy slid out of the booth and stood in front of Nora and Tina. “This is my friend. What business do you have with her?”

      Arden, Quinn, Bane and Simone stood beside the table looking worried. “What’s going on?”

      “Your name is Haven and you’re my sister.” Lennox’s voice sounded deadly. Nobody moved, knowing this could get ugly really quick. It was her. He could see it in her eyes. She had hazel eyes like her big brother. Her black hair appeared silky smooth and flowed down her back. Without question, the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Her beauty hadn’t changed. She had just grown up. Immediately his fingers itched to touch her hair to see if it felt as soft as it appeared. Her skin shined a pale perfection that turned her into a china doll. So delicate, fragile. He had to stop himself from jumping the table to get to her. Then her fear slammed into him.

      “Sister…No, I have no siblings. I’m an only child. You…how did you know my name?” Haven whispered more to herself.

      “I thought you said your name was Tina?” Nora looked up at her husband, confused.

      “Lennox, are you sure? I thought she was dead,” Arden asked.

      “We never found her body, but I know her scent and she looks just like my mother. Her hair and eyes. Where have you been?” Lennox asked.

      Cosmo couldn’t stop staring either. She was trapped against the wall and he could see the fear in her eyes as well as smell her scent. Nothing like a bear shifter, but something seemed off with her, he didn’t sense her animal.

      “Scent? No…my mom died at childbirth and I’m not your sister. I’m sorry about your loss, but…”

      “It is you, Haven. I would know your scent anywhere and you look just like your mother and your brother. Don’t you remember me, I’m Cosmo…Cosmo Fitzgerald? I used to spin you around and around and carry you on my shoulders. You followed us around all the time.” Inhaling again, he asked, “Why don’t I scent your bear?”

      “Bear?” Haven pushed on Nora. “Please, let me out. I don’t know these people. They’re scaring me.”

      “Haven.” Lennox squeezed into the booth seat across from her and picked up her hand and scented the inside of her wrist. His breath came out in a pant. “It’s you. I thought you were dead. They took you away and I thought you were dead. I’m your brother Lennox. Don’t you remember me?”

      Haven jerked her hand away. Her lower lip quivered as she whispered, “I’m not your sister. My father is Laris Winter and I’m an only child.” The oh shit look graced her beautiful face. She knew she’d said too much. Now she appeared terrified.

      Growling came from each of them as Lennox’s face hardened. “Laris Winter, the leader of the Winter Coven? You’re saying that is your father?”

      Haven’s face paled even more. “I…need to leave. Can I please leave.”

      “No, you’re not going back to those murders. You’re my sister and I don’t know why you don’t know that. You should remember me at least some.”

      Her chin trembling, Haven looked at her brother. “You can’t keep me here. I’m not a prisoner.” Holding her hands tighter, she looked toward the exit in the back. She had no place to run and she couldn’t out run shifters.

      Cosmo felt sorry for her as she looked around the diner. When she realized she had no chance of leaving, her body started to shake. He stepped forward to go to her, to comfort her, but Lennox put his arm out, stopping him. His bear wanted to rip off the arm holding him back, then realized they’d be threatening their alpha. Not a good idea.

      “Until we find out what is going on, then yes, you are my prisoner. You know what a pack is, and you know that this town is filled with them. Everyone in here is a shifter and the ones who are not won’t get involved. So, listen to what I have to stay. Understand?” Lennox said, his jaw clenched as he took in a deep breath.

      “Lennox, you’re scaring her,” Jade said, putting her hand on her mate’s. “Haven, I’m Jade Cross and Lennox is my mate. I suspect that since you’re saying Laris Winter is your father, you know we’re shifters?”

      Haven nodded. “Yes.”

      “Then you know that the most powerful part of a shifter is our scent and we know our pack members’ scent and our families. It’s imbedded in us from birth. Lennox’s family was killed by a rogue pack. They killed his mom and dad and baby brother. They took his little sister; her name was Haven and they never found her body. Do you remember growing up with Laris? What is your first memory with him?”

      She stared at Jade and then back at Lennox. Cosmo watched as Haven’s eyes grew wide at the realization that Jade was a shifter. Clearing her throat, Haven’s eyes drifted off. She was silent for a few minutes and then glanced back at Jade.

      “I remember wearing a blue dress with little white bears on it. My father threw it away. He said it was ugly and he hated it, but I loved that dress.” Haven glanced back at Jade. “I haven’t thought about that for a long time.”

      A sound took her attention to the man who sat across from her. Tears dropped on the table. He said, “I bought that dress for you. A gift for your birthday and you loved it. We could never get you to take it off. You were wearing it the day they took you.”

      “Look,” Haven leaned forward trying to whisper. “I’m sorry…but that would mean that I’m a shifter and I don’t have an animal in me. You have to be mistaken. This is all some kind of weird misunderstanding, because I don’t have a bear in me. Trust me, I would be able to feel it!”

      “It’s a spell. They put your bear asleep some way. That’s got to be it,” Quinn announced. “I can smell it on her.” Her nose scrunched up as she stared at her.

      “No…no, you’re mistaken. I would know if he did magic on me. I would at least feel the bear, right? I…” Haven grabbed her stomach as a pain wretched inside her. She gritted her teeth, turning away from everyone. She stayed that way until the pain passed.

      “You feel her now, don’t you?” Quinn asked.

      Haven’s voice hitched. “No…It’s just that I haven’t eaten anything and I’m hungry. It doesn’t feel like a bear in me. My stomach just hurts. That’s all.” Haven tried to explain, but he could tell she was lying. She felt something, but too scared to admit it.

      “Come on, Haven. You’re around family now and your bear is waking up. How long has it been since you left the coven?” Quinn asked.

      “I ran this morning.” She couldn’t stop spilling her guts to these people. A tear slid down her cheek.

      Nora put her arm around her. “It’s okay, Haven. We will figure this out. I promise you are around friends here. Nobody will hurt you. I will make sure of that.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”  Haven whispered, but they all heard it.

      It was evident that Haven was scared to death. If she admitted that she was Haven Bartley then that would mean Laris Winter, her so called father, lied to her and everything he told her about shifters wasn’t true. She laid her head against Nora’s shoulder hiding her eyes. “I don’t understand any of this.”

      “Lennox, let’s take her to the cabin. Maybe after we talk to Scarlett. She might be able to tell us more,” Quinn offered.

      Pulling her head up, Haven shook her head. “No! I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m not your sister. Stop saying that.” Haven looked at Nora, pulling on her. “Please don’t let them take me.” Tears slid down her face, her panic making her think they were going to kill her.

      Nora looked at Roy. “We will go with you. How about that?”

      “You won’t leave me?”

      “No, never. We will get to the bottom of this,” Nora said, shaking her head.

      “Haven, I would never hurt one hair on your head. You’re my sister and I would kill anyone who tried to hurt you or take you from me. You are part of my family, but we need you to keep an open mind. I promise no one will hurt you again,” Lennox said but everyone could scent Haven’s fear. And the fact that Lennox never smiled didn’t help. Cosmo needed to talk to Lennox about how he looked at her. He was definitely in that protection mode, and right now, it scared Haven more than helped.

      “Are you folks staying?” the waitress asked.

      “No, T, we’re not staying tonight. We got some business to handle,” Arden said, moving back so Roy could get out of the booth.

      “Roy, do you want to follow us. I think Haven will feel better riding with you,” Cosmo said, looking straight at her. He wanted to soothe her worries away. Take her in his arms and hide her from the nefarious world she lived in. Her look of fear tore at him, breaking his heart.

      He buried his hands in his front pockets.

      Before he knew what to say, words flowed out of him. “I promise you nobody will hurt her or any of you, but she is the alpha’s little sister. I scented her in the parking lot, but the wind was blowing. I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t place it at first until I saw her.” His eyes followed her every move.

      His bear stood tall inside him, scratching at his chest, wanting out, wanting to be near her. He would protect her. No one else but him. And maybe the alpha. But he’d shred anyone else who even looked at her wrong. Claws popped out of his fingertips. Thank god his hands were in his pockets. If he didn’t leave now, his bear might break through. Right here in the restaurant.

      Moving from the table, Cosmo, muttered, “I’ll meet you at the cabin.”

      His breathing increased as he raced to the door. Storming outside, he ran for the woods. He had just broken through the trees when his bear took over. It was Haven. The one who drove his beast out. He was in a shitload of trouble.
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      Haven held on to Nora’s hand as they walked to a red truck. “Here…you can ride up front with us. I promise we will work this out. I’ve known these people all my life and they won’t hurt you,” Roy insisted.

      She watched as Lennox hesitated before his mate pulled on his arm. He watched her like a hawk as she got into the pickup.

      “We’ve lived alongside the Dixon pack for centuries and we have never had an incident where someone got hurt by a shifter. At least not human, anyway. They have their scrabbles among each other, but they leave us out of it. They are good people. Lennox, the big one bought the land next to the Dixon pack and they seem to be very nice. They have put a lot of money into this old town. Now that Jade and Quinn are making a name for themselves, we are getting more and more visitors from the bigger cities. It brings in a lot of revenue. More jobs for all of us.”

      “But they think I’m his sister. I’m not. I don’t have a bear in me. I’m not a shifter, Nora.”

      “Are you a witch?” Roy asked.

      “No…just human. I can’t wield a spell for nothing. I’m just a human who left her family behind. Well, just my father. I hate the others.”

      “So, your father is a witch?” Roy continued. She felt like she could tell him anything, but she didn’t want something bad to happen to them. The coven would kill them if they knew. The least they knew, the better off they would be.

      “Mage.” Good grief, she couldn’t shut her mouth. What was wrong with her today? Did someone slip her some truth serum?

      “Never heard of a mage. Is that a bad one?”

      “Not usually, but these people are. That’s why I left. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to escape, and if you tell anyone, they will come after you. Please, don’t ask me anything else. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this, but I feel so comfortable around the both of you. Someone I can trust, and now I have put you both in danger.” Haven turned her head and let the tears fall. How stupid, Haven. She just killed them if the coven found out.

      “Oh, sweetie. Nobody will know, but you have to trust someone, and we are privileged to know that it is us,” Nora said, putting her arm through hers.

      “Thank you.” Haven inhaled deeply wiping the tears from her face. For the first time in forever, she felt these people were like family. She never felt safe around her father or the coven. Her whole life lived in constant fear. She hated her own existence. She only hoped they would get this misunderstanding corrected so she could start a new life without this craziness. But it all made sense. The coincidence of her name and the dress. Sure, there had to be other people with the name Haven. No, she didn’t believe it.

      She watched as the trees passed by until finally, they pulled off onto a dirt road. A perimeter fence surrounded the property. Her chest squeezed tightly as a man waved them through the gate. She turned in her seat watching as the man closed and locked it behind them. “They will let us back out, won’t they?” Haven asked, staring at Nora.

      “Of course, hun. Just keep your wits about you. We are here with you,” Nora said as she gazed around the area. “Wow, I’ve never seen this property before. They have done a lot of work.”

      “Cosmo said they had built a lot of cabins out here. That’s why he needed the flowers and plants so soon. Before the frost hit. Man, it looks good. They did a great job on the homes,” Roy said, pulling in front of a cabin beside the others.

      “Just remember to stay calm and just tell the truth. We’re here with you and nothing is going to happen to you. I promise. You trust us, right?”

      “Of course, Nora. You’ve been very kind to me,” Haven whispered, but she knew she didn’t sound convincing. Downright petrified, and she feared that Roy and Nora couldn’t save her from this.

      They exited the truck meeting the others. “You have a beautiful home,” Nora said to one of the hunters.

      Glancing at the alpha Death Hunter, Haven noticed similarities between him and herself. Lennox had black hair just like her, and yes, her eyes were hazel, but sometimes they were as green as his. His actions made her nervous. If he smiled, it might help, but right now he looked like he wanted to tear someone’s head off. Preferably, not hers.

      She almost thought about jumping out of the truck before they got here, but she knew they were shifters and would run her down. She didn’t want that. Her father had told her many stories of how shifters would love to chase and let their animal have their way with humans. She wasn’t going to be hunted by shifters. As soon as she could, she would head out of this town. Maybe Roy would take her someplace safer.

      She held onto Nora’s hand as they entered the cabin. On the walls, pictures hung of Jade and Lennox. Jade was sweet welcoming her in. The woman pulled her into a living room. She watched as Lennox lit a piece of paper, igniting a fire in the rock fireplace. The house glowed beautifully with warm colors. Jade was most likely her own decorator and she had impeccable taste. The log cabin felt like home. She had no idea why she felt that way, but she had dreamed of one day having her own home, just like this.

      She sat between Roy and Nora on the couch as the others continued to stare at her. When nobody said anything, Roy asked, “Are we waiting on someone?”

      “Scarlett, she’s a witch and can tell if a spell has been put on Haven and maybe she can break it.” Arden spoke while still watching her. Which only made her want to run. Instead, she stared back at the shifters trying to act calm.

      “Nobody is doing any spells on me.” Haven lifted her chin in defiance. When her eyes met Lennox, he had a small grin on his face. Finally, the man smiled. She wondered if the alpha had it in him.

      “You used to do that when you were little,” Lennox said. He went into another room and came back flipping through a book. He kneeled in front of her and turned the book around and pointed down at a picture. “This is you.”

      It was like looking in the mirror. This was her and she had on the blue dress with white bears. How could this be? She closed her eyes as she felt a veil being pulled across her mind. Something…just on the edge of her memory, but the veil continued to cover it.

      “Is that you, Haven?” Lennox asked.

      Her stomach fluttered, knowing she couldn’t lie to herself or Lennox.

      “Yes, it is, but I don’t understand how—”

      She glanced up as Cosmo came in the door with an older woman. He had changed clothes. His jeans fit well, tight in all the right spots—his thighs as round as trees and the perfect bubble butt that her fingers itched to squeezed. A warmth ignited low in her stomach, something new to her. Her pulse jumped, pounding up the side of her neck. She licked her dry lips.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off him. He was that good looking. Way out of her league. He styled his short black hair just the way she liked it. What was she talking about? He was a shifter and a scary one at that…but goodness, a sexy one too. Now she was talking about him like he was a piece of meat.  Where was all this coming from?

      “Oh, you’re right, Quinn, I can see the spell from here.” The older woman walked closer and sat in front of her. “You’re getting better, my dear. That’s good, but I see it. A nasty spell. They continue to do it every few days, so she doesn’t know, and it keeps her animal down. This won’t be an easy one and when I do release her, the bear is going to be angry. It’s been asleep all this time. Dear god,” Scarlett said, shaking her head as she stared at her.

      “My father has never put a spell on me,” Haven insisted.

      “Even while you sleep?” the older woman asked.

      Haven glanced up at Cosmo standing at the door watching. He narrowed his eyes at her. He appeared mad—no, his irises darkened into a look of desire. Aimed at her? The small fire in her middle shot up through her body. She pulled her eyes from his. Sweat broke out on her forehead. Hopefully everyone would think her nerves were overreacting and not her libido. She had to think back to what the witch had asked before answering.

      “Well, no, but…I’m his daughter and he wouldn’t do that to me.”

      “He’s not your father,” Lennox barked, making her jump. Even Nora put her hand out protecting her.

      Haven swallowed hard. Her hands shook so badly, she clutched Nora’s closer trying to hide hers.

      “I’m sorry. But Laris Winter isn’t your father. This is your dad and mom.” Lennox pointed at another picture. She pulled the book closer. They looked familiar but again something hovered at the edge of her memory, and no matter what she tried, it wouldn’t show itself.

      “I can help you, child,” the old woman said. “I can take the spell off, but the memories will flood back and your bear will wake and it will be mad. But first, you have to give me permission. I won’t perform it if you don’t.”

      “He wouldn’t do that to me,” Haven murmured, but she knew he would. That’s why she left. He would kill her if she got in his way.

      “Wouldn’t he, dear? He’s done much worse to others and you have seen him do that. I don’t know why he choose to do this to you, but he has, and it’s time for your bear to be free.”

      Her bear. If Blair knew she had a bear, she would torture her. Kill her.

      “Aren’t you tired of running?” Cosmo asked, leaning against the door.

      She didn’t know what to say. Of course, she was. If they knew what she had been part of, they wouldn’t want to call her family and they would probably kill her. Just like the coven had done to their kind.

      “I need your word, Arden Dixon, that nobody will hurt this girl. I need it now before we go any further,” Nora said, standing.

      “Of course, Nora. Nobody will hurt her, ever. She’s safer here with us than with the coven,” Arden assured her.

      “You know nothing about me, what I’ve done.” Haven wrapped her arms around herself. She started rocking. Knowing that her life was nothing to be proud of. They were wrong. She had watched while they killed shifters and did nothing. Once they found that out, nobody would want to protect her.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Lennox said, leaning in, putting his hand on her leg, surprising her.

      Tears streamed down her face. The words continued to spew out of her mouth. The truth of her sins haunting her. She looked up and the older woman had her eyes closed, whispering. “I’ve watched while they killed shifters. Did nothing. Too scared as they pulled their magic from them. For what? Power! While I did nothing. You want a sister like that?” Haven shouted as she broke down. Her body rocked back and forth until she felt large hands surround her pulling her into his lap.

      “It’s okay, Haven. It’s not your fault,” Lennox whispered, rubbing a hand down her back. “What could you have done? They are mages, Haven. If you would have impeded, they would have killed you.”

      “He told me not to interfere with Blair again. She was killing a cub, a real bear, and I couldn’t stand by anymore and…”

      “Take a deep breath,” Lennox said. She sniffled taking in air. “Good, now another. Let your body calm. Just take your time.” Lennox held her tightly pushing her hair from her face, wiping the tears as they fell.

      “He said if I interfered again, he would forget that I was his daughter and he would let Blair have her way with me. She’s worse than the others. She loves to torture shifters and bears. It doesn’t matter if it isn’t the white bear. She kills them all.”

      Pulling her head up so he could look down at her, Lennox said, “He’s not all you know. As soon as you let Scarlett complete the spell, you will remember your real family. You will remember me, Haven. We are your family, and nobody will ever take you away from me again. But he has to pay for what he has done. I will make sure of that.”

      “He wasn’t always like that. He could be kind and I think in his own way, he does love me,” Haven insisted.

      “No…he took you from the real family you have. What has your life been about? Murdering innocent people. Just because they were shifters and bears—beautiful creatures who wouldn’t have hurt them. But no, they hunted them to steal their magic. He’s not a good person, Haven. I don’t know why he took you and claimed that you were his daughter, but your life has never been complete.

      “Look what he did to your bear. He put her to sleep. God knows what kind of beast she is going to be when she wakes. I’m sorry to scare you, but you should know the truth. I won’t lie to you, ever. We will have to work on your control, because your bear will want to fight. She will be angry, but we can help you with that. We are your family. Not Laris Winter. Your name is Haven Bartley.” Lennox pointed at the little girl in the picture. “That’s who you are.”

      Haven couldn’t look at it anymore. She glanced up and found Cosmo focused on her. She wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. He stared at her so intensely, it took her breath away. She wanted to believe what Lennox said, but it felt like a trap. No, no, they had no clue she was coming. Dang it, she couldn’t think. She needed some time to let all of this sink in. It became hard to breathe with all these predators watching her every move.

      Haven closed her eyes. “This is so hard to believe…but I want too.” Opening her eyes, she looked back at Cosmo. “I’m scared…”

      Cosmo jerked away from the wall and started for her. She read fierceness in his expression, but not toward her. His lips pressed into a thin line, making her want to run her thumb along them to bring back their lush plumpness. Her heart jumped with every step he took toward her. She picked up on his cologne—or was that his natural flavoring? God, she wanted to devour him whole.

      “I think we need to let Haven and Scarlett go outside on the porch and talk while I cook spaghetti. Since we missed the special, let’s just cook here,” Jade said, winking at Haven. Thankfully, Jade rescued her from more questions. She needed to think about this spell remover thing. What if it didn’t work? She had seen so many spells that went wrong.

      “Why don’t we go sit outside while they cook, Haven,” Scarlett asked. Cosmo now beside her, helping Scarlett up from the floor, but he never took his eyes off her. Flames erupted inside, her breath caught. This man pushed her body and mind to the brink. How could he do this?

      “Thank you, Cosmo. I can handle it from here,” Scarlett said, looking from him to her.

      Wrapping a thin arm around her, Scarlett winked at Cosmo. “Nothing will happen to her. We will be on the front porch. You can see us from the window.”

      Glancing back at Cosmo, Haven walked out with the older woman. She didn’t mind leaving. Her head felt like it would explode, and she had to get away and get her body under control. She wanted to touch him so badly, the thought of it made her ache inside. There was something about this man that made her want to be Lennox’s sister, and it wasn’t brotherly love.

      

      The cool mountain air hit her and felt wonderful over her heated body. She stopped and closed her eyes, inhaling, letting it wash the dreadful feelings away. She heard the swing creak as Scarlett sat.

      “Are you scared, child?”

      Opening her eyes, she spit out, “Yes. I’m terrified.” Haven let her breath out and sat beside the witch. Not only terrified that all of this would be true, but she had the biggest crush on a man that stared at her like she was lunch. She didn’t even know him, but she wished like hell she did. All the uncertainty was driving her insane. Maybe she was going crazy.

      “My whole life could have been a lie, and if it’s true, then what will happen to me?”

      “Well, you could continue to live in the dark. That’s what Laris wanted or you could have a little faith in these people. With Lennox, Jade, and Quinn. They would be your family now and most importantly, they wouldn’t hurt you or try and take your magic. I think you know the answer, but that’s why I asked if you were scared. I don’t blame you. When I cast the spell, memories will flood you and your bear will want out. She may not let you have control again for a while, but your brother will take care of you until that happens.”

      “Will it hurt?” Haven asked.

      “Not in the way you think, but when you shift for the first time, it may hurt for a brief moment. Then the bear will want to fight and roam. And maybe some other things. That would be normal.” Scarlett grabbed her hand and held it up to her cheek. “I think you can handle it. I wouldn’t even suggest it if I thought you couldn’t take this on.”

      “I want to know. I want to know if Lennox is my brother.”

      “Oh, child, there isn’t any doubt of that, but I know you need this nasty spell removed from you. It’s time you found your family and learned the truth. Let’s eat first because you will need your strength. Then I will perform the spell. Okay?”

      Haven nodded. She had to do this. She had to know.

      “I think you have someone else who can help guide and take care of you.”

      “Cosmo?” Haven whispered.

      “He’s a hoot. Don’t you think? He always makes me laugh.” Haven smiled at Scarlett’s words. “Plus, I think he fancies you.”

      Looking toward the window, she felt her heart skip a beat when she saw the man of their conversation watching them intently out the window.

      “He says he’s known me since I was a child. He’s like a big brother.” Haven didn’t like the sound of that. Big brother? Hardly, but maybe that’s how he thought of her.

      “I wouldn’t bet on that,” Scarlett said, laughing. She got up and held her hand out to her. “Let’s eat before someone comes out here to get us.” They both looked up at the window.
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      “Nobody has seen her, Laris. She’s run off. Stayed longer than I thought she would,” Blair joked. The breath rushed out of her as he slammed her against the truck. “What the hell?”

      “We have to find her. She knows too much, Blair, or did that part slip your simple mind?” Laris Winter gritted out.

      “You should have gotten rid of her then. I told you she’s a waste of the coven’s time.”

      Laris slammed her backward again. “That’s my daughter you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, right. That’s why you keep putting a spell on her every day. You don’t think we don’t see it. She reeks of it. Is she really your daughter?”

      “Of course.”

      “She looks nothing like you, and she can’t do a bit of magic. Or is she just a pawn and that’s why you continue to put a spell on her? What spell are you even doing? We have a right to know. We have as much to lose as you.” Blair looked around at the coven members watching the interaction between them. None of them made a move to help her.

      “Don’t you worry about it. If I wanted you to know, I would have told you. Mind your tongue, Blair, or I will take it out.” Laris felt the magic waiting to strike. It sizzled inside, getting stronger. He had to control it, or he would lose one of the most talented mages in his coven.

      Rolling her eyes, Blair moved away. Smart move. He closed his eyes and relaxed his shoulders. Where did that little bitch go? If he didn’t find her soon, the spell would wear off and that beast inside her would come out. He needed her. She, like Blair said, was only a pawn. This was his game, and nobody would ever checkmate him.

      “Go back and check with some of these truckers to see if they have seen her. I doubt she has gotten far. She left her luggage and she didn’t have any money.” As soon as he said it, he remembered the stash. Shit…Laris rushed over to his vehicle and checked the glove box. She took money from his pile.

      He checked the hidden compartment, but the money was still there, unless…she only took some of it. He started counting and realized some was missing. Shit…now what? Looking in the backseat, her luggage lay on the seat. Smart, but he would find her, and she would definitely regret leaving. Didn’t matter that he needed her for later. She had stolen from him. Nobody ever took anything from him and now Haven would regret she ever lived.
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        * * *

      

      The conversation stopped when Scarlett and Haven walked into the house. Everyone sat except Cosmo, who stood beside the window. His body looked ready to strike with those watchful black eyes. She couldn’t make out the expression on his face. Maybe he thought she was a spy for Laris. Maybe all of this was true, and she would have a real family. Maybe.

      “Haven has agreed to let me take the spell off her after we eat. She needs a good meal first. Someone needs to figure out how you are going to corral her bear because she’s going to be pissed off,” Scarlet said, sitting in the recliner and leaning back, closing her eyes, done with the conversation.

      “I can handle that,” Cosmo said, looking away from her. “I’ll get some of the team to help. Maybe at the pond would be a good place.”

      “Are you okay?” Lennox asked, taking her a glass of water, pulling her attention away from Cosmo. “I don’t know what you like to drink but we have sweet tea or soda. You just tell me what you want.”

      “This is fine. Thank you.” Haven took the glass and sat beside Nora and Roy.

      “I think he wants to get to know you, sweetie, find out what you like,” Nora whispered.

      “Oh…” she glanced back at Lennox. “I like water. I don’t drink sodas and I haven’t had much sweet tea. This is great though. I really like water.”

      Lennox nodded and sat across from her at the table. “Can I ask you some questions?”

      Haven shrugged; she had already spilled her guts, but why not share it all. She had nothing else to lose.

      “Where do you live?”

      Haven bit down on her bottom lip. They already knew about the coven, so it didn’t matter if she told them, but if they knew, then why keep asking? “You said you knew about the Winter Coven. Don’t you know what they are doing?”

      “Yes.” Lennox never looked away as he answered.

      “Then why have you allowed them to continue?”

      “Because nobody could prove it. We all have our suspicions, but we need proof. Now we do, but we don’t know it all and you could help us with that, Haven. I promise you will be protected by the Death Hunters.”

      Haven laughed. “Forgive me for laughing, but they are very smart and cunning. Not your average coven. They know how to hide, too, without being seen. The woman, the one with long black hair, she’s one of the hunters?”

      “What woman?” Lennox asked, his face hard, never letting on. But she already knew the truth.

      “Doesn’t matter. The coven knows the Death Hunters watch them. When we left, and we didn’t see her again. . . I didn’t know if they had killed her or not. They knew.” Haven took a deep breath. “The woman was a Death Hunter too. You see, they don’t care about anyone but themselves. It doesn’t matter that you sent her just to watch. They would have killed her just like the others.” Haven knew that better than anyone.

      “Were you present when they killed most of the shifters?” Lennox asked. Her heart skipped through her chest like a pinball machine. She didn’t want to talk about this. She looked away. Please stop asking? Please!

      “Lennox, let the girl be. You’re scaring her. I can hear her heart from here.” She didn’t know the man, but she heard them call him Arden. She had heard about the Dixon pack when her father talked about the packs they would check.

      Jade put her arms around her mate’s neck. Resting her chin atop of his head, she explained. “Haven, he doesn’t mean to ask you all of these hard questions. Well, he does, but it’s his job to find out as much as he can. The food is about done. Let’s save the questions for another time,” Jade said, patting Lennox on the shoulders.

      Leaning over, he put his hand on Haven’s and said, “I don’t mean to upset you but I’m trying to find out as much information as I can about the coven. I know you had no choice, Haven, but I need to know what I’m up against.”

      “Evil, pure evil.” Haven’s voice wasn’t much more than a whisper, but they all heard her.

      Looking away, Jade motioned toward Cosmo. “Can you bring those chairs to the table?”

      She couldn’t take all the staring anymore. Could he see how much he affected her? It felt like her body was on fire. Tingling sensations crept down her spine as if his fingers touched every part of her. But the what ifs plagued her. Narrowing her eyes at him, she gave it back to him. She wanted to stick her tongue out to Cosmo, but everyone in the room watched them and she felt like a child and that would just prove her own point about herself. She wanted to toughen up for once in her life. The thought of licking him popped into her head.

      Clearing her throat, Jade announced, “It’s not much but the spaghetti is on the table. Let’s eat.”

      Haven couldn’t stare at him long. His eyes were black as night and she had never seen anything like them, but the longer he stared, the lighter they become. Like pieces of blue flakes floating in a dark black sea. Oh, what she wouldn’t give to know what he was truly thinking.

      She looked away when Nora scooted closer to her. “You need to eat, sweetie. How’re you doing?”

      “Okay,” Haven cleared her throat trying to banish the thoughts of Cosmo from her mind. “A bit tired. It’s a lot to take in. Do you think I made the right choice?” She wanted Nora to agree with her. She needed somebody on her side that didn’t have a dog in the fight.

      Smiling, Nora patted her on the hand. “Yes, I do.”

      Haven needed to hear that, her stomach rumbled as a big plate of spaghetti and meat sauce landed in front of her. She didn’t want to think about making the right decision. She wanted to be normal if only for a few minutes.

      “So…Cosmo, tell us about the hot houses you are building,” Quinn asked, thankfully changing the subject.

      She watched as a small smile curved the handsome shifter’s face. “Two have been built already and one more is in the works. I plan to grow my own flowers. The cost even at wholesale is outrageous. This way, I won’t have to wait, and other florists will come to me for their stock. It’s a win/win.”

      “Smart idea. You must really love flowers,” Simone said.

      “Ha, ha, you say that now, but you will be the first one buying my stock to put up in the bakery,” Cosmo said, smiling, pilling more food on his plate.

      “Of course, I will. We all help each other out, plus the customers will love it,” Simone added.

      “Are you going to have exotic flowers, you know, the ones that people in the movies talk about. The expensive kind?” Quinn said.

      “My mate means the real expensive kind.”

      “Like orchids and tulips with all the different colors?” Cosmo asked before taking a bite.

      “I love tulips. Especially the hot pink ones. Hard to find them too,” Jade added.

      “Well, ladies, I will have them all, even the hot pink ones.” Cosmo smirked as he stared at Lennox.

      “Flowers die eventually,” Lennox muttered.

      Haven whispered, “Every flower is a soul blossoming in nature.” Everyone stopped eating, watching her.

      “I guess they do,” Lennox said, smiling at her.

      Haven listened to the conversations going on around the table. It felt normal, something she hadn’t ever had and so desperately wanted. She loved all the teasing and how each of them shared their lives and what went on with the packs.

      Even Nora and Roy joined in on the conversation, but she had nothing to add. Her family, all killers, and now she didn’t even know if her father was actually her father. Everything she had believed was most likely a lie and soon she would know the truth and that scared her.

      “Haven.” She glanced up. Everyone watched her. “Haven, do you want more. We have plenty.”

      “Oh, no, ma’am. It was delicious, but I couldn’t eat another bite. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. What is it you like to do? I love making jewelry and purses,” Jade added.

      Haven didn’t like all the attention everyone gave her. So, what did she do, she shrugged, shutting down.

      Roy cleared his throat and smiled at her. “She loves clothes. She wants to make them. She designs them. Is that what you call it, Haven?”

      “I just like to draw. I’ve never made anything worth talking about,” Haven said, picking up her glass and taking a small drink.

      “Then you’re in good company. I would love to see them. Your designs,” Quinn said, getting up from the table with her plate. She walked to the sink and rinsed it off then put it in the dishwasher.

      “Oh, it’s nothing like what you are used to. I just doddle, nothing impressive.”

      “If you’re done, let me show you some of mine. I doodle too.” Quinn sat on the couch pulling out her phone.

      Haven took her plate and followed what Quinn did, rinsing off her dish, then putting it in the dishwasher. She noticed several dirty dishes and started rinsing them all and putting them in the dishwasher. She started to get nervous. They would want to start soon with removing the spell. What if it hurt?

      Cosmo stood beside her as she looked up. They stood staring at each other for a few seconds before he said, “Go relax with the girls. I’ll take care of this.”

      Looking away, Haven glanced down at the dishes and whispered, “I can help. I hate to eat and not help out.” Just being around this man made her toes curl and her insides go haywire. His hair curled around his ears and she had to rub her hand down the side of her pants, so she wouldn’t reach up and follow the route of the curl.

      His eyes and hair were stunning. Black as night. When she was alone, she would sketch his beautiful face. The gray shirt he wore fit him like a second skin. She could see all the indentions of each of his muscles in his back as he leaned over and put a plate in the dishwasher. She leaned forward and inhaled. She didn’t know why she did it, but he smelled divine, like fresh flowers. Catching herself from doing something stupid, she backed up.

      “Go on now. Go sit with the girls. You will have fun. It’s my turn anyway.” Even his rugged voice turned her on. Nobody had ever been this nice to her. Taking over while she enjoyed herself for a bit. Not even her father had been this way toward her. Ever.

      She glanced at all the girls including Nora sitting in the living room, talking. Haven had never had friends. Not one, but she wanted the women to like her. “Thanks.” She nodded and walked over to the couch and sat beside Quinn.

      “Here, these are my first designs. They weren’t that great, but I got better and took those and added to it. Just swipe and the new ones will come up.”

      “These are beautiful, Quinn. I love these,” Haven said, staring at the phone.

      “Do you have yours with you. I won’t judge you, I promise. I just love to see new work.”

      “I brought your things in,” Roy said with a wink, sitting her bag beside her. “I thought you may need it.”

      Her hearted started pounding. She had never shown anyone her sketches. What if she didn’t like them?

      Flipping open her sketchbook, Haven hesitantly handed it to Quinn.

      Quinn never said anything. She studied each page like she waited for something to pop up from the paper. She was about to ask her what she thought when Quinn’s eyes looked up at her. “And you’ve never had any lessons on design?”

      “No…never been to school. An older lady in the coven, Trudy, gave me my lessons, but never anything on art or design. Is something wrong with them? I told you they weren’t that great. Just something to do.”

      “Haven, I’ve never seen anything this good except from professionals. Your technique is great. Very fresh. Have you ever taken a design and made it?”

      “No, never had money. I’ve sewed some shirts back together, but nothing from my designs.”

      “Do you think you could if you had the material and a sewing machine?”

      “I’ve never used a sewing machine.”

      Patting her on the hand, Nora smiled. “Well, sweetie, I can help you with that. I have two and don’t need but one. I can show you how to use it and then you can have it.”

      “Oh, Nora, I can’t take something like that. I know how much they cost,” Haven said.

      “Nonsense, I can and I will give it to you. It’s a gift, young lady. I may even help you make some of your clothes. You design them, and I will get started making them. It would be fun.”

      “Are you serious?” Haven asked, staring at Quinn and Nora.

      “Of course,” Quinn and Nora both said at the same time.

      “But you don’t even know me. What if I’m not…his sister? My father is Laris Winter and you still want to help me?”

      “Haven, we all know that you’re Lennox’s sister. You look just alike. As soon as the spell is removed, you will know it too, and your life will be so much better. You just need to believe that it will all be okay,” Quinn said. “But if it makes you feel any better, we will like you anyway if we’re wrong.”

      Haven snorted. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Good. You ready?” Scarlett said, coming from the kitchen. “I think it would be better if we did this outside. Your bear will be hard to contain, and I don’t think Jade wants her beautiful new home wrecked.”

      Haven blew out a deep breath. She glanced at the girls who all smiled. Quinn reached out and put her hand on hers. “We will be with you all the way.” Jade put hers on top and then the other girls followed suit.

      She glanced up and found the smoldering black eyes of Cosmo watching the interaction. She had to look away before she ran for the door. He unnerved her. She wanted to believe he was feeling the same way. She heard her heart pounding in her chest. The sly look on his face told her he could hear it too. Her hands started to sweat. Calm down, Haven. Just get him out of your mind.

      “Let’s go outside,” Lennox said and held his hand out to her.

      She hesitated, but she needed to know the truth. Taking his hand, Haven let him guide her out the door. She walked by Cosmo staring straight down at her feet. She needed to breath without his scent playing tricks with her body.

      Inhaling a deep breath, she found comfort as the cool wind hit her heated face. She prayed Lennox was right. This could be her chance at a real family. If he told the truth, then it meant the man she had known as her father had been lying to her. But the question she would need to know would be why?

      “Ready?” Scarlett asked, jerking her back from her thoughts. She held her hand out, leading her down the steps into the grass.

      “I…” Haven couldn’t finish. Her body started to shake. She put her arms around herself and nodded at Scarlett.

      Lennox and Cosmo stood beside her. “Don’t worry, little sis, everything is going to be okay. I’m right here with you.”

      Little sis. Nobody had ever used such endearment toward her. His kindness made her smile.

      “Calm yourself and let the spell begin.” Scarlett began chanting. A language she had never heard. Her body almost appeared to levitate as her words became harsher. At first, she didn’t feel anything, then the tingling started in her fingers and toes. She focused on her hands as the tingling began to hurt up her arms and then down her back. A cold sweat broke out across her body.

      “Haven?” Lennox whispered.

      “I’m okay,” Haven said in a shaky voice. But it hurt. She struggled to stand. Her stomach rolled as she leaned forward falling to the ground. It felt like claws scraping against her stomach and chest.

      “Let her out, Haven,” Cosmo said, pushing her hair away from her eyes. He was in front of her.

      “What?” Little black dots danced across her eyes. She squeezed them tightly as the next wave of unspeakable pain roared out of her. She didn’t even recognize her scream.

      “Let go.” She heard Cosmo but couldn’t see him anymore. Then it became too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Cosmo scented Haven’s fear as she handed her sketch book to Quinn. This was little Haven. He thought of her like a little sister. She got on their nerves when she wanted to go with them. Except she wasn’t little anymore. Now a beautiful woman who took his breath away every time her hazel eyes stared back at him. Innocent, that’s what he kept telling himself. Off limits.

      He felt different around her. He only wanted to make her happy and other things. It was the other things he tried to make go away. Lennox would break every bone in his body if he heard his thoughts about his little sister.

      When she looked at him, all he saw was fear in her eyes. He felt sure she would take off running as soon as she could. This wasn’t the same little hellion that would tackle him to the floor. She played hard and expected them to play hard back.

      A small smile crossed her lips when Quinn told her the drawings were good. In fact, as good as a professional drew them. Haven always sat around drawing when she was little, and she wasn’t just good, but talented even then.

      Cosmo had seen the spell performed before and knew how painful it would be. He didn’t know if she would be strong enough to take it. Hell, he had doubts he could control himself when it started. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and protect her from the pain he knew was coming. It was time she found out the truth.

      The guys were in the woods watching. They didn’t want to spook her, so they stood out of sight until they were needed. Nobody knew what would happen. Her bear had been pent up for fifteen long years and he knew how angry his got when he didn’t let him out to play. This was going to be one furious female bear. There wasn’t any telling who she would attack first.

      Her body fought the change. “Let her out, Haven.” Cosmo wanted to help her, but Lennox leaned forward ready to pounce. The pain evident on her beautiful face. Her whole body shook as the spell continued to work. “Let it go.”

      Her screaming turned to snarls until finally, she shifted. “Damn, that was fast.” Cosmo jumped back as the big black bear roared at the top of her lungs. Her big paw swiped out, missing him by an inch. “She’s pissed.”

      “You think?” Lennox said, backing up. “We need to keep her in the territory.”

      “Forgot to tell you, but she might be fast. I wouldn’t get too close—” Scarlett said, moving quickly to the porch.

      As Haven jumped on top of Cosmo, he fell onto his back. Her eyes flashed. Puffs of air blew across his face. He could feel the sharpness of her claws as they tapped against his chest. He thought she was playing with biting him then her jaws snapped in front of his face. Yeah, this wasn’t going as planned.

      Shifting, Cosmo pushed forward throwing her off. Her bear rolled then took off toward the river and he followed. Scarlett said it—Haven was fast. He had a hard time keeping up, but the trail she left became easy to spot. She had no practice at hiding herself in the woods. Where was she going?

      She had crisscrossed log after log, trying to lose him. If he hadn’t shifted when she did, he would have. He slowed when he heard her jump into the river. He thought for sure she would keep going, but she didn’t. Instead, she lay down letting the water roll across her. He didn’t want to spook her, so he lay at the edge of the woods, watching.

      He heard Lennox barreling through the woods behind him. The alpha slowed when he saw Cosmo. They both sat and stared at Haven’s bear as she jumped up and down in the water splashing around. Then she came up with a fish in her mouth. Walking slowly out of the creek, she plopped on the ground and ate until she finished then jumped into the water again. He had to admit, the more he watched, the funnier she became. She leaped frog around and around until she came back up with another fish in her mouth.

      Cosmo didn’t know how long she had done this, but he knew once her belly became full, she would go to sleep and shift back. At least, that’s what he hoped. Watching her made him want to join in on the fun. His bear wanted her as much as the man. He let out a big sigh, his body wanting more. His best friend and her brother would gut him for sure and he couldn’t blame him. In his eyes, Haven was still his little sister. Emphasize the little part. No matter how old she was now and how much she had changed.

      Finally, Haven rolled over onto her side and went to sleep. Her bear on alert, raised her head and looked in his and Lennox’s direction, but didn’t think too much of them and lay her head down. She stayed like that for a couple more hours until, finally, she shifted. She never woke, instead rolled into a little ball.

      He couldn’t take her body shivering on the ground anymore. Before Lennox moved, he shifted, picked her up and held her tightly against his chest. Oh crap, his body immediately took notice. Swallowing hard, he had to look away from the sweet line of her arm that covered her breasts. Her skin glistened as she shivered. He tried not to breathe, but his bear wasn’t having it. Lifting her body closer, he inhaled. She smelled like the same little girl he used to know, but now the scent was different—sweet like cotton candy. Something he wanted to eat. His breath blew out harshly.

      Damn, he had to get a control of his body. She was his best friend’s little sister and she had never been touched before. Kidnapped and taken from Lennox, she was watched and told what to do. As she sat around the table, she watched how everyone acted and then copied it. He became mesmerized by her. Was it because of how close they used to be and wanting to know more about her?

      No, she was different now. Not a young child anymore. Now a grown adult with curves that pushed against him. Shit, he needed to get away from her before Lennox saw him from the front. Her sweet scent made it harder to control the bear. When he made it to the back porch, he laid her on the swing and backed away.

      Lennox followed and he couldn’t chance her brother seeing how she turned him on. Quickly, he shifted and jumped off the porch, running toward the woods. His best friend stopped and watched as he ran past him. He had to get control of himself. This was Haven, little Haven.

      Annoyed by the whole thing, Cosmo ran as fast as he could until he made it to the mountain side. He needed some time alone. Should he be reacting to Haven this way? Lennox would never understand, and he had no clue why this started happening to him now.

      Cosmo ran up the steep mountain. He had a place at the top he liked to sit and watch everyone below. It always gave him peace up here and allowed all the anxieties of the job to flow away. He felt like a new man when he came down. Hopefully, today, he would get that peace. If not, he was in a load of trouble. This would definitely cause problems between him and his alpha. Plus, he would die if he went further with her.
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        * * *

      

      The scent of sausage and bacon woke her. When she opened her eyes, she had to close them again to realize she wasn’t in hell with the coven. She smiled and stretched out in a king-size bed like she was queen of the jungle. This had to be heaven.

      Memories flooded in as she stared down at the plush comforter. She loved purple. Her childhood bedroom had been the same color at her parent’s house. Lennox always teased her saying she acted like a girl. To be tough, you needed blue or red. And of course, his room had been blue.

      The blue dress. Haven smiled recalling the images. Her big brother gave her a blue dress with white bears on it. He said it reminded him of her. She frowned remembering how Laris burned the dress. She could see it all now, her mother and father.

      Then she remembered jumping on Cosmo. Everything that happened came back to her quickly. All the times in the past when she jumped on top of her brother’s best friend. He would always fall to the ground. He was so fun. Always made her smile. Jeez, she actually jumped on top of him. The look he gave her wasn’t what she expected. She feared he would kill her for knocking him down, but the look said he was proud of her. Strange, strange man.

      She recollected everything. Jumping into the river and catching fish. The most fun she’d ever had. Scarlett said her bear would be pissed, but once she got to the river, that anger went away, or at least it did for a while. Now she needed to figure out whose beautiful bed she lay in and thank them.

      The best sleep…ever.

      Leaning up on her elbows, she noticed her pack hooked to the back of a chair and her clothes were neatly folded on top. The room was decorated in dark purples and grays. She loved it. The comforter so soft and plush. Sleeping in the clouds was the best way to describe it. When the sheet slipped down her chest, she realized she was naked underneath.

      “Jeez.” Quickly, she jerked the sheet back up. Her father would have a stroke if he’d seen her without any clothes on. Probably would call her a filthy, disgusting animal for lying in the bed, nude. Most of the time, she had to share a room with him and never in a million years would have gone without clothes on. In fact, he always had on pajamas too.

      All of this seemed so strange to her, but she felt free here. As if she could do anything. Someone knocked on the bedroom door. Haven jerked the comforter around her as Lennox peeked in. “Good, you’re awake. Are you hungry?”

      Just as the words came out of his mouth, her stomach growled. She giggled, then covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry, yes, I’m starving.”

      “We figured you would be, so Jade made a ton of food. Your clothes have been washed and when we go into town today, I will get you some new ones.”

      “No…” Haven stopped with how harsh she sounded. Her brother tilted his head, studying her. “Sorry, I don’t want you to think that you need to take care of me. I can buy my own clothes, and once I get a job, I can find a place to live.”

      “You’re not taking advantage of me, Haven. You’re my sister and I want to do this. I won’t sleep or rest until I know you are taken care of and buying you clothes isn’t a bother to me. In fact, you have an inheritance. Over the years it has grown. Once you get settled in, I can switch it over to your personal account.”

      “What? Account? I’ve never had an account. I have money?”

      Lennox sat at the bottom of the bed. “Yes, you do. Our parents had set it up for each of us a long time ago, and over time, I’ve invested it and it’s grown. Now that you are back, your part will go to you.”

      “I just…” Haven pushed her hair out of her face. “This is so…unreal. I’ve never had money of my own. I’ve never had a home of my own. I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful, but it’s just—”

      “I know. A lot to take in,” Lennox answered.

      “Yes,” she said, blowing out a deep breath.

      “Haven, you realize you’re my sister, right, and you were kidnapped when you were young? Laris Winter had a part in that. I won’t. . . I can’t let that go. He took you away from your family and he put a spell on you that put your bear into a deep sleep. He has to pay for that. I don’t know all of what your life has been, but I can only imagine how terrifying it was when they killed shifters and animals, taking their magic from them.” Shaking his head, he blew out a harsh breath. “They all have to pay for what they have done.”

      “I remember all of it. Mom, dad, and little Jacob. I…I’m just…scared of what the coven will do if they find me. You don’t know how much magic they have,” Haven said, pulling her feet closer to her, wrapping her arms around them. Just thinking about it made her sick to her stomach.

      “Haven, what happened to your arm?” Lennox asked, picking up her scared hand. “We’re you in a fire?”

      Jerking her hand back, Haven hid it under the comforter. “It’s nothing.”

      “Remember when I said I would never lie to you? I meant it. Me and you are kin. We stick together and we don’t lie to each other. No matter if it hurts.” Lennox put his hand on her forearm. “So, I’ll ask again, little sister, what happened to your arm?”

      Haven loved it when he called her little sister. She desperately wanted to be part of a family and now she had a chance, but she needed to tell Lennox everything. Maybe now he would understand just how dangerous the coven was.

      Swallowing hard, Haven told the story of Blair’s torture on her eighteenth birthday and Laris’s warning.

      “He’s not your father, Haven.” Lennox snarled as anger sparked in his eyes. She could tell that his bear was close to the surface. “He’s not your family, period, and when I find him, I’m going to knock that into him over and over.”

      “Lennox, please don’t go looking for them. Just let them go. I’m free now and I don’t want them around any of you. Please?”

      “I can’t make that promise, Haven. Let’s eat and we can discuss this later,” Lennox said getting up and walking out the door. He didn’t even give her time to say anything. If he went looking for the coven, they would try their best to kill him and all the Death Hunters. Cosmo…She couldn’t let that happen. They had just found each other.

      Found each other! What the heck was she fanaticizing about now? No, get these thoughts out of your head. He could be killed because of her. Nobody took her seriously about the coven. She couldn’t let anything happen to Cosmo. He was special. Good grief, Haven get out of bed.

      Pushing the comforter away, she jumped up and jerked the clothes off the chair. Quickly, before anyone else came into the room, she dressed. Glancing into the mirror, she smiled at the white bears on the shirt. The shirt color was different from her dress, but Lennox must’ve bought this for her. She loved it, and one day she would pay him back.

      When she went into the bathroom, her eyes grew large at what she saw. Everything a girl would need lay on the counter waiting for her or whoever lived in this room. Hair brush, curling irons, makeup. She would use the brush and that had to be it. Running her fingers over all the makeup, she smiled. She had never had her own cosmetics. Laris told her she didn’t need all the paint on her face. She didn’t know who this belonged to, but she would buy them a new brush.

      A new toothbrush and paste sat beside the sink. Excellent. As soon as she got food in her, she would talk to Lennox about the B&B and if he thought Cosmo would hire her to work in his nursery. Just saying his name made her think dirty thoughts. All she had been exposed to were books from the library and TV.

      But the man had the most perfect lips, fat plump. And if she were brave, she would reach up and skim her finger across the soft flesh. His tongue would slip out before his mouth covered the tip, sucking the digit into his moist heat. It would be the craziest thing she had ever done.

      Even the little slips of hair that curled over his ears, she could nuzzle back as she nipped at his lobe. His soft locks trapped in her hand as she pulled his head back to swirl her tongue down his neck. Taking control and pressing against him to feel his hardened length stroke her where she needed him. Closing her eyes, her hand slipped down her stomach—

      Another knock came from the door. “Did you find everything you needed?” Jade asked, standing at the door. Nobody believed in privacy here. Haven grabbed the edge of the counter.

      “Oh…yes. I will buy a new brush because I used this one.” Haven held up the brush.

      “Why? You don’t like it?”

      “Yes, but I know some females get angry when you use their stuff.”

      Jade snickered, pointing at the brush and makeup. “Haven, all of this is yours. I put it in here for you. I didn’t know what you would want so I kinda bought a lot of different stuff. When we get to town you can pick out what you want if this isn’t it.”

      “Mine? Jade, I can’t possibly take this. I will pay you for it.”

      “You will not. This is my gift to you and there is a lot more to come.”

      “But…I couldn’t.”

      “Yes, you can.” Jade pulled on Haven’s arm. “Come, let’s eat and we can talk about how you are just going to nod and say thank you.”

      Haven couldn’t help but smile at Jade. She had to be the sweetest woman ever, and she understood why her brother chose her as his mate. Jade had the ability to make anyone feel happy around her.

      She walked down the hallway and into the kitchen. The smell of breakfast cooking made her eyes close and take a deep breath. Falling into the seat, she held her stomach. Her bear pushed against her. Apparently, she needed to eat too.

      “It’s your animal. She needs to eat more than you can imagine. You will get used to it. She will be your personal alarm system and she will definitely tell you when to chow down. Later, you can shift and let her out again, so she can roam. Lennox said she fished yesterday and then fell asleep. I think Cosmo and he enjoyed watching you as she caught the fish.”

      Every time she thought of the beta, the panging in her chest strengthened. “Does he not live here too?”

      “Cosmo? No, he has his own cabin.” Jade moved to the back window and pointed. “That’s his home…over there.”

      Haven knew her mouth hung open, but she had never seen something so spectacular. His cabin wasn’t like the others. His had a lighter color and a wraparound porch. Flowers of every color grew in pots and were planted in front of the house. When her focus trained on Cosmo digging in the dirt, she could tell he enjoyed this. “Beautiful.”

      “Yeah, I think so too. It makes this area come alive. I was worried how I would feel moving here, but Lennox allows me to bring in as much girly stuff as I want, and Cosmo is a master with flowers and plants. He has a gift for it and all I had to do was tell him what I liked and as you can see, he delivered.”

      Haven couldn’t take her eyes away from this man outside the window. Oh dear, he had his shirt off. Heat filtered down her body as his muscles flexed. She watched as he pushed on the dirt, patting around the bushes. She imagined those hands on her body. His fingers pressing and dancing over her skin. Exploring her depths.

      He had no clue she watched him, but when he stopped, turned, and glanced at her through the distance, she couldn’t breathe. Neither moved their eyes from the other.

      “Do you see something you like?” Jade asked, standing beside her.

      Stepping backward, Haven looked away. “No…no…I just…you know, was watching him plant the flowers. You’re right, he has exceptional taste.” Haven tried to sound nonchalant but when Jade smiled and walked back to the table, she knew she hadn’t fooled her.

      She couldn’t believe how she was thinking.  Never had she fantasiced about a man.  Well, she never seen one she actually wanted either.  She could feel the bear inside of her watching Cosmo too.  It had to be the bear making her think like this.

      “Come, Haven, let’s eat.”

      “Is Lennox not joining us?” she asked as she took a seat.

      “Yeah, but he got a call from the council. I don’t think he will be long. They just wanted an update on you actually.”

      “Me? He told them about me?”

      “Of course. You are his little sister and you were kidnapped. I think they would want to know you have been with Laris Winter since that time.”

      She looked toward the hallway where Lennox disappeared. “I hate that I’m bringing trouble to him…to all of you. I know of the Death Hunters and how smart and cunning they are, but I also know the Winter Coven and they are just as deadly. I can’t let anything happen to any of you.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes as she thought of someone being hurt because of her. No more. Not again.

      “Haven, the Death Hunters and the council won’t let that happen. I’m pretty sure they will send hunters to arrest them. They have to pay for their crimes against the shifters they killed. You have to decide whether you are still with the coven or with your real family.”

      “I’m starving,” Lennox said, walking in from the other room. Once he saw her face, he immediately came to her side. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry, Haven. None of us will lie to you, but I think you need to talk to Lennox about how you feel,” Jade said, getting up and leaving the room.

      “Tell me what?” Lennox sat beside her and stared at her.

      “I don’t want you or anyone to get hurt because of me. I can leave—”

      “Stop right there. First, you’re not going anywhere, and second, the council is alerting all the packs about the coven. We are going to hunt them down and bring them to justice. The Twisters Council is also sending people out to help us.”

      “The Old Ones?” Haven asked.

      “Yes, and some of their students are pretty powerful as well. Scarlett is already here and Greer.”

      Grasping onto her brother’s arm, Haven choked. “Greer is here? Oh no, no please, you must hide her. That’s who they want most of all. She is the prize of the coven. If they know she is here, they will come and kill all of you to take her.”

      “Well, I think they will have a little problem if they do. You see, baby sis, this place is covered from all sides with shifter packs. The Dixon pack on one side and the Crenshaw clan is on the other. We are right here and we all have an alliance with each other. If they come within the city limits, we will know. Stop worrying. It’s not like Greer is out in the public. She is on Dixon pack land and will soon be here in a small cabin we are building.”

      “Does she know about me?”

      “Who, Greer?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sure she does.”

      “She must hate me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was there when they killed her aunt. I watched as they tortured her and then took her magic.”

      “That’s not your fault. You didn’t do it.”

      “But I didn’t help her either. She asked me too, but I knew, I knew what they would do,” Haven said, looking down at her fingers. “She begged me to help her and I didn’t. I let her die.”

      “Haven, look at me.” Lennox’s finger lifted her chin. “Didn’t you just say the coven is powerful and at the time you were just human. You had no magic and you didn’t have your bear. Don’t you see you would have been killed along with her if you had helped her? You have to stop beating yourself up for stuff you couldn’t change. You have to realize that you had no choice, and nobody blames you.”

      Lennox pulled her closer and hugged her. The guilt was eating her up. She wished she saw it that way, but she couldn’t. Every night, she saw every shifter’s face right before they killed them, and their fear would forever be frozen in her dreams. She should have at least tried to save them.

      “Now, let’s eat. We want to take you to town. Jade wants to show you her new line and I want to buy you some clothes. And please don’t say no. I want to do this for you. It would actually make me happy.”

      Haven nodded. She wanted to make her brother happy. “Okay.”

      “You have to be hungry. I hope you like some of this,” Lennox said, piling everything on her plate.

      “Oh…wow…I’m starving.”

      “Good.” They both started to eat when Jade came back in the room.

      “Lennox, did you see the flowers?”

      “Yep.”

      Jade and Haven laughed knowing he never cared to look.

      She couldn’t let her brother get hurt. They had just found each other again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Cosmo sat beside her in the back seat. He rolled the window down; her scent now all over him. If he hung his head out the window, it would be a little too obvious, so he decided to just leave the window cracked. Every minute he sat beside her, his insides grew crazier. Did his bear want to protect her or…no, was it something else?

      He tried not to look up front, Lennox stared at him in the rearview mirror. He knew something was up, but if he suspected, then he would kill him. And who could blame him? This was his little sister, the little girl he swung around when she was five years old.

      Every time she moved in her seat, he tuned in to her body and where she sat: was she comfortable, what could he do to make her more…shit, shit, shit. What the hell? They couldn’t get to town quickly enough.

      “We don’t have a lot here, but we have enough to make life comfortable. This is Southern Treasures,” Jade said, pointing toward the store.

      Thankfully, they were here. He jumped out before the truck even stopped and stood beside the vehicle inhaling deep breaths. He didn’t know if he could take riding back with her. This would be a problem. Maybe he needed to run, let his beast go wild and get it out of his system.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Lennox asked, backing him against his vehicle.

      “Nothing. Just need to run a while. After everything that’s happened, he needs to be let loose.”

      “Looked like you couldn’t stand my sister. Is something wrong? What aren’t you telling me, Cosmo?”

      “Paranoid much?” Cosmo said, trying to move around him. When Lennox stepped in his way, his animal wanted to take a swipe, but this was his alpha. Even Lennox took notice of the struggle.

      “You two go on in. I need to go over some things with my beta,” Lennox said, waving for Jade and his sister to go inside. Even Jade stood there a few minutes before she pulled on Haven’s hand. They both could see something was wrong. If his best friend didn’t get out of his way he didn’t know if he would be able to stop himself from moving him. “Now, tell me what’s going on? And Cosmo, don’t tell me it’s nothing. I’ve known you all your life and I know when something is wrong. Tell me, now!”

      Cosmo gritted his teeth as he felt his alpha’s command go through him. His bear wanted to follow his mate. Shit, what would he do? The vibes were stronger as Lennox continued to let his power flow through him.

      “Stop…It’s nothing. Stop, now!” Cosmo said, pushing away from Lennox.

      “Then tell me. We will handle whatever it is.”

      He gripped the side of the truck, trying to stay in control. “I’m not ready to tell you. I will but not yet.”

      Cosmo gasped as the pain stopped. “But you will tell me, right?”

      “Yeah, sure, but stop doing the alpha vibes on me. I’m your beta, for god’s sake, and I deserve better than that. You don’t tell me everything and why should I have to tell you? You’re acting like a paranoid creep. Get your shit together, Alpha.”

      He knew Lennox watched as he walked away. He couldn’t believe he talked to him like that and the fact he allowed him too meant he wasn’t letting this go. He didn’t blame him either. He would have badgered him until he fessed up.

      Instead of going into Southern Treasures, Cosmo walked across the street to his nursery. At least he could lose himself there. Maybe it would give him time to figure out a plan on what he was going to tell Lennox. Because if he didn’t figure out how to suppress the mating magnetism and desires, then his best friend might truly kill him.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s going on?” Haven asked Jade as they watched Cosmo march across the street, leaving Lennox watching him.

      “I don’t know, but I will find out,” Jade answered.

      “Hey.” Quinn ran up behind them.

      “Hey.” Haven answered first, turning to face the vibrant witch.

      “I have already picked some clothes for you to try, but all you have to say is I don’t like it and you can pick out whatever you want. But you can ask Jade, I have a gift in finding the perfect clothes for people. I picked out most of Jades and she loved them. You ready to try some on?” Not waiting for an answer, Quinn pulled Haven toward the dressing room.

      “Sure.” And just like that, she was shoved into a dressing room with a full wardrobe hanging from racks. As she moved closer, she noticed she liked most of the clothes. In fact, she loved them. Most were fall colors. Then she glanced down at the price tag of the short dress she was trying on, fifty-two dollars? She couldn’t afford this.

      Before she could take the dress off, the door creaked open and Quinn and Jade both peeked through the crack. “Oh, Haven. You look great in that. I knew you would. It fits you perfect. Don’t you think so, Jade?”

      “I’m jealous. You look beautiful, Haven.”

      Haven started to pull the dress off. “I can’t afford this. Maybe after I get a job, you will still have one in my size.”

      “Stop.” Quinn and Jade were both in the dressing room holding her hands from pulling the dress off. “Please don’t. If you don’t let him buy you clothes he will be heart broken. He’s missed so much of you growing up that this is something he can do for you. Please, Haven, let him buy you the clothes. Trust me when I say he can afford it. He wants to take care of you and try to make up for all the lost time. Please.”

      She watched as Jade held her hand, begging. She felt like a complete loser now. If she didn’t allow her brother to do this, then he would be upset, and she already cared about him. He was her big brother and he had already done so much for her.

      “Okay, but this is it. I feel bad knowing this is going to cost him a fortune. I don’t mind waiting.”

      “No, plus you need the clothes and if you want to work here, you will need some new clothes,” Quinn said, pulling another dress off the hanger.

      “Work here? Are you kidding?” Haven put her hand on Quinn’s arm. “You’re going to give me a job? A real job?” Haven wanted to cry. Tears started to fall down her face.

      “Oh, honey, don’t cry. You may hate working here. You may realize you hate clothes or me,” Quinn said, smiling.

      “Never. I could never hate any of you. I can’t believe how my life has changed. I never thought I would ever have my own job.” Haven sat on the stool and stared in the mirror. “I thought I would end up locked into that coven. Lost. To be honest, I don’t think I could take it anymore. I would rather die than go back to that life.”

      “Well, you don’t have to. You live with us now and you have real friends and family who love you and will take care of you,” Quinn said, pushing another dress in her hands. “Now, take that off and try this one. I think you will love this one even more.”

      Haven pushed the tears from her face as her two new friends closed the door behind them. Friends and family, two words she never thought she would say together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do it again. She couldn’t have disappeared,” Laris yelled at his coven members.

      “We did it three times and we are picking up nothing. Not even a slight glimmer in the spell. I don’t know how she’s doing it but she’s blocking us,” Presley insisted.

      “Then she has to be close by to do that. We just need to keep trying until she thinks she’s lost us. She will relax enough that she can’t keep that shield up. I would say she is getting comfortable where ever she is, and she will let it down and we will find her,” Laris said, pushing the curtain back so he could look out the hotel window.

      Where did she go? They stayed in the same area next to the truck stop waiting to see if Haven came back. She was a scared mouse. He’d made sure she would be that way. Her fear fed his power over her. Why would she leave him?

      “Oh, and the guy who is in charge of the trucks is still off. He won’t be back until Wednesday. That’s the only person we haven’t spoken to yet,” Blair said, flipping through a magazine.

      “Here is her brush she left behind. Go make yourself useful and do a finding spell on my daughter,” Laris said, throwing the brush on the bed beside Blair. He had already tried, but just like when he tried finding Greer, he got nothing. None of this made sense to him. The finding spell should have worked on Haven. Where would she have gone?

      Her brother was close, but she had no clue he existed, and she wouldn’t stay where they were anyway. He’d put the fear of god into her about shifters and how they hunted humans. She could run, but he would find her, and when he did, she was going to pay for leaving.

      Blair huffed as she slammed the door, leaving the hotel room. “That girl has a lot of anger issues,” Presley said behind him.

      “That she does, but you can’t deny the talent she has, and we need her to complete the spell when we find Greer,” Laris said, watching as Blair left.

      “You don’t think Haven would go to New Hope where her brother is do you? We don’t need the Death Hunters anywhere near us.”

      “No, she’s too weak to be around shifters. The whole town is part of a pack or clan. She would be too nervous around them. She will turn up. The money will run out soon. She didn’t take too much, and I know she doesn’t know how to take care of herself. We will find her, or she will find her way back to me,” Laris said, sitting in the chair.

      “Sure, about that?”

      “Of course. Even if the spell does wear off, she has no clue what she is and will never call that beast out. She’s too meek and scared of her own shadow.”

      “I just hope we find her soon before he does.” Presley went back to the TV and flipped channels. Laris knew they needed to find Haven fast. He needed her if the Death Hunters found them. He would use her if he needed too. He had lost his pawn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Unable to stay away from her long, Cosmo made his way to the store. He had wasted enough time. Hopefully Lennox would have moved on to something else. He acted like a hound dog on a hot trail. He glanced in the window looking for Haven but didn’t see her. He knew they were still here because they wouldn’t have left him, and Lennox stood beside the counter.

      Cosmo walked in but still didn’t see her. Searching around the corner, he found what he was looking for. “I love that one the best.” Quinn clapped.

      Haven stood in front of a mirror, twirling around and around. “You said that about the last fifty I tried on.”

      “But you look good in all of them,” Jade said. “Now turn around and let me see how the bracelet looks with the outfit.”

      As soon as Haven turned, he almost fell to his knees. She was breathtaking. The dress a navy blue with white little flowers, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      “Jade, I can’t take that. I’m drawing the line. I will buy one once I get paid,” Haven insisted.

      “No, you won’t. It’s a gift and you don’t give back gifts. You can only take them back if you don’t like them. Do you not like it?”

      “Of course, I do,” Haven said, staring at the bracelet. She must have seen him gawking at her when she glanced up.

      She swallowed hard as he stared at her. God, he wanted her, and he didn’t care what her brother did to him. The giggling pulled his attention away from his mate. That’s what she was and no matter how much he tried to deny it, it wouldn’t make the reality disappear. Jade and Quinn were giggling but his best friend and alpha wasn’t. In fact, he was giving him the death stare. Oh, he had seen it numerous times but not toward him.

      “Can I get some help?” An older woman tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Sure, yes, ma’am.” Cosmo glanced back at her as he walked with the woman toward the wall where Jade had a lot of her purses hanging.

      “I can’t reach the one I want. It’s the blue and gray one.” The woman pointed at what she wanted. Cosmo reached up and touched a bag. “This one.” The woman giggled when his attention was across the room. “No sweetie the blue and gray one.” Jerking his head back toward the woman, he saw the blue and gray purse. “Yes, that one. She’s a very pretty young woman,” she said, smiling at him.

      Nodding, Cosmo handed the purse to her. “Yes, ma’am, she is.”

      “Thank you again, handsome,” the woman said, winked, and walked off.

      He watched as she went to the counter to pay for her purse. “Now, we talk,” Lennox growled, motioning him outside. What the hell would he say? They walked out the back of the store. “Why do you keep looking at Haven?”

      “I…haven’t seen her in a long time.”

      “Try again.” Shaking his head, Lennox leaned against the railing to the stairs leading up to the apartment.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “Tell me the truth.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you fucking lie to me, Cosmo. Tell me. Tell me. Tell me, now.”

      “I think your sister is my mate.” Cosmo spit out lowering his eyes. He knew Lennox was about to explode.

      “You think? This isn’t something you can decide at a later date. Either she is, or she isn’t.”

      “She is, but—”

      “Look, Cosmo, she isn’t one of your bimbos you can play around with then throw out when you’re done. This is my sister were talking about.”

      “You think I’m playing around? You think I want this? I don’t want a damn mate,” Cosmo yelled. A noise got their attention. When they looked up, Haven, Quinn, and Jade were standing at the back door. The look on Haven’s face told him that she heard the conversation. Even Jade and Quinn looked at her distressed face.

      Haven walked back into the store. Jade yelled at him. “What the hell is wrong with you? That girl has been through hell and now you say you don’t want her.”

      “She wasn’t supposed to hear that. I can’t have a mate. The Old One told me if I take a mate, she will die,” Cosmo said, wringing his hands through his hair. He started pacing. Jade and Quinn walked over to Lennox. When he glanced up, they were still watching him.

      “What do you mean she will die? Why is this the first time I’m hearing of this?” Lennox asked.

      “Because I never thought I would meet my mate. I won’t do that to Haven. She’s special and beautiful. She deserves so much more than…”

      “Than what?”

      “Me.”

      “Well, at least we can agree on that,” Lennox said, then Jade punched him in the arm. “Ouch. It’s true, but…if my sister has a mate, at least I know she will be treated like a queen and protected.”

      Cosmo thought he misheard his best friend. His head jerked up. “What did you say?”

      “I’m not saying it again. You heard me, stupid.”

      “I think you just said that I’m the best absolute magnificent person in the whole wide world,” Cosmo said, smiling.

      “Let’s not stretch the truth. You’re still on thin ice with me, beta. I was hoping my sister would be able to live a little before this happened. Now she thinks you don’t want her. She’s—”

      “Special, I know, but I won’t take her as a mate, Lennox. The Old One told me never to take a mate, that she would die if we ever mated. I can’t take that chance with Haven. I won’t take a chance with her life.”

      “Who…who told you that crap?” Lennox asked, laughing.

      “Natalie.”

      “Jeez, Cosmo, you know she was going crazy before she died. Why did she tell you something like that?” Lennox asked.

      “She wanted me to meet her granddaughter, but I saw her picture and let’s just say, hell no, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t take one for the team either. So, I told her I had made an oath to wait for my mate. She stopped and closed her eyes, said she had a vision. You know the witch had visions and she had never been wrong. She said if I took a mate, the chances were high that she would die if we got together. I believed her. Why wouldn’t I? She wouldn’t lie to me.”

      Lennox shook his head and looked at Jade. “I can’t believe he just said that. I don’t even know what to say, except that has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Natalie Reez was crazy. Do you hear me? Cra--zee! She told you that because you turned down her granddaughter, you fool.”

      “No…I don’t think so. She was serious, Lennox. Her eyes rolled back in her head. The woman had never been wrong about her visions. That’s why I can’t mate Haven. It’s not that I don’t want too, but I can’t take a chance of her dying.”

      “You idiot. You’re going to let my sister go through life without a mate. A true mate. I should kill you right here and spare her the misery,” Lennox said, getting up.

      Jade put her hand up between Lennox and him. “Why don’t you talk to Scarlett. She must know this Natalie and I’m sure she can make heads or tails out of this debacle. But I think you need to tell Haven the truth. She deserves that information from you Cosmo. Go on, go now.”

      Coming around to the store’s front porch, Cosmo watched as Haven rocked back and forth in the chair, her head tilted back as the sun shined on her face. A couple guards stood off to the side and Quinn sat beside her. She smiled as he pointed to Haven. Without making a sound, she got up, so he could sit next to Haven.

      He turned his head and watched as she silently enjoyed the sun without even knowing he sat there.

      “What do you want?” Haven muttered without opening her eyes.

      His eyes widened. “I didn’t think you knew I was here.”

      “My bear let me know. I smell your scent,” Haven said, still she didn’t open her eyes.

      “And what does your bear think about me?”

      Her sweet face scrunched up. “She doesn’t think much of you.”

      The smile left his mouth. Damn that hurt.

      “You sure, because I think she does.” Now he tried to get her to like him? This would be his way out. If she hated him then she would imprint on another shifter and live happily ever after. The claws of his bear swiped against his chest so hard, it made him lean over gasping for air. Haven was their mate and he wasn’t happy with someone else claiming their mate.

      “What’s wrong?” Haven leaned up in her chair with her hand on his back. “Are you sick? Oh, do shifters get sick?”

      “Look—”

      “Let’s just be friends. We were friends once, right?” Haven asked. Her hand lay on his back. The heat of her warmth penetrated his insides, and damn they felt good. She didn’t even know what her touch did to him. If he continued to stay this close, he couldn’t keep from claiming her. Damn that mage. Was Lennox right about her being crazy?

      Haven held out her hand waiting for him to shake. “Okay, friends.” There was nothing wrong with being friends. He was having trouble pushing his hand out.

      “You want to come inside and learn about the store?” Jade asked, standing at the door getting Haven’s attention.

      “Of course,” Haven said. She got up and walked to the door but stopped and looked back at him. “That’s good about just being friends. I don’t think I would like you any other way.”

      He heard the snort from the Dixon pack guards standing off to the side.

      He gave them the look that he would break every bone in their bodies if they even looked in his direction. His mouth gaped as his mate sauntered off like she didn’t have a care in the world. As the door closed, he muttered, “She doesn’t want me.” She didn’t want him as a mate. He held on to the chair before he fell and made a bigger fool of himself. His mate just turned him down. What are you talking about? You didn’t want her. Remember?

      As he got up to pace, he heard someone step onto the porch. “Who are you talking to?” Lennox asked, staring at him.

      He stopped and looked around. Even the Dixon Pack guards were staring at him. He couldn’t blame them, he paced back and forth, talking to himself.

      “Nobody.”

      “You were talking to yourself again.”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “Is it your imaginary friend?” Lennox said then laughed.

      “You’re enjoying this way too much. I think I hate you,” Cosmo said, walking to the truck.

      “Come on, you gave me hell when I met Jade. It’s fair. So, suck it up, buttercup.”

      “No, no, no. I tried but you used the alpha jazz on me and I let you slide. I didn’t give you hardly any shit. None, but this is your sister. Are you not upset about this?”

      Shaking his head, Lennox stopped at his truck and stared at him. He knew that look. That’s what he had been expecting when he found out Haven was his mate, but this attitude made no sense.

      “I want to rip your head off, but you’ve been my best friend forever. Plus, you’re the beta of the Death Hunters and it would be too hard to replace you if I killed you. But I know you will take care of her and that’s all that matters. Now, let’s talk to Scarlett about these mages. Haven is worried, and she’s been with them for a long time and knows their methods. We need to come up with a plan if they do find their way to New Hope.”

      “I will always protect Haven, but I don’t think she wants me as a mate,” Cosmo said, making the motion of thumbs up. “So you’re good on not killing me.”

      Lennox just smiled and backed up the truck. “Oh, buddy, remember those words you used on m—that women are fickle, and one day they hate you, and one day they love you. Today, she hates you.”

      Cosmo didn’t know why that smart-ass comment gave him hope, but it did. The only problem was they were leaving, and he didn’t know if he could stay away from her. But he had to talk to Scarlett about Natalie Reez’s vision.
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        * * *

      

      Haven stood at the register with Jade and Quinn. Both continued to glance back and forth at each other. She knew they heard what Cosmo said. She wasn’t stupid, but she had only a little knowledge. What if? Looking up at them, she asked, “Can you make shifters mate with each other if they are true mates? And how do you even know if the person you’re attracted to is your true mate?”

      “Let’s do the register another day. I think we need coffee and buns and a little girl talk,” Quinn suggested, pulling her toward the bakery door.

      “Oh…Okay…” Haven said as she glanced back at Jade.

      “Sit down and let me get you the best desert you have ever had,” Quinn said, going behind the counter with Simone.

      “I was in your shoes…before. To be honest, I had never even kissed a boy before your brother. Never thought a man would ever want me, but…” Jade smiled, looking out the window then back at her. “Lennox made me feel things I never felt—only read about. He made me feel beautiful.”

      “Jade, you are beautiful. Of course, men want you,” Haven said.

      Smiling, Jade put her hand on top of hers. “You are so sweet, but I remember thinking that a man like Lennox could never want me. I had a hard time like you are having, but Cosmo wants you. I see it in his face. He just needs time to adjust like you do. You just got here, for goodness sake. You have a new family and friends. Just take a deep breath and take one minute at a time.”

      Quinn sat with a tray full of the most delectable sweets she had ever seen. Pointing at it, she smiled. “That is the biggest honey bun I have ever seen.” Haven couldn’t help but want to gobble it down. The scent of honey and something else drifted around her like a cocoon. She was in sugar heaven.

      “Now, to answer your questions,” Quinn said. “First, no, we can’t make you mate with your true mate, but we don’t have to because the mating pull will do that for you. Once it starts, and by the look of Cosmo, it has already started. But since you have just gotten your bear back it may take a while for you.

      “It did me, and it did Jade. But once it starts, oh boy, you will find it hard to stay away from the man. Second question, you will know he is your mate. It’s a totally different feeling than a man you’re interested in or think is good looking. Even if you are sexually attracted to him. There is a huge difference when it’s your mate. So…” Quinn glanced at Jade then bit her bottom lip and asked, “Are you attracted to Cosmo?”

      “What have I missed? Who’s attracted to whom?” Simone asked, setting coffee mugs down.

      “Cosmo,” Quinn said, putting a big bite of chocolate croissant in her mouth. “Oh my, this is wonderful, Simone. Is that raspberry filling inside?”

      “You like?” Simone asked.

      “Stay on task girls,” Jade said, nodding at Haven who was staring at her plate.

      “Haven, what’s wrong?” Quinn asked.

      Blowing out a deep breath, she glanced up at them, “I don’t know how I feel right now about all of this. I can’t stop thinking that the coven is going to find me, and they will hurt one of you or all of you. I’m scared for my brother, who I…”

      “It’s okay, Haven. Really, it’s understandable that you’re feeling like this. A lot has happened in a short amount of time and nobody is pushing you to mate. Cosmo won’t push you either,” Jade said, patting her hand.

      “But he doesn’t want to mate me. You heard him. He can’t, he said. I’m not his type. I mean look at the man,” Haven said, pulling on her fingers. It was best that Cosmo said he didn’t want her. That way she could find a job and lead a normal life. Then why did his words hurt so badly?

      Quinn and Jade both laughed.

      When she frowned, Quinn said, “Sorry, were not laughing at you, but I see the way he looks at you. Oh, he wants you, honey, but he’s fighting it. They all do. He knows that you are having a hard time right now and probably doesn’t want to put any more stress on you. Take all those nasty thoughts out of your head. We have all gone through this.”

      “But I sure liked what you told him before you came in the store. It threw him for a loop. I wish you guys could have seen Cosmo’s face when Haven told him they should just be friends because she didn’t think she could like him any other way.”

      All three girls busted out laughing. Haven couldn’t help but smile and laugh with them. She had never had friends and never sat at a table just having girl talk. She couldn’t explain it, but what a wonderful feeling, and even though her thoughts drifted back to Cosmo, she was having fun for the first time in her life with people she could call friends.
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      “She said what?” Scarlett threw her head back, laughing.

      “She said if I took a mate that she would die.” Cosmo didn’t think any of this was funny. Everybody took what the mage said seriously. Her visions were always right.

      “Natalie was angry because you turned her granddaughter down. Cosmo, every man has turned that witch down. Actually, they ran as fast as they could. She told them the same thing. One day your mate will die. Of course, she will. We all will. Give me a break. She pulled the old vision trick on you. Nothing but a crazy old mage. Haven is your mate, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thought so when her bear didn’t attack you. If it had been anybody else, she would have ripped them open. At least her bear likes you. Don’t know about the human side though,” Scarlett said, walking out of the room.

      “What the hell?” Cosmo said, looking at Lennox who had the biggest shit-eating grin on his face. “You’re loving this.”

      “Yep. Heard anything from Raven and the guys?”

      Cosmo got up and started pacing, “No, they went to the truck stop, but there wasn’t any sign of them. They must have moved on.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Lennox said, “Something tells me they are still there. He wanted Haven for a reason. Why? He wouldn’t have left thinking she may come back.”

      “It has to be because of you. Pawn, if I had to guess. If he had her, he could control you or at least he thinks he would have the upper hand,” Cosmo said, stopping in front of his desk. “He will do what he can to get her back. Without her, he has no control.”

      “That piece of shit will never get my sister back. We have to do what it takes to make sure he never gets his hands on her again.”

      “That will never happen. Over my dead body will I let anyone take her from me again.” Cosmo said.

      “That’s why I’m not mad about you being her mate, brother. You’re a killer like me and you will never let anything happen to my sister. I failed her once. I never will again.” That was the man he knew. Didn’t hurt that Haven would be in the same clan as them and would always be next door to him.

      “I need to get back to town. I can’t leave her for long,” Cosmo said, moving toward the door. He stopped before he opened it. “Hey…do you think Haven really hates me?”

      “Yep.”

      “What…really? What do I do?”

      “Well, for one, you can tell her the truth and tell her why you couldn’t have her as a mate. Don’t ever lie to my sister because if you do, yeah, man I’m going to kill ya.” Lennox said then walked out the door. Stopping and turning, Lennox added, “Oh, and I think we need to meet with Arden and Ben Crenshaw. It’s time we come together on some type of protection for this area. We have it covered on all sides. I think we are all smart enough to come up with a plan and outwit the mages if they do decide to come here. I’ll tell Scarlett. She should be in the meeting too. I think she likes it here with Quinn in New Hope. We may see her move. Don’t you think?”

      “You wouldn’t kill me? Would ya?”

      Lennox rolled his eyes. “Focus, Cosmo. Just don’t lie to her and be good to my sister. And you live. Like you always say, it’s a win/win.”

      Cosmo smiled. He loved this man. “With Greer and now Jade here learning about her powers, I think Scarlett wants to be involved. Don’t know how the Old Ones are going to take one of their strongest if not the strongest mage moving away from them. It’s going to get interesting, and like you said, with Scarlett here in New Hope, it’s a win-win.”
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        * * *

      

      Haven smiled as Quinn told her story on how she hit her mate in the nose when they met. She liked this quirky woman. In fact, she liked all the people she had met. Everything they had built here had its own vibe to it. They all seemed to like each other and wanted to be in the town together. Nothing like her father told her about the shifters hating other packs.

      She actually loved it here with all the people coming in and out of the store. Simone, the owner, was sweet and very generous. She apparently had made a name for herself. Her bakery was way cooler than the others she had seen in other towns. This one even had a taffy machine in the front window.

      People gathered outside the window watching the taffy being pulled back and forth on the machine. She could smell the sweetness of pineapple and honey as it twisted around and around. What a delectable combination it would make. She couldn’t wait to taste it. Everywhere she looked, a different desert came out of the back room. Gooey Goodness Bakery was the bomb.

      “Are you always this busy?” Haven asked, looking at the crowd. She didn’t blame them. Her attention was drawn toward the side of the room where the machine weaved the taffy.

      “Pretty much. The weekends are way worse. They come in droves from all over. We are officially turning into a tourist town. We plan to put an herb and oil shop next door. I use a lot of it with my magic and it’s hard to find some of them, but I had a call from a man who would like to open up one here. He has a sister who does it too and they want to leave the Atlanta area, stating it was too big for them and wanted a slower life. I felt like they were running, but I guess we all were when we came to New Hope looking for a new life. I liked the guy, but of course, my over protective husband is doing a background check,” Simone replied.

      “Smart. You never know who will try to come in just to spy on the packs,” Haven muttered, looking out the window. Her eyes swayed, scanning the crowd for one of the coven members. She had to be cautious, praying they weren’t checking the town for the white bear.

      “You’re protected here, Haven. There are guards everywhere. That big man over there is the alpha of the Crenshaw clan. Trust me, Ben Crenshaw would rip anyone to shreds if they even came in here with any intention to hurt any of us. His mate Monica is in here working,” Jade said, trying to calm her nerves.

      “I know, but you don’t know these people. They are evil beyond anything you can think of. They work together and their techniques for picking people out in a crowd who they think are watching them are outstanding. That’s how they knew the female Death Hunter was watching them. At first, I thought they were wrong, but my father told me what they were looking for and it became obvious.”

      Haven glanced at Jade, Quinn, and Simone. Her hands twisted in her lap under the table. “I just wanted her to leave…before they got tired of her. Sometimes they allow them to follow them. Then they lay one of their traps. Take their magic then kill them. I continued to watch her, letting her know they were on to her, but they didn’t mess with her because they knew she was a Death Hunter.”

      “How did they know?” Jade asked, biting her fingernail.

      “It’s how the hunters carry themselves. No fear in their eyes, no expression whatsoever. The female had apparently earned a reputation because they knew her name, Raven.”

      “Oh no…Lennox and Cosmo should know this information. I don’t always get along with Raven, but I don’t want her to get hurt either,” Jade said.

      Cosmo, even saying his name made the hair on her arms raise. The bear inside her moved, standing at attention looking around trying to find him. She tried not to think about him, but it continued to get harder to do, especially when his name came up.

      His hair, his lips, his legs, his butt, his everything, that’s all she could think about. Many times, she had to keep her hands closed tightly together so she wouldn’t reach out and touch his face. The sweet scent in the bakery made her think of his scent. A sweet floral perfume was what he had. The honey smell that was pretty much all over the store made her think of him. Everything made her think about Cosmo. Just get back on the subject. He doesn’t want a mate. Remember, he said that. He doesn’t want you.

      “What else did they say?” Jade asked.

      Haven jerked her attention back to the girls. “Oh…If they hadn’t been pressed for time and on the trail of the white bear, they would have killed her. I’m certain of it. She needs to change her methods and try to blend in more. She sticks out. She’s beautiful and that certainly gets your attention, but she’s trained and methodical in how she looks at people. Obviously, she was scanning the crowds checking them out,” Haven added.

      “That’s good information, Haven. The guys need to know. Raven is hard core and it may hurt her pride to hear that, but she still needs to know and learn from it,” Quinn insisted. “Now, let’s talk about clothes. What kind are you interested in making?”

      She felt excitement inside. It had been a dream since she was little. She loved dresses for everyday wear, but she hadn’t seen a lot of them in the stores that she liked. “I like dresses to wear all the time that flatters a woman’s figure no matter how big or tall they are,” Haven explained.

      All the women smiled and leaned forward. “Tell us more,” Quinn said.
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      Cosmo wanted to be sitting at that table inside the bakery. He wanted her to smile at him like that. She had no clue just how beautiful she really was. As he watched, he could tell she wanted to crawl under the table and hide. This wasn’t the Haven he knew a long time ago. Of course, she was just a child, a baby really, but she had an attitude then and very demanding. Now, not one part of that person stood out inside her. What the hell had they done to her? He needed to bring that part back. She needed to be that way again.

      Lennox scuttled to his side of the truck and leaned against it. “You don’t want to go inside?”

      “I think she needs this time with the girls.” Inside the bakery, the ladies laughed.

      “Well, if anyone can help her out of the shell she’s in, it will be the girls. She’s shy,” Lennox said as they stared into the window.

      Shaking his head, Cosmo muttered, “I would say she is scared of her own shadow. They made her like that. That’s why he hid her bear. He knew it wouldn’t settle for being pushed into the corner either. That girl attacked and played harder than the boys did. Now look at her. He’s made her sit there and not speak. He wanted her to have no voice and be his slave. Someone who was always around but never heard. I will kill that bastard for doing that to her.”

      “Not if I get to him first. He took my family from me. I won’t let that go. He may have had something to do with killing my parents too. I will have my answers before I kill him.”

      “When is the meeting with the others?” Cosmo asked, still staring at her in the bakery.

      “Six tonight. Scarlett wants Haven there. She thinks she can give us a lot of intelligence on the mages, but I don’t want anyone scaring her. She’s petrified enough.”

      “I’ll be beside her.”

      “If she lets you within ten feet of her, that is,” Lennox said with a smirk on his face, pushing away from the truck before he could hit him. The bastard was enjoying this way too much. “Come on, let’s go eat something.”

      Slowly, he got out of the truck and followed Lennox into the bakery. For a second, her eyes lit up when she saw him. But it faded quickly when she glanced at her hands. He would need to work on that.

      “Hey, guys,” Simone said, getting up from the table. “I have fresh buns coming out of the oven.”

      “Sounds good,” Lennox said, pulling a chair up and sitting beside his mate. The table went silent as Lennox and Jade rubbed noses with each other. Cosmo glanced at Haven who watched the scene intensely. He knew she had never seen that type of affection. Mates would often nuzzle when they had been away from each other. The longing looks on her face drew everyone’s attention. And he desperately wanted to be the one who gave her that affection one day.

      “Ladies,” Cosmo said while staring at her, waiting to see if she would look at him and make eye contact. Before he was done, she would stare the strongest alpha down. Nobody would make her cower to anyone ever again. Even him.

      Quinn’s phone rang. She got up from the table and motioned for him to sit beside Haven, which he gladly did.

      “Cosmo, I love my flowers,” Simone said, holding up the vase on the table, smelling them.

      “Good. I hope to have the others in a couple days. Once I get my transplants in, we don’t have to go anywhere to buy them.” Cosmo continued to stare at Haven, but she wouldn’t look at him. She just sat twisting her fingers in her lap

      “I love flowers. They make me happy,” Simone said.

      Cosmo wanted her to look up and join the conversation. Then he remembered what she said about flowers: “Every flower is a soul blossoming in nature.” Immediately, her eyes flew up to meet his. He smiled and handed her a flower from the table arrangement.

      The blush stretched across her face made the blue-green color in her eyes sparkle. He could lose himself in those flecks.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “You’re welcome, beautiful.” Cosmo knew it would make her blush more, but he had to let her know what she meant to him.

      Haven inhaled deeply looking away.

      “I think these have gotten bigger, Simone,” Cosmo said, as she placed the honey bun in front of him.

      “Nah, you think so? It has more honey on it, but it’s not bigger. I can’t keep enough of these in the cabinet. Plus, I don’t have the oven space,” Simone said, laughing.

      “What time is the meeting?” Quinn asked, walking back to the table.

      Lennox glanced at her. “Six tonight. We need a plan.”

      “Plan for what?” Jade asked.

      Lennox glanced at Haven. “We need a plan if the coven comes to New Hope. I will need you in the meeting, Haven.”

      Immediately, Haven’s eyes glanced around the table then at her brother. She only nodded and looked at the taffy machine. Cosmo saw the resolve in her face. Almost like she waited for them to finally act on it. She knew more than anyone how dangerous the coven was. They would need her help. It would be all hands-on deck.

      He knew she watched him eat as he swallowed the bun. Then he glanced at her, licking his fingers one by one. The look on his face would leave no doubt in her mind that he wanted her. He figured she would look away, but the little minx groaned and continued to stare until there was no icing left. Every minute, she seemed to get bolder and he needed to act on it.

      “Haven, will you come help me move some flowers around in the hot house. It helps if two people are in there.”

      Blinking several times, Haven cleared her throat. “Uhm…Sure.”

      “Take the truck.” Lennox tossed the keys in the air to him. “Remember to come to Dixon land for the meeting.”

      “You got it, Alpha.” Cosmo said with a smirk, allowing Haven to step in front of him.

      They strolled in silence crossing the street to his nursery. As soon as he opened the door, the fresh scent of flowers greeted them. He stared as she inhaled deeply, taking in the sweet scents of flowers.

      “It smells wonderful in here. If I could afford it, I would have fresh flowers every day in my house. They make everything seem like it’s going to be okay,” Haven said, walking in farther, inspecting the flowers.

      “They make people happy,” Cosmo said as he watched her bend down and smell the roses. “What is your favorite flower?”

      “Tulips. All the different colored ones. I love to see them sitting on tables. It makes the room look so glamorous. The B&Bs we stayed in had some. I could just sit and stare at them.”

      Cosmo chuckled and turned a knob. “You are great for my business. I want to be able to have any kind of flower here and never have to buy them from other vendors. I just need to hire some people to help me run this place. I can’t be here all the time. They need to be the type of person who—”

      “Loves flowers,” Haven said, finishing his sentence. He couldn’t stop staring at her mouth. Her lips were plump and juicy.

      Clearing his throat, Cosmo looked away.

      “Something wrong?” She narrowed her eyes as he glanced at her mouth.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      “Oh.” The prettiest pink crept up her neck. She turned away quickly staring down at the flowers. “You don’t have to say that. I know I’m not the type—”

      Before she could move or even say no, he stood in front of her enclosing her in his arms. He didn’t want to scare her, but he had to taste her sweet lips before he went mad. When she held on to him, he leaned forward pressing his lips to hers. He was right. They were as soft as he had dreamed they would be. Taking it further, he licked her lips until she opened. He softly twirled his tongue with hers. She pulled away, panting, holding her hands to her lips.

      “I’m not good at that. I’ve never…”

      “Haven, for someone who’s never kissed a man before, you were…In fact, I would like to try that again, because you know the old saying, practice makes perfect.”

      “I just figured you’re used to women who know what they are doing.”

      Cosmo took her hand. “Woman, I felt that kiss from here.” He pointed at the top of his head. “To here.” Cosmo put her hand on top of his groin. Her eyes got big as saucers as she looked down then pulled away.

      “Uh…I…I’m sorry,” Haven said, glancing down then up again.

      “Sorry…I’m not. Just touching you does that to me. If I had my way, you would be wrapped in my arms all the time.” Cosmo smiled as she glanced up at him. “You.” He pointed at her. “Do that to me. You make me feel alive.”

      “But I thought, you didn’t want a mate. I heard you say—”

      He sighed. It was time she knew. “Listen, about five years ago, this mage, one of the Old Ones, wanted me to date her granddaughter, but I couldn’t. I didn’t know, but apparently she was crazy. I told her no, that I wanted to wait for my true mate. Natalie told me she had a vision and that if I mated then my mate would die. I believed her since she was an Old One and I trusted what they say. But after talking to Scarlett about it, she laughed and told me that nobody wanted to date her granddaughter and she told them the same thing. I always wanted you, Haven. I want you so badly, it almost kills me to be without you.”

      “Really?” Haven asked, her eyes widened.

      “How do you feel about me?” He couldn’t believe he just asked that. Cosmo felt like a kid with his first girlfriend. “I don’t expect you to feel anything right now, but—”

      His back slammed against the wall and a soft body pressed against his. His bear snarled, wanting out to play with their mate. Her lips smashed against his. Opening his mouth, he sucked her bottom lip into his mouth, listening as the moan slid from her. The woman played with his tongue then licked the inside of his mouth. Cosmo pulled away from her and stumbled to the other side of the aisle. Swallowing hard, he leaned against the counter. “Jesus, woman. Where did you learn to do that?”

      Putting her hand to her chest, “I don’t know. I’m so sorry.” When she started to walk out, he put his hand out stopping her. “No, don’t be sorry. I loved it, but if I don’t stop…I won’t stop. I’ll take you right here on the floor.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Cosmo rubbed his hands down his pants. He needed to get out of this small place or he wasn’t going to stop. His control was slowly coming unraveled. Moving away…he needed to breathe. Why were they here…oh yeah, he looked at the control button. He pushed it and the sprinklers above the flowers started misting water.

      “Oh, I thought you were going to have to water them all by hand. That’s nifty,” Haven said, bending down so she could get a closer look. She glanced over her shoulder at him then back at the sprinklers.

      He couldn’t help but smile. Everything fascinated her, and he wanted to be the one that showed her all she had missed growing up. He wanted to see life through her eyes with amazement and awe. He glanced up and saw the time; they needed to be at Arden and Quinn’s house.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      The smile fell from her expression. Once this was over, he would make sure that beautiful smile never left her amazing lips.
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      Haven was glad Cosmo allowed her some quiet time as they drove to Quinn’s house. She couldn’t believe she kissed him. Actually, she rammed him into the wall and kissed him. Basically, she attacked him. She reached up and skimmed the edge of her lips. She could still taste him. The taste of the honey bun still sweet on her lips. Glancing at him, his arm draped casually over the steering wheel, like he didn’t have a care in the world. She was right about his lips, plump and sweet.

      She looked out the window. She didn’t want this night to end. Today with the girls had been fun. Thinking of the coven ruined it. They took all her happy times away.

      Suddenly, her body slid over the seat and bumped against Cosmo. She glanced down as his hand lay on top of her leg.

      “Don’t go getting lost in your thoughts. You see that tree right there.” She followed his finger toward a big oak tree. “My bear loves to climb that tree. It’s actually on Dixon pack land but so far, they haven’t said anything to me about trespassing. He likes to climb all the way to the top and look out toward the mountains. There is a spot where he sits. No thinking, just sitting and letting the cool mountain breeze blow across his fur. One day, soon I’ll take you to my tree and we can sit at the top.”

      “I would like that,” Haven whispered. Her arm curled around his. Laying her head on his shoulder, she didn’t think about the coven. She listened to the soft song on the radio and Cosmo’s heart beating. It gave her peace. He made it good again.

      She pulled her head up as the truck slowed at the gate. This wasn’t any ordinary gate, but high tech. Cameras were spaced across the top and she bet they had more cameras in the woods. Cosmo threw up his hand and the guard opened the gate.

      As they followed the dirt road, it opened up and all she could say was “Wow!”

      “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like this. It’s a community hidden within those gates.”

      “Our home will look like this soon. Some of the team are out on missions, but once they are back, you will look at it, and go wow.”

      “Your house is beautiful already. When I saw it, the first word was wow. I know it sounds stupid to say just that, but I love it that much. The wraparound porch and all the flowers. It’s just…wow.” Haven glanced up at him. “You made it like that.”

      “You’re...There isn’t enough words to say how I feel about you,” Cosmo said, pulling up to a log cabin then kissing her cheek. He had to hear how fast her heart beat. Haven took a deep breath. They stared into each other’s eyes. It was a moment she would never forget. She saw peace in him. A place she never wanted to leave. But all good things must come to an end. She glanced away breaking the spell of happiness she was feeling even for a brief moment. Outside, Lennox and Jade sat in a swing, watching.

      She followed Cosmo out of the truck. “Welcome to Dixon Pack land. What do you think?” Jade asked.

      “What’s not to like. It’s beautiful here. I don’t think I would ever leave if I lived here,” Haven said, looking around at all the cabins snuggled among the trees. Just like a fairy tale. “It’s your own sanctuary where you can be who you’re meant to be, and nobody will judge you.” When Haven glanced at Jade, they all were staring at her.

      “You are welcome here anytime,” Arden Dixon said, standing at the door.

      She smiled and inhaled the fresh scent of fall. “Thank you.”

      A black truck pulled up and she knew this must’ve been the other alpha, Ben Crenshaw. Her peaceful moment disappeared. They would want to know everything about the coven, and she planned on giving it all to them. Every gory detail. She was tired of running. She found her place in this world. This was how a family should live. Everything made sense now. She would do everything in her power to protect them.

      Her brother smiled at her as he got up from the swing. “It will be fine.”

      She nodded because she wanted to believe those words. Glancing down, she noticed her hand and the marks Blair had burned into her arm. Yes, she would give them every technique, every trick they had used, and how they worked together to capture their prey. They would not hurt her family or anyone she loved ever again.
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      Arden introduced Ben Crenshaw to her and she felt like a little kid. She continued to stare up at the giant. What did they eat to make them so huge? She couldn’t sit still and twisted in her chair until Cosmo placed his hand on her leg. She took a deep breath hoping that would calm her nerves, but she would have to tell them everything. Even her part or lack thereof.

      They all looked up when the Old One Scarlett entered the room with a woman who positively glowed. The energy in the air became electric. She could feel the hair on her arms and neck tingling.

      But it was the other lady who drew her attention. Her hair long as white as snow, her pale skin seeming flawless. She appeared angelic when her eyes centered on her. It was her. The woman the coven wanted the most, Greer. Haven closed her eyes. She must know who she is. They tortured and killed her aunt. She would never forgive her for not helping her aunt escape. That’s what guilt did, burned inside, making an abyss where her soul should be.

      The tap to her arm brought her head up, staring into the greenest eyes she had ever seen. “You are Haven.”

      She couldn’t move. If she killed her right now, she wouldn’t blame her. She deserved it.

      “Yes, and you’re Greer.”

      “I remember you.” The smile never left her face.

      “Yes. I was there.” That’s all she said, and Cosmo’s growling pulled her out of her thoughts. She gasped as her body jerked backward away from the woman.

      Greer’s hands flew up. “I mean you no harm. You couldn’t have helped Aunt Jean. If you would have even tried, they would have killed you.”

      The room fell quiet waiting for her to tell them. Tell them how she played a role.

      She would tell them everything. She needed to tell them the truth. “She asked me to help her, but I…I was too scared. It’s my fault she’s dead. I let her die.” Haven’s voice cracked as everyone around the table watched and listened.

      “Haven, I was there, and I didn’t help either because I was scared too. I knew I couldn’t help her. They were too powerful for me to handle alone.”

      “You were there? You saw what they did? I’m so sorry.” Haven bowed her head as the tears fell down her cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Greer.”

      Cosmo pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay, baby. It’s not your fault.”

      “But it is. I should have at least tried.”

      “Haven, my aunt Jean knew how she would die. She had visions and knew how and by whom. If you’re at fault then I am too, but I know we both would have died on that day if we would have lifted a finger. I don’t blame you and I know my aunt would’ve wanted us both to go on and fight together because that’s the only way we are going to win this. To make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Little sis, all that guilt inside you is going to eat you alive. The only way to make it right is to stop running and help us. Time’s up for the Winter Coven.” Lennox reached across the table and held her hand. “You belong here with us, where you are loved and protected.”

      Haven wiped the tears and leaned back in her chair. “Tell me what you want to know.”

      “That’s my girl,” Lennox said, squeezing her hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Haven woke in the same bedroom at Lennox and Jade’s house, but how? They stayed up all night going over battle plans. She became exhausted after that. They drilled her with every scenario and some she never thought of. All she remembered was lying on the couch to rest her eyes. Her brother or Cosmo must have carried her into her bedroom. Her bedroom?

      She never asked who this room belonged to. She had never had a room to herself before. Stretching, she felt her bear wanting out. Lennox said she would let her know when she needed to run, and she could actually feel it inside. Awesome.

      Why her bear wasn’t crazy had her befuddled. Laris kept her asleep all that time, she couldn’t blame her if she was. “Are you ready, girl.” Glancing in the mirror, she saw her bear looking back at her. Touching the mirror, she smiled. “Hey, there.”

      It was probably a good idea to take her clothes off and shift in here where her clothes didn’t get shredded. A small knock on the door made her look up to find her brother. “I thought I heard you. You ready to eat?”

      “Actually, I would like to go for a run if that’s okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “I don’t want to ruin my clothes. Is it okay to shift in here and you open the door for me?”

      “Come here, I want to show you something.”

      Haven followed her brother to the back door. “You can put your clothes in that box and when you’re done just put another set out there or the same ones. The doorknob is a lever so you can push it down. You won’t hurt anything and nobody will watch you when you are changing. We have boxes like that all over the place. I know you’re not used to changing in front of other shifters. You’ll get used to it. Go change and I’ll put your food in the oven,” Lennox said, motioning for her to go.

      All this was still so new to her. How would she ever get used to shifting in front of people. She could barely look at herself in the mirror much less shift in front of others.

      Pulling off her pants, Haven looked in the mirror. “Okay, girl, you ready?”

      When nothing happened, she closed her eyes thinking that would help, but still nothing.

      “I need a little help here, girl. I don’t know how to do this.” Still nothing happened.

      She grunted, closing her eyes. Prying one eye open, she realized she had been in here for at least thirty minutes. A knock at the door had her scurrying behind her bed.

      “Everything okay in here?” Lennox asked, smiling.

      “Yeah, well, I…I’m having a little trouble shifting.”

      “Close your eyes and think about her soft fur and how the wind blows through it.”

      Haven squatted lower to the ground and thought about how soft her bears hair was. “It hurts.” Haven grunted, as bones broke and shifted. Then the pain disappeared. Looking down at her feet—jeez, they were huge.

      “Come on, girl.”

      Haven trotted toward her brother who held the door open. He walked ahead of her and opened the back door. “Don’t go too far.”

      Snorting, Haven jumped off the porch and took off running, giving her bear the reins. This was her time to enjoy being a bear and she knew exactly where to go.
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        * * *

      

      Cosmo watched as Haven jumped off the porch and took off in the woods. He waited until she got out of sight then shifted and went after her. He would never be far behind her, ever. He already couldn’t concentrate since she wasn’t with him. Shifters hardly waited to mate with each other, but they were different. Haven was different. Waiting for her would be worth every minute.

      He could already hear her tearing through the water. She loved the water. He moved closer this time and sat by the shoreline and watched. Oh, she knew he watched, but she didn’t care. Instead, she chased a fish up and down the bank, sticking her snout under the water until finally, she caught one. Then she threw it, slapping him in the head.

      His bear snorted. He laid his head down and continued to watch her chase fish and then proceed to eat them. Certainly a messy eater, but she had been pinned up for years. Haven could be anything she wanted and that would be okay with him.

      Eventually, she lumbered over to him and sat. She didn’t go to sleep, just stared at the water. Then gravity took over and her body fell on top of him, knocking him to the side. She rolled on top of him, chuffing with laughter, smashing him into the ground, then finally, she settled facing him.

      They stared at each other, but his cute ear was standing straight up getting her attention and she had the urge to bite it and that’s what she did. She snorted at the look he gave her. Apparently, his bear was in the playing mood too, when he leaned down taking little snips at her ear and neck, then he bit her butt. Not cool, she growled swiping her paw out barley missing him. Hours passed as they chased each other on the soft grass.

      Cosmo stood at the bottom of the stairs motioning with his snout for her to go inside. He smiled when she opened the door with her paw. She was learning. Once inside, he ran to his clothes to change.

      Today, he and Lennox would be in town. Cameras were being hooked up over the stores from different angles. If the Winter Coven showed, the packs would pick them up and activate the plan.

      They were all worried; this magic could reach out and kill. They had to work together and outsmart them before the coven figured it out.

      

      Pushing her food around the plate, Haven sat at the breakfast table in her brother’s cabin. She was happy for the first time ever in her life, but the meeting last night continued to dwell inside her. At first, she wondered if the coven would come to New Hope. They knew the Death Hunters lived here. Surely, they weren’t that stupid, but she knew they were. Always thinking that nobody could get to the them.

      “What’s wrong, Haven?” She didn’t even know Lennox was sitting across from her. She was alone eating when she came back in from her run.

      Haven put her fork down and asked, “Do you think they will come here?”

      Glancing at her, Lennox smiled. “If they do, we will be prepared. This is what I do for a living. I know you’re scared, but trust me, they won’t win this time.”

      She knew he was trying to stop her from worrying. “Lennox…” Haven shook her head, “they train every day together and when they are alone. I told you what they were like. Please, please, don’t under estimate these mages. I…I can’t lose you.”

      “Little sis, you’re not going to lose me.” Lennox pulled her chair closer to him. “Have a little faith in me and Cosmo. We may surprise you. Do you want to know why they moved every time they spotted one of the Death Hunters? Because they knew if we got to them, they would be gone. They are scared of us for a reason. We have been trained in magic spells. I can’t go into detail on exactly everything I know but the Old Ones have taught us how to protect ourselves and how to counteract a spell. I’m no mage, but I won’t let any harm come to you ever again. You have to trust me.”

      “I do trust you, but I’ve seen what they can do.”

      “How about we have a big milkshake at the bakery? Do you remember? You loved chocolate milkshakes. I had to make them for you every day or you would drive me and Cosmo crazy. You were a sweet kid, but if you didn’t get your way, you made us pay for it.”

      “Now you’re being mean.” Haven laughed.

      “I’m serious, every single day you had to have a milkshake and it couldn’t be any other flavor but chocolate.”

      Memories rushed through her head. Sitting on a barstool, she remembered a much younger Lennox turning on a blender. “I remember sitting on a barstool.”

      “Yep, that was your favorite place. You liked to watch Mom cook and you sat and drew pictures. I still have some of them.”

      “Really, could I see them one day?”

      “Of course, you can. I had them laminated so they wouldn’t turn or rip. That’s all I had of you, except the memories.”

      “We’ve missed out on so much.”

      “We have, but I’m going to change all that.”

      “We are going to change that,” Haven said, smiling.

      “You’re right. We are a team now. You and Jade are the most important people in my life,” Lennox said. She watched as the big guy blushed turning toward the window.

      “You love Cosmo, don’t you?” she asked.

      Lennox jerked his head toward her. “Of course, I do. He’s my partner, my beta, my best friend, and hopefully, my sister’s mate.”  They sat in silence for a few seconds before he asked, “How do you feel about that?”

      “I have feelings for him, but…I’m not what he’s used too, and what if realizes he had to settle.”

      “Nobody will ever compare to you and nobody has ever meant anything to him. I’ve never seen him like this with anyone. He’s already attached to you, whether you want him or not,” Lennox chuckled.

      “Stop, I’m being serious.”

      “Me too, little sis. Cosmo is a complicated guy. He will be overprotective and get on your nerves, but what I know for sure, he will love you and make your life exciting. It will never be boring. Also, he will bring you flowers every day.”

      Her brother smiled big showing his teeth, making a funny face. “You are so goofy, but I love you.”

      The shining smile disappeared. “I’ve waited to hear you say that. You would always run and jump up into my arms and rub your nose against mine before bed and tell me that you loved me.”

      Haven bent over then rubbed her nose against his. “I love ya, big brother.”

      “I love you too.” Lennox got up and held his hand out to her. “Let’s go get that milkshake. Cosmo is in town putting up cameras. He wants to meet us there.”

      “Sounds good.” Haven couldn’t believe all this was happening. In one day, she had run away from a man who she thought was her father but found out that he had kidnapped her as a child. He hid her bear by putting a spell on her. He killed her parents. Laris Winter was to blame for her loosing everyone in her life and making her a slave to his will. She would never forgive him for that. Never. Lennox was right. He had to pay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tell him.” Blair twisted the young man’s arm behind his back until he screamed.

      He whimpered. “I don’t know the old man’s name, but he comes here all the time.”

      “Do you know the company’s name on the truck?” Laris asked.

      “No, I don’t remember. I see hundreds of trucks every day.”

      “If you see him again, would you remember him?” Laris asked, crossing his legs. He was getting impatient with the human. If he gave him the wrong answer, it would be his last.

      “Yes.”

      Good answer. “Blair is going to be your new best friend. The moment the man comes in, you will call and tell her. I hope you don’t disappoint me because I want to leave this place without another head in my bag.”

      He watched as the young man swallowed hard and looked around the room at the coven members. Blair pulled out a knife and threw it into the wall. “Yes, yes, I will call as soon as I see him. Please, don’t hurt me. I promise. I will call.”

      “What’s your name?” Laris asked.

      “Mike. My…my name is Mike.” Laris watched as the man’s hand shook.

      “Well, thank you, Mike. I’m looking for my daughter. If I don’t find her, it could be bad for her health.”

      “Okay…Can I leave now?”

      “Of course. Blair will take you home.” When the worker started for the door, he said for good measure, “Mike, I wouldn’t try to run in the middle of the night. I would hate for your little sister to miss the fall festival tomorrow at school.”

      Laris watched as Mike’s shirt shook. His heart beating out of his chest. Petrified and that’s how he wanted him. Tomorrow they would find where Haven was. She would have to be punished for leaving, and he had no doubt she would never leave him again.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to drink all that?” Cosmo asked, watching as Haven sucked on the straw. Man, this woman has beautiful lips. No matter what she thought about herself, she sure knew how to use them too. He wanted to try it again just to make sure he was right. Hell, who was he kidding, the woman was a natural at kissing. He could feel the ache starting inside. He wanted her.

      “Why, you want some?” Haven asked, her eyebrows lowered. So beautiful and yes, he wanted some, but he knew how she loved chocolate and she really didn’t want to share. The old Haven wouldn’t have given him a sniff, but this beauty would actually give it to him if he asked. That wasn’t going to happen. Just watching her suck on that straw and making those little grunting noises she made would be worth not getting any. She made everything look so good. He wanted everything from her.

      “Yes.” He watched as his mate pushed the chocolate milk shake toward him.

      “When you were little, you would never share. NEVER!” he said, laughing.

      “Wow, I said you could have a sip not suck the whole thing down.”

      “That’s the girl I remember,” Cosmo said, pointing at her. “I knew she would come out when chocolate was involved.”

      “You want another?” Simone asked when she walked past with a tray in hand.

      “No, thanks. I’m good,” Haven said, waving her off.

      “You can get another one. We have time,” Cosmo said as she watched him eat another honey bun.

      “What do you want to do with your life, Haven?” When she only stared at him, he added, “Do you want to make clothes for a living or do you want to do something else?”

      He could tell she thought about the question. “I want to make my own clothes, but I don’t know what else. I never gave myself time to dream something that farfetched. I knew they would take it away.”

      Taking her hand in his, Cosmo looked at her so she would know he was serious. “Sweetheart, you can be anything you want. Don’t let anyone tear you down every again. If you want to make clothes, then start. Quinn already said she would help you get started. If you decide that you don’t like it then do whatever makes you happy.”

      “And you’re good with that?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Yes, ma’am. I want you to be happy. I want you to set your sights high and do whatever that is. I just want to be beside you.”

      A big smile flew across her face. “You’re serious. You would do that for me?”

      Cosmo scooted to the chair beside her and held both her hands. “Haven, you are my world and I want you happy. I own a nursery and love working with flowers. I also have a job with the Death Hunters. If you can take all that, I can take whatever you want to do. My question is, do you want me?”

      “Yes,” she spit out without any hesitation. That’s what he wanted to hear.

      “Then it’s settled. Now, do you want another chocolate milkshake?”

      With her mouth hanging open, Haven nodded.

      “Another chocolate milkshake, Simone.” Cosmo loved when he could surprise this woman. For the rest of his life, he would do whatever it took to make her happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “That’s him,” Mike whispered. When Blair started for him, he grabbed her arm. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”

      “Of course not,” Blair said, smiling. “We just want to talk to him.” She made her way to the old geezer.

      “Hello, sir.” Blair poured it on thick, smiling and batting her eyes. “I’m looking for my sister, maybe you have seen her. She said she got a ride with a nice man. She said you would tell me how to find her.”

      The older man narrowed his eyes at her, looking at her coat. “I’m sorry, you must have me mistaken with someone else. I don’t know your sister.”

      Blair grabbed his arm and dragged him behind the truck. This man would tell her what she wanted to know, or else. A group of truckers stood nearby. “Roy, you headed home?” one of the truckers called out. There were too many humans and she knew not to cause a scene.

      “My mistake. You just looked like the man she described.”

      “No worries.” Roy glanced down at his arm then walked over to the other men. Maybe she could follow him after he left. When he stopped, she would make him tell her everything she wanted.

      That girl, she would pay for this delay. The bitch would burn for it. Nobody would stop her this time. Dear old daddy was just as mad. More like betrayed.

      Blair turned and started for her car. When she turned back to wave bye to Mike, she found the old fart staring at her. She just waved and smiled. See you soon, old man. See you soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cosmo just got a call from Roy. He said that a girl was at the truck stop looking for Haven. No doubt in the man’s mind it was a witch,” Lennox said to Arden and Ben on the phone. Lennox and Cosmo were inside his nursery. They had just finished putting up the cameras when Roy called.

      “Roy doesn’t know the difference in a witch and a mage, but he knew she wasn’t a friend. It won’t take them long to figure out where she is. They will find out where Roy lives and try to get it out of him. Call him Cosmo, and tell him to bring his truck to the nursey, and to call his wife, and tell her to come here to Dixon land. We don’t want any humans getting hurt. They will be safe at the house until we can eliminate the threat. See you in thirty.”

      Cosmo listened as Lennox hung the phone up. He couldn’t help but to want to stay close to Haven. He constantly walked to the store and stared at her through the window. He made sure he could see her at all times. She was laughing at something Jade had said, learning about the store, and by the look on her face, she loved it. He could sit and gaze at her all day, but he had work to do and that was to protect his mate.

      “They will meet us here in thirty minutes. Look, we need to meet out back or something. I don’t want Haven to panic. When she learns of this, she’s going to freak out. I know it.”

      “Maybe not. I think she knows it’s just a matter of time. I don’t want to lie to her, man. She needs to know what she’s facing. She will probably know who it is and can tell us what we are looking at,” Lennox said.

      “I just wish we had more time,” Cosmo said. They both stared in the window and when she saw them, she smiled and waved. “We have to end this. Kill them all, Alpha. We have to kill them all or they will regroup and keep coming back.”

      “I know, but she has the right to know what we do. No matter what, she needs to be prepared,” Lennox said, motioning for Jade and Haven to come outside. Their town only had a few people milling around in the stores. It was Monday, and Mondays were slow. They stationed themselves near the side of the store where he could see all corners. This way, they could see anyone walking up.

      “What’s up?” Jade asked followed by Haven.

      Cosmo watched his mate closely. He hated that she would have to deal with this so soon. He wanted more time with her before they found her. More time to get her prepared. “Roy called and said a witch came around the truck stop asking for you.”

      Haven swallowed hard but didn’t show much emotion. If he hadn’t been staring so intensely, he would have missed the ticking in her jaw. Good, she was angry. She would need that rage because the vision that the old woman had about his mate now sat at the forefront of his brain. He couldn’t let anything happen to her. If that meant he would protect her night and day then that’s what would happen.

      “Did he say what she looked like?” Haven asked.

      “No, just that she was definitely a witch and gave him the creeps with her freaky smile.”

      Haven swallowed again and croaked out, “That’s Blair.”

      “The one you said attacked you and brunt your arm?” Cosmo said, growling.

      Nodding, Haven answered, “Yes. She is the one you need to watch. She’s a very powerful mage. That’s why my fath…Laris has her in the coven. He knows she’s psycho, but her magic is strong, and he needs her. He says with her the coven is much stronger.”

      “Then she is the one we take out first,” Lennox said.

      “If she thinks she’s going to find me, she will come alone. She won’t even know what—”

      “Absolutely not! We’re not using you as bait. No way. She almost killed you before, Haven.” Cosmo stood, shaking his head.

      Stopping him with her hand, Haven pulled him down to his chair. “I won’t be alone. You will be there, and Lennox will be there. Scarlett and Quinn. But we have to make her believe she will find me. If someone pointed out that I would be at a certain place, then it would work. You could take her out, but I promise you, she won’t be an easy target. If she suspects anything, she will call the coven in. We have to make it look real.”

      “I hate to say this because you’re my sister, but it’s a good plan. We contain her in a certain area where her magic can’t hurt any humans. And my baby sister is well protected.”

      “I don’t like it,” Cosmo said, shaking his head. “I don’t like it at all.”

      “Cosmo, this is the only way to take out one of the coven members. I’m telling you, this is something you have never dealt with. These mages are very well organized and versed in what shifters will do. Including the Death Hunters. We don’t have much time. She will follow Roy and I can’t let anything happen to him. It would kill me if he was hurt because of me. Please, trust me. She doesn’t know I’m a shifter. She will never expect that and to be honest, I’m tired of running. I’m ready to be here at home, safe.  I don’t want to look over my shoulder all the time.”

      “I know you are and so am I, but I don’t want her to get lucky and do something that’s going to get you hurt.”

      “You have to trust me, now. Know that I will handle Blair and keep her busy until Scarlett and Quinn can take her down. We have to try. How long will it take for Roy to get back?”

      “I would say he is two hours out,” Cosmo said hesitantly.

      “Let’s talk to Scarlett,” Haven said. She held her hand out to him and he hated to agree with the plan, but it did sound good.

      Cosmo took her hand. They contacted Scarlett then called Arden and Ben and put them on speakerphone. He explained the plan and asked about the barn where he used to train Jade. It would be far enough out of town and they would be able to hide without Blair seeing them.

      Thoughts of what the crazy female mage told him plagued Cosmo’s mind. He heard what Scarlett said and he believed her. But he couldn’t stop thinking what if this time Natalie told the truth?
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        * * *

      

      Haven, her mate, and brother leaned against the truck at the old barn where they planned to lure Blair. She hated that death would come to this place. It was beautiful here.

      “Haven,” Scarlett said, getting her attention, “if she’s as powerful as you say then you need to be careful. From everything you described, I think Blair is a fire mage and she will be able to strike you from a distance. The only way I think this will work is for you to stay as far from her as you can. We will do counter spells to quench her enchantments then Lennox can take her out. He will have no remorse and that’s what she needs for everything she has done. There are no rehabilitating mages like that. The evil has corrupted her and won’t let her go. She has to die. Do you have a problem with that? If so, I need to know that you’re not going to panic.”

      “I won’t and yes, I agree. She is past the point of no return. I know how evil she is. She is cunning, so be careful and expect her to do the unexpected. They train for this type of scenario. The only way I see this working is that she won’t be expecting me to have reinforcements.”

      “I believe you are capable of handling this and whatever comes at you. Oh my, you have changed since your beast awakened.”

      Haven stood up straight. “What do you mean?”

      “She’s given you more confidence.”

      Haven watched as the mage tilted her head. “I think it’s always been there, but the beast has helped. Here you are, taking charge of this plan, putting yourself in danger. Why is that?”

      “Because I got everyone into this, and I don’t want anyone getting hurt. Blair is after me. She has a score to settle.”

      “Maybe you have one to settle with her. Did you ever think of that?” Scarlett said, smiling.

      She took her mate’s hand. He put his arm around her and pulled her body next to his. He inhaled her scent and she couldn’t help but tuck her head into his chest and inhale. Boy, he smelled good. Good enough to eat. Where did that come from? And that’s when she realized her bear was very aware of their mate. She was worried too and wanted to keep him safe. But what if Blair got lucky like Cosmo said. Her heart pounded hard. Haven swallowed the bile at the thoughts of something happening to any of her family.

      Cosmo whispered into her ear, “Listen, the moment you feel like she is going to do something, you run and get out of the line of fire. Shift and run like the wind, Haven. Your bear will keep you safe. Maybe it will catch her off guard and Scarlett and Quinn can keep her occupied until we can kill her. I know you’re not used to me talking like that, but that’s what I do. She is a killer, don’t forget that. And I’m not losing you either.”

      “This is something I know firsthand, Cosmo. I know exactly what Blair is, and don’t worry. I will run like the wind. I’m not crazy,” Haven said, but she was worried. The what-if game played on rerun in her head.

      “I guess you do, baby.” They sat and held each other for a few minutes until Lennox came up to the window.

      “Ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Haven, I know Cosmo has gone over what to do, but I will say it again. Run.”

      “I will.” She hoped the plan worked. She sure as heck didn’t want to be killed. That would be her luck.
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      “Where is that crazy bitch?” Laris stomped between the bed and bathroom in the motel suite. “How did she just disappear?” His fingers gripped his hair and pulled, the pain relieving some of his anger.

      His second-in-command raised a brow. “Chill, Laris. You told her to find Haven. . .”

      Chill? The asswipe told him to chill. He flung his hand through the air, sending Darden crashing into the wall. Dust and pieces of drywall fell on the man’s head as he slid to the floor. Laris pressed his nose to his subordinate’s face. “Are you questioning my authority?”

      “No, master,” Darden said, shaking his head.

      “Do the spell to find Blair. Find her, now.”

      Darden didn’t ask any more questions, neither did the other members of the coven. They all filed out of the room, taking a bag with Blair’s belongings with them. They had planned to check out today and travel to the next town. New Hope was the place they were headed, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. The Death Hunters had residences in the small town. There were too many shifters and they would stick out like a red thumb.

      “She’s where?” Laris asked, again.

      “The car is in New Hope. I’m pulling up Google maps to find the exact location.”

      “I’m going to kill her,” Laris said, shoving his fist into the wall.

      “You may not have to, if the Death Hunters find her first.”
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      Ben Crenshaw held an iPad for everyone to see what was going on at the nursery. The group gathered around the barn, waiting. They watched and listened as Roy pulled into the nursery. People moseyed around, even some of Ben’s clan, stood looking at the flowers. Everyone had to put their acting skills to work. This had to work. It had to.

      “Look at the car sitting at the furniture store, Haven.”

      She couldn’t stop staring at the screen. The camera zoomed in as Blair got out of the car. She wasn’t watching Roy. She watched everyone else. That’s what they did. They saw everything.

      “Haven…Haven, are you okay?” Cosmo asked, holding her hand. Shifters crowded around the tablet, all watching Blair.

      Clearing her throat, she said, “Yes. That’s her.” She would know that mage anywhere. That crazy bitch who would kill her, given the chance.

      Roy had his phone dialed in, so they could hear the conversation and see if Blair took the bait. Her dear friend played the part like a pro. He was the star of the show. His voice never wavered as Blair made her way around the side of his truck.

      “She looks like a shifter. Very calm. Nobody would notice her until it’s too late,” Arden said.

      “Hey, Roy, I’m looking for Haven.” Simone said, cool as a cat. “She said she wanted all the overtime she could get. I’ve got to go home; the baby is sick. You think she would take my shift for me?”

      “Definitely. She said if anything came up to let her know. She’s down on Old Mill Road at the barnyard, using my old pick-up to bring back some compost. She left a few minutes ago. It’s only her so it will take longer.” Roy definitely spread it on thick. He was actually good at this. And Simone played it perfectly.

      “Where is Old Mill Road? I’ve never been there,” Simone asked.

      “Go straight on this road and when you get to the B&B, it’s about a mile past it. You can’t miss it on the right,” Roy said, opening the back of his semi.

      “Thanks, Roy. I’ve got to hurry. See ya.” Simone waved bye and got into her car. If Blair took the bait, she would follow Simone.

      Everyone remained glued to the monitor as the mage stayed hidden. They couldn’t actually see what she was doing hidden beside the truck, but she hadn’t left yet. Damn it. Please don’t let her hurt Roy. Please! Haven prayed the old man would be protected. Members of the Crenshaw clan walked over to talk to Roy.

      Blair finally moved away from the truck and slithered back to her car. Haven’s heart pounded so fast, she knew all the shifters could hear it. She could hear it. Take the bait. Take the bait. When the car started moving, Haven let go of the breath she held.

      “It’s okay. She fell for it. Calm your nerves,” Cosmo whispered.

      “Let’s get you into place. Remember the plan,” Lennox cautioned. She saw the worry on his face. She smiled and followed him to the side of the barn where a shovel laid against Roy’s old truck. And sure enough, a pile of stench glistened next to it on the ground. No doubt this was a compost pile. It stank from the high heavens.

      She picked up the shovel to look real and she needed something to hold on to. Cosmo motioned to where she needed to run. She nodded and waited to hear Simone pull up. She hoped that the wonderful woman didn’t get hurt. She loved her sense of humor and she already thought of her as a friend.

      She put the shovel in the pile when she heard a car coming. Turning, she waved. For good measure, Simone got out of the car and went up to her and whispered, “Did she follow me?”

      “Yes,” and then the acting began again. “I really appreciate this. I’ve got to go. The baby is sick. Talk to you tomorrow.” Simone got in her car and pulled out. This was it. Blair would be here soon. She would have to pull up right here. Haven would let her get out of the car and then she would run like the hounds of hell were after her. Her heart fluttered, and she could tell her bear stood on alert. She had no clue what that meant.

      “Well, hello, stranger.” Haven felt her heart stop. How…how did she do that? Slowly she turned, and Blair was right behind her. She didn’t hear her pull up or scent anything. Fear coursed through her body as the vile smile of the person she hated the most stood in front of her.

      Haven looked around and before she could back up a step, Blair flew through the air and bounced on top of her. She hit the ground hard, knocking the breath out of her. Pinning her hands down, Blair reached back and slapped her hard in the face.

      “I’ve been waiting to do that for a long time.” Looking up at the sky, Blair laughed. “And now here we are, back in the woods, right where you belong. I think this is a fitting place for you to be buried.”

      Haven’s body shook hard. The old feelings of helplessness came screaming back.

      Poking her lip out, Blair smiled. “Oh, look at that face. You feel it, don’t you? Fear, knowing that nobody is here to help you. Dear old dad won’t even miss you at all. I will tell him that the old man dropped you off at the bus stop and you were headed north. He will give up hope and we can get back to what we are meant to do. Find the white bear.

      “You have delayed our plans long enough. I’m getting tired of that. Tired of following the old man’s terms too. I think the coven is ready for a new leader. Once you’re out of the way, I can make my move. Too bad you won’t be there to see it. I think you might enjoy it too or why else would you have run. I know the truth too, Haven.” Blair’s wicked smile grew wider. “Laris isn’t your father, is he?”

      Her eyes widened when she didn’t say anything. Blair leaned forward and smiled down at her. “I can see by the look on your face that you didn’t know that tiny bit of information. You’re such a stupid girl. Doesn’t matter now. Nobody will care if you’re not around. So let’s get this party started. Shall we? I’m in a hurry.”

      The burning started so quickly. Dear god, she would burn her alive, just like the others. Blair smiled as the spell became more intense.  “Do you feel it?”

      The pain crept up her arm. Closing her eyes, she thought of her bear. “Save me,” she whispered.

      The snarl exploded out of her body. The look on Blair’s face was priceless. A moment she would never forget as her sweet, wonderful bear’s claws burst out of her hand and into Blair’s fleshy chest. A feral smile on her face as the mage’s eyes bugged-out, and the scream inside her choked when her bear jerked her body closer and the words growled out of her throat. “You feel this?”

      Her brother and Cosmo were standing beside her as her bear ripped Blair’s head from her body, throwing it to the ground. She was angry. She dared anyone to take her prize. She raked her claws through the body as it lay on the ground. Punished it more. Again, her claws sliced downward tearing the skin open. Nobody tried to stop her as she jumped up and down on top of the corpse. All the torturing she spewed on all the innocent shifters would never happen again. She would make sure of it.

      Roaring, she rose onto her hind legs, letting her beast have her revenge slamming down on top of Blair’s body. It was poetic justice. The one thing she hated and tortured the most, killed her. Now, for dear old father to meet his justice. The utter anger she had for him had been buried deep inside her. Just like the pain she felt and never knew why.

      Nothing recognizable as Blair lay on the ground.
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        * * *

      

      “Haven, come back to me.”

      Her bear roared, warning Cosmo to not come closer. The animal was fighting the change. The beast inside wanted more blood. She wanted them all to pay.

      Cosmo kneeled in front of her. He let his bear shine in his eyes. Haven wanted to shift, but the beast decided something different. Snarling, she watched as people came out of the woods. It wasn’t until her brother stood in front of her and commanded, “Shift, Haven” did her bear step back.

      The pain intensified as her bear tried to stop the transition. Bones broke as her screams flew out of her human mouth.

      “Haven.” Cosmo rushed to her side. She lay on the ground gasping for air. Wanting the pain to stop, she moaned rolling until it finally eased. “Your bear fought the shift. When that happens your human side and the animal fight, but when your alpha calls, we all obey.”

      Cosmo picked her up and held her close to his chest. He kissed her on the nose then held her closer, inhaling her scent. Everything about this man turned her into mush. If he hadn’t been holding her so tightly, she would have sifted like sand through his fingers.

      “I killed her.” Haven’s voice cracked as chills slid down her arms and legs. “I killed her.”

      “Yes. Does that bother you?” Staring into her eyes, he continued. “Nobody will judge you, Haven. She deserved it and more. She would have killed you.”

      “I know.” She reached down and felt the burn on her arm. It was hardly noticeable now.

      “You will heal faster than before. The wound will be gone in the morning,” Cosmo said. Jade stood by a tree, holding clothes in her hand. “Do you think you can change into your clothes?” he asked.

      She nodded, and her feet were lowered to the ground. He took a hard look at her, from her feet to her head. Their eyes met, and he winked. She couldn’t stop the smile. He made her feel pretty. The look of hunger gazed through his beautiful black eyes. She had never felt like this and knew he belonged to her, and she, to him. He had become everything to her and, until now, she hadn’t understood it, but now she was scared. Emotions plagued her. She had just found him. The unsettling feeling of loss crept inside her. She could feel the blood pounding in her ears. She had to protect him.

      She knew this was mostly fear that Laris would hurt him or her new family. Everything came at a price. That’s what Laris would say when she asked when they were going to have a home. Cosmo, Lennox, and Jade were her price and she wouldn’t let him take them from her. Not now, not ever.

      “Haven.” The light taps to her shoulder brought her out of the haze. Cosmo had gone to the group of alphas. “Haven, are you okay?” Jade asked.

      Nodding, she stared up at the lady who would soon be her sister-in-law. She didn’t know what possessed her, but her finger lightly touched the scar slashed across her face.

      “You are beautiful, Jade Cross, and I don’t know how I got so lucky to have you in my life.” She threw her arms around Jade and squeezed. This wonderful woman needed to know what she meant to her. They all needed to know how much she had fallen for this group of shifters.

      Jade giggled and hugged her back. What a wonderful feeling of joy and home coursed through her body. She could feel her bear and she was just as excited to have Jade in her life. To have all these amazing people in her life. “I’m just so happy. I finally have a family. A real family. One that doesn’t want to kill people.”

      Jade cleared her throat. “Well, until they try to kill us. And you just realized that you are loved by all of us. We loved you the moment we met you, girl. You are my little sister and I plan on spoiling you. I’ve never had a sister. I’m going to enjoy it.”

      “But I’m twenty-three years old, Jade. I’m not little anymore.”

      “Doesn’t matter. None of that matters.”

      Haven blew out a breath and looked toward her mate, but it was the pieces of Blair that got her attention. She stared at it. She had done that. “Jade?”

      “Yes.”

      “I just killed someone.”

      “That bitch deserved it. She killed innocent people, even children. You’ve done the world a favor by killing her.” Jade pointed her finger at Blair’s pieces and said, “And…and she tried to kill you.” Jade looked at her when she didn’t say anything. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “He will come for her and find us. I’m scared, Jade. I’m scared of him.”

      “And we will be waiting,” Jade insisted. “Now put these clothes on. Your mate is going to kill the guards staring at your body.”

      Haven looked down and screamed, “I’m naked.”

      “Well, put these on then,” Jade said, giggling. Her laugh was infectious, Haven laughing too, as she pulled the blue jeans up, jumping around on one leg, trying not to fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Haven and Jade sidled up to the group of alphas. She felt the intensity of the leaders. Each powerful, but together, they were a force to be reckoned with. They were all studying an iPad. Jade moved in between the guys so she could see what they were looking at. “Do you see them?”

      “No. Nothing has come by that we don’t recognize,” Arden said.

      “Do you think they will come?” Jade asked.

      Before anyone could say anything, Haven answered, “They will come. There is tracking on all the cars. She means more to him than anyone. He needs her magic to complete the spell.”

      When she started to walk off, Cosmo didn’t hesitate and pulled her arm toward his chest. She never thought this would make her feel better. Make her feel stronger inside, but her mate had a way of calming her like nobody ever had. He was her rock and she wanted to be that for him. She needed to show him, but she didn’t know how.

      “Haven, how do you think he will come?” Lennox asked. She had an audience as every shifter waited for her answer.

      She swallowed hard and focused on the question. She knew what they would do and how. She knew everything about them. As they studied others, she studied them, and she was a star pupil.

      Dang it, she had this. “He will track the car and pull it up on Google maps. They will figure out the most plausible way to get to the car. He will not go the way you expect or the road. If that means they have to walk through a swamp, then they will. The element of surprise is how they got the jump on their victim. They will always be in pairs, each has a talent, and they thrive off each other.” She glanced around and found Quinn and Greer watching her with smiles on their faces.

      “Tell me, little sis, how should we wait on them?”

      Cosmo squeezed her hand giving her the strength she needed. They wanted her input. Nobody ever asked her what she thought. In fact, she would get popped in the mouth for her interference.

      Haven swallowed hard. “I think they will come in the back way. I don’t know what’s around here, but they will come in that way. They will form a grid like perimeter. If one pair is caught, the others will be close enough to help. If we took them out…each pair at a time, then they won’t be as powerful, but if they get close to their target, they will form a bond that surrounds them.”

      “A bond?” Arden asked.

      “It’s what I call it, but it’s a—”

      “Shield,” Scarlett answered. “It will be unbreakable, and we will have a hard time getting through. They can do a lot of damage before we even get close enough. Haven is right; we need to take out some of the stronger members. And that would mean we need to know who those members are.”

      Haven nodded. “Presley Darden will be paired up with my…” Haven glanced at her brother who showed no emotion. He nodded for her to continue. “With Laris. He will be partnered with him.” Each of the shifters closed in and listened as Haven gave details of each member and what to look for, how they raised their hand before they shot the spell at you. She would be considered an encyclopedia of each member of the Winter Coven. Nobody wrote anything down, but she knew they were taking it all in. She prayed that everyone came out alive. How would she deal with herself if someone got hurt?

      When she finished, she watched her brother not so much give out orders but work together with the other alphas. She couldn’t keep up as they strategized, then shifters disappeared into the woods. Each stripped down before they left. Please, please, let them be safe. Please.

      “Haven, you did great,” Arden Dixon said. “Without the information, we wouldn’t have a chance. You know, you’re very good at details. We can use a person like you. Are you good with computers?”

      “Never had one of my own, but I did use Laris’s to research stuff for the coven. That’s how I know so much. They would tell me what to look for and I did. I even researched the Death Hunters. They know all about you.”

      “They don’t know everything, sweetheart,” Cosmo said, smiling. “We don’t let anyone know, but I may be tempted if you’re willing to bargain.” Her mate slid his eyebrows up and down, then pulled her to him and kissed her softly on each corner of her mouth.

      Each kiss said something different. She had no doubt now that he was the one. The one who had her soul wrapped up in every tantalizing kiss. He ignited every nerve inside her.

      She never knew it could feel this way. She swallowed hard as every touch of his lips made her ignit in places she had never felt before.  The heaviness that was inside of her floated away.  It was her heavy heart that had changed and now it beat for this man, for these people.

      The last kiss had her toes curled in the dirt because she didn’t have on shoes. When he finished the kiss to her nose she panted like a dog in heat. She wanted him to touch her everywhere. It was the hottest thing that had ever happened to her. Who was she kidding? She was glad she waited for this man. This shifter who awakened her. He’d saved her.

      “Oh my, I’m getting hot here, and I’m an old woman. That had to be the most romantic kiss I have ever seen, my dear,” Scarlett whispered, bringing her back to earth. She floated in a haze of tingling, toe curling, hot as fire, lustful passion. No, this would be her new reality. “I’ll just go over here with my granddaughter and cool off.”

      Placing one last kiss on top of her hand, Cosmo pulled back from her. Thankfully he continued to hold on to her because her whole body wanted to ooze its way to the ground. Like a big black blob. “We will pick this back up later.”

      Clearing her throat, Haven couldn’t even respond. She was in love with this man and knew she would spend the rest of her life with him.

      Haven stood off to the side of the truck, trying to get her body to cool down. She wanted more. He made her believe anything could be possible. The field had cleared out, shifters went off in every direction. She had no clue what the plan was or where they would all be. Looking around, she didn’t see her brother anywhere. Where did everyone go? Even Cosmo had disappeared.

      She leaned against the truck. Her back to the woods. The breeze blew against her face cooling her. She smiled at the thought of mating Cosmo.

      Her body was jerked hard against something. When she opened her eyes, she shook her head. “No, no, no, how did you—”

      Laris Winter had her pinned against the truck. Preston was beside him scanning the woods. Each had their cloaks on, and she could feel the power of their magic tingling up her arms.

      “Where is Blair?” His body appeared tight, ready to strike. That’s how they all were when hunting.

      “Dead,” Haven spit back.

      Her head hit the back of the window as Laris used his arm to keep her stationary against the truck.

      “What did you do, Haven?”

      Turning her head to the side, Haven gave him a ghost of a smile. “She pushed me a little too much and she got what she deserved.” Haven was slung to the ground.

      “No, she was too strong. You…you couldn’t have.” Laris stared at her in disbelief.

      “A lot has changed since I left. She shouldn’t have followed me, but Blair always did what she wanted, and this time, she pushed and lost her head.”

      Reality hit him like a ton of bricks. She saw the moment he knew. His mouth fell open glaring at her.

      “Yes, Laris I found her.” Haven got up and pointed her finger at him. All the rage built up inside her was ready to explode. “How could you do that to me? I thought I was your daughter. You let me think you were my family, but I have a brother. A real brother, someone who actually loves me for who I am and doesn’t put spells on me. He actually loves me and has a home for me. You took that away from me.”

      “Laris, let’s get out of here. Something is wrong,” Preston said, moving toward the woods.

      Walking toward her with his hand out, Laris sounded different as he said, “I can make it go away. Take the filthy beast from you. I can make you whole again.”

      “Whole again? You made me feel like I was nothing.  You killed my parents?  Didn’t you.”  Haven screamed.  “But now I—”

      “You like that you’re a shifter?”

      “You bet I do, and you will never take her away from me again. I trusted you before, but you never really cared about me. Why did you keep me around? Keep up the ruse of being my father?”

      Stalking closer, Laris’s eyes started to glow. “Because you are my pawn. My ace in the hole. Your filthy shifter brother would do anything I wanted to get you back.  Of course, I killed them.  I brought in rogues to help me.  I needed you.  My pawn to keep the death hunters in the palm of my hands.  With you, Haven.  I had it all.”

      “You’re a sick, evil man. I loved you, thinking you were my dad.” Angry tears ran down her face. She couldn’t believe how cold he really was. A terrible man.

      “Oh, you haven’t seen the half of it, Haven.”

      “Laris, let’s go. Now!” Preston didn’t wait for their leader. He ran into the woods.

      “I need my pawn back. You will do what I say. Haven, walk out of here with me,” he demanded.

      “No.” Haven wiped the tears off her face. No way was she going anywhere with him. She would die before that happened.

      “Now.” She knew that voice. It struck through her, rendering her useless. She struggled but his spell had her. “Start walking.”

      The screams coming from the woods stopped Laris. He pulled Haven closer to his chest. He turned and shifters came out of the woods from all directions. A bear charged them. Cosmo. Letting her go, he stuck his hand out, shouting a spell. Haven pushed his arm, but a red glow flew toward Cosmo. His strike didn’t meet his mark, hitting the bear in the shoulder knocking him to the ground.

      “No!” she shouted. Cosmo’s bear shook his head and slowly got back up. Ready to charge again.

      A roar shook the trees: Lennox. “No, you won’t hurt them.” Her hands thrusted forward, claws striking out from her fingers into the chest of the man she knew as her father.

      “Haven.” The look of shock forever molded into place as she pushed inward and up, making sure he would never hurt anyone ever again. His hands drew blood scratching against her arm. She knew he was dead when his eyes froze, but she had to make sure. Her bear wanted her revenge, too, and there would be no stopping the change.

      Her bear ripped from her body. Before she could throw pieces around, her brother rubbed his animal body against her. Bringing her back from the rage, back to reality.

      Glancing up, she saw her mate holding his shoulder. He was hurt. Haven closed her eyes and demanded her body back. This time her bear didn’t stop her. She shifted so fast that she dropped to the ground.

      Cosmo stood by her side wrapping his arms around her. “I got you.”

      Lightly touching the damaged skin, Haven cried out, “You’re hurt. I’m sorry. I wasn’t fast enough.”

      “I’m fine. Tomorrow there will only be a small scar. If you hadn’t stopped him, more people would have gotten hurt.”

      “The others in the coven?” Haven whispered.

      “All dead. They walked behind each other, and we picked them off one at a time. They never knew we were there. They seemed surprised. They’re kind of stupid.”

      Haven snorted, hugging him tighter. Shifters were all around talking, laughing, as if she hadn’t just killed another person. This felt strange to her, but she never wanted to hurt anyone, but from now on, she would protect her family. All of them. She wouldn’t let anyone lead her astray again.
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      “You know. I didn’t even get to use my magic. I wanted to see what the old man had in him,” Scarlett said, sticking her feet out wiggling her toes. Haven shook her head. It didn’t matter they were at the mating ceremony of Lennox and Jade. Every shifter in town showed up and all decked out in their best clothes. Scarlett was a free spirit. And to prove her point, the woman wasn’t wearing shoes.

      Haven glanced behind her. The yard was packed with shifters. But since Lennox was her brother, she would sit in the front row. This way she could see it all including her mate. The man looked good too.  His black suit fit him perfectly.  He looked like a model.  He had cut his hair and for two days she ran her hands through it.  He made her breathless.

      For the past couple of days, she had the best time. She had helped the girls decorate Quinn and Arden’s backyard for the wedding. They had placed almost a thousand twinkling lights in the trees.  She had to admit, it looked magical.

      Cosmo would perform the ceremony. Tears fell from his face when Lennox asked him to preside. Usually, an alpha would officiate, but Lennox said Cosmo was an alpha and his best friend and that was how it was going to be.

      She smiled at Scarlett. “I’m sorry.” She had no clue what to say to her.

      “Oh well, maybe next time.”

      “Oh gosh, I pray there is never a next time.”

      Scarlett leaned toward her. “Well, hun, with an alpha on every corner of this small town, there is bound to be trouble.”

      Scarlett was probably right, but whatever happened, she had a family that loved her and had her back.

      

      
        
        The End!

        Stay tuned for The Hunter’s Protector, Book #3.
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