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      Alpha Death Hunter Lennox Bartley has kept the shifter world safe from rogues and exposure for years, making an enemy or ten along the way. Though something had always been missing in his life. Then he met Jade Cross.

      Jade is the most beautiful woman he's ever seen, despite her disfigurement. She is a successful and creative entrepreneur but also the most submissive wolf he's ever known.

      As the alpha, Lennox needs a strong, confident female or the Death Hunters will eat her for lunch. Plus, when his enemies learn he has a mate, her life will be in constant danger.

      Jade has the choice to follow her heart or her head. One will keep her in her sheltered, safe world while the other will lead to the love of her life and almost certain death if she doesn't find the inner strength to help herself.
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      She couldn’t move as the claws raked down her side.  Pieces of her new sweater flew into the air as the October wind battered her exposed flesh. She wanted to scream, but nothing came out. Puffs of air and blood blew across her face as the bear slapped its paw against her head, dragging skin off her face.  She tried to play dead rolling over to protect her face from further attack, but she fell down the rocks. She prayed the bear was done, but it continued to attack.

      Breathing became difficult when she was stomped farther down in between the opening of the rocks. Jade was trapped.  Why did the bear attack? She did nothing to provoke it. Then claws raked down her back tearing past flesh and muscle until the pain became too much.  Her scream died in her throat.

      But she wanted to live.  She was only ten years old and nobody knew she was even gone.

      Finally, the pressure lifted, and she inhaled air into her constricted lungs.  “Bane—” her voice was so low, she knew her brother wouldn’t hear her.  She dug her nails into the rock and dirt, dragging herself toward the water, but she had no strength left.

      Bane had told her not to wander off, but it was her birthday and she thought she could take care of herself.  She wanted to show her big brother that she could do anything he could and that was to catch more fish than he did.

      Her fishing pole lay on the ground, broken in two pieces.  She tried to fend the bear off using the rod as a weapon, but it was no use.  It had charged her from the woods and there wasn’t time to run or scream for help before its front paws planted on her chest knocking her off the hill and into the rocks below.  All she saw was white fur until the bear leaned down and came face to face with her.  She didn’t have a chance.  At first, she thought it was another animal, but it was a white bear.  She’d never heard of a white bear, but what did she know.  This one was now trying to eat her.

      If only she could shift, but her wolf never showed.  Never made a sound.  Didn’t matter now, she wouldn’t live much longer.

      Coughing, blood flew out of her mouth and nose falling to the rocks.  The taste of metal flooded her tongue as she tried to scream, but nothing came out.  She couldn’t breathe as she gasped for air.  She wanted her mom.  She wanted to go home, but her life was ending soon.  They were twenty miles from New Hope and any hospital.

      And this trip was her wish.  Her birthday present from her big brother to go camping in the woods.  She loved this area.  They were going to roast marshmallows and then go fishing. If only she had waited.  Bane wanted to take a quick nap.  He had worked all week and been up for hours.  She would never get to do any of that ever again.

      As she stared at the river, blood gathered in a puddle beside her.  She waited for death to come for her, to release her from this agonizing pain.  She was so tired, slowly her eyes closed, and then she heard the puffing of air again.

      “Jade, Jade, wake up.  It’s okay.” Her arms were pulled against something.  Then her brain registered it was a nightmare.  A terrible time in her life played over and over every night for the past couple months.

      Bane gathered her in his arms, rocking her until the night terror faded from her eyes. Her body was drenched in sweat when she noticed her reflection in the mirror.  The long scar lay swollen, jagged across her face. The bears claw savagely ripped down from the bottom of her eye to her jawline. The doctor stitched it the best he could, but it was no use.  There was too much damage to heal properly making it stand out angry looking.  She knew she should have gotten over this by now, but all she felt was disgust when she stared at it.   Turning away, she couldn’t look at herself anymore.  She would never forget what happened to her fifteen years ago.  The scars would always remind her.

      “The same dream?” her brother asked.

      She tried to answer but she couldn’t speak.  Instead, she squeezed him letting him know she was okay.  If you could say that she was.  The nightmares were getting worse and coming more frequently, but if she told Bane that, he would only worry more.  Her big brother had put his life on hold taking care of her.

      “Maybe it’s time we talked to someone.  It might help—”

      She shook her head and pulled away.  “No,” she coughed out.  “I’m fine. It’s just a bad dream.”

      “Every night, Jade?  Something is triggering these nightmares.  I think it could be the stress from the business. Maybe you need to slow down and take some time off.”

      Her brother had lost his cotton-picking mind.  Take time off?  Her business was growing from a small online company to five locations in another year.

      Getting up, she dropped her feet to the floor and went to the bathroom and shut the door behind her.  She was tired, and she wouldn’t hold her tongue anymore.  He wanted her to talk to a shrink, who would undoubtedly think she was crazy. “You don’t think I can run my business?” she shouted through the door.

      “Of course, I do, but it’s grown so fast, and it’s just you.  Take some time off and—”

      Jade jerked the door open and stared at her brother.  Tears slipped from her eyes when she realized that her big brother didn’t think she could handle the stress.  Pointing her finger at him, she cried out, “You…you don’t have any faith in me, do you?”

      Frowning, her brother came toward her and said, “Yes, I do, little sister.”

      “Stop treating me like a child. Don’t you see I’ve grown up?  I can handle this.  It’s just a few nightmares. Believe in me, Bane.”  When she saw her brother’s face, she knew this conversation was a lost cause.  “Just leave, Bane.  I’m late for work and have to get ready.”  Jade turned and slammed the door in his face.

      “Jade?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It had been two weeks since he left New Hope and he couldn’t stop thinking about the land and her.  Unfortunately, he had been summoned to meet with the council. Lennox hated this place.  It had been the Death Hunters’ home for such a long time, but it never felt like a home.  More like barracks for the military.  Security fences surrounded the hundred acres where the council met and their staff lived.  All the archives were placed here.  Basically, it was a sterile and lifeless place.

      His bear hated it as much as he did.  He wanted to run and be free, but the fences always stopped him from going farther into the wilderness and keeping humans out.  Nothing about this environment called to him.  Yes, they had trees but that was it.  It was manicured and bland.  Nothing like New Hope.  He needed the wild where he could be in the open.  His clothes were here, but this wasn’t home.  None of this had bothered him until he was sent to New Hope, Georgia, and met Jade Cross.

      Why the council wanted to put their main office in Virginia made no sense to him.  Most shifters stayed in the southern states where their animal could run untethered.  He was getting impatient as he waited to see the council.

      Today was the day he would give them his ultimatum.  He was Alpha of the Death Hunters, and one way or another, he was moving.

      “They are ready for you, Alpha,” the guard said, opening the door for him.

      “Now, the crying will begin,” he muttered under his breath.

      “This is unheard of, Alpha Bartley.  Never in the history of the Death Hunters have they claimed a piece of land and moved in as a pack does.”

      Lennox never twitched or said a word, just waited for Stetson Trammell, leader of the council to come up with another excuse.  Truth was Stetson wanted the Death Hunters close by to protect him. He was a weasel of a shifter.  How on earth they voted him as the leader of the council, Lennox would never understand.

      Didn’t matter, his decision was made.  They could either give him the permission he wanted, or he would resign and leave the Death Hunters.  He had plenty of money saved and had already purchased the land next to Arden Dixon.  He had plans, and they included one Jade Cross.  Even though she didn’t know it yet.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about her.  He could barely work knowing she wasn’t near him.  His protective instincts were going wild, and his heart pounded so hard, he felt like he would pass out. The moment he was sent to New Hope to help the Dixon Pack, he knew this area was special and Jade was too.  He was done for the moment he took in her scent.

      She was beautiful in every way he wasn’t.  He watched her closely. She had to be the sweetest wolf.  She also had to be the most submissive too.  When she smiled, he wanted to take her into his arms and protect her from anything ever hurting her again.  The scars only enhanced her beauty.  He learned that Jade had been attacked as a young girl by a bear on a camping trip. Nothing was ever going to hurt her again.

      He tried to stay away but his bear drew him to her.  He was addicted to her.  She belonged to him and his bear.

      “I don’t understand why you want to move from council land.  You are always on the road, handling the problems with the rogues.  It doesn’t make sense to have your own land,” Stetson Trammell said.

      Mitch Andrews spoke up.  “I think it’s time the Death Hunters had their own piece of property.  I can tell you from my own experience as a past member that it’s hard on our animal knowing we don’t have our own place to run and hunt.  A place to call home.  Something that isn’t lent to you.”  He glanced around the room at the other council members, gaining their support.  “It doesn’t mean they won’t respond to wherever we send them.  Times are changing, Stetson, and we best change with them.”

      “I don’t agree, Mitch.  The Death Hunters are not meant for pack life.  What if they want to start a family?  Will they want to even leave when we call for them.  Never has a Death Hunter had a mate or children.  It won’t work, I tell you, and I’m not inclined to give it a try and have it fail.  The Death Hunters are too important to our way of life.”

      Lennox had heard enough. “Council Trammell, if you don’t give us permission, then I will turn my resignation in effective immediately.  Our animals have wandered long enough.  We hunters are restless and want a place of our own, and just so you know, all the hunters agree with me and will be turning in their resignations too.  None of us want to quit, but it’s time our terms are met.  You choose.”

      Lennox watched as Stetson Trammell sat down hard in his chair.  His mouth hung open not believing the ultimatum.  He knew Stetson wouldn’t change his mind   But Mitch already had the other council members’ votes.  He knew they didn’t have any men trained to be Death Hunters.  It took a different type of shifter to do this job and the council needed them more than he needed them.  It was time.

      “I believe a vote is in order, Stetson,” Mitch said.

      Closing his mouth and clearing his throat, Stetson asked, “Do you plan on finding mates?”

      “If we are lucky enough to find that person who can handle a Death Hunter as a mate then, yes, sir, we do.”

      Shaking his head, Stetson remained quiet a few minutes before he called a vote. “If you are in favor of the Death Hunters becoming a registered pack, owning land, and finding mates, raise your hand.”

      Lennox sat back and watched every member lift a hand.  They all turned toward Stetson and waited.  Stetson would have to agree. He was too afraid of losing his seat and being the reason for losing the Death Hunters.

      “Well, Alpha, you have your wish.  I hope you aren’t making a huge mistake that will not only be detrimental to the council and shifters everywhere, but also to yourselves.”

      Lennox never answered, just nodded and started to walk out. Stetson leaned forward. “Alpha Bartley, one other item. I’ve heard from the Twister Council about a group of dark arts mages.  There have been sketchy reports coming in about this group for numerous years.  Together they are very powerful.  In fact, these are not ordinary mages, and Presley Darden is in this group.  I think you remember him.”

      Stetson got up from the table, went to his desk and pulled out a file and handed it to him.  “Apparently, they have been looking for shifters who possess magic.  From what I’m hearing, they are not just wanting information from them, but also stealing their power.  Maybe you could send someone to watch them and see if this intelligence is true.  We don’t need any bad publicity right now.  My sources say we are not as hidden as we would like to be, and if this group of mages is hunting, we need to know and stop it before it draws the humans’ attention.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Lennox said, putting the file under his arm then walking out the door.

      Cosmo stood at the end of the hallway, smoking a cigar.  He blew fat rings into the air when he looked up.  His best friend and beta smiled.  Cosmo Fitzgerald was eavesdropping for sure. That smirk on his face said it all.

      “I guess you heard?”  Lennox asked.

      “Yep.  I noticed you didn’t tell them where we would be living,” Cosmo said, puffing more rings in the air.

      “They will find out soon enough.  Let’s get the team packed and head to the inn.  We already have time off to build.  I think we can start with one house, and once we finish, go to the next.  I’m sure Arden Dixon has workers who need a job.  Pay them well enough so they’ll continue helping us build.  The faster we get it done, the better off we’ll be.  Also, there are mages hunting shifters.”

      “I heard,” Cosmo answered.

      “The council doesn’t even know if the information is reliable, but send Raven to check it out.  Tell her not to infiltrate but to watch and report back.”

      “You got it.  Can we eat now?”

      “No, I’m ready to hit the road and get there before dark,” Lennox said.

      “You sure want to get back fast.  Something catch your eye in New Hope?”  Cosmo said, smiling.

      “No, but if something did, it’s none of your business.”

      “Of course, it is.  You’re our alpha and if you have your eye on someone then we need to get to know her too.  Besides, she will be our alpha female.  She will have to be one tough lady to handle the Death Hunters.”

      “No one has, so drop it.”

      Cosmo shook his head. His beta/best friend knew him well enough.  He only hoped his gut feeling was wrong this time. Jade needed to be a strong female who could handle him and the Death Hunters.  He had to admit, Jade Cross was a mystery to him.  He had only seen her at Southern Treasures and she acted submissive.  That worried him.  What would he do if she couldn’t handle the pack?  What if Jade was too meek for his bear?
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      Jade Cross shook her head trying to get the gritty vision out of her head.  She smoothed her hands down her pants, glancing around the Southern Treasures to see if anyone noticed the snarl that rattled up her throat.  Why was she dreaming about the white bear again?  That was her past and that’s where she wanted it to stay, in the past.  But every night, it swarmed her beautiful dreams turning them into the nightmares she had endured.  That happened fifteen years ago, and she wanted the memories to stop.

      But she had to agree with her brother, something was triggering them.  But what?  She loved her job.  She loved, loved it.  How many people could say that?  She had more money than she would ever need, and the business continued to grow and make her more.  This was the one thing in her life she was proud of.  She did this.  She came up with the ideas.

      Glancing down, Jade smiled as she eased the glass door of the jewelry cabinet back into place.  She had her newest bracelet displayed on a stone she had found lying on the ground near the river.  She loved all the different colors it had in it.  The lights in the jewelry case made her bracelet sparkle. This was her newest jewelry line and she particularly loved this one.  Of course, Jade loved all of them.  She considered them her babies.

      When Quinn opened the store, and asked her to sell her products, she never in a million years thought her hobby would turn into a multi-million-dollar business.  Her jewelry and purse line took off and she never looked back.  Now, she was thinking of opening up five more stores around the country.  This time, Quinn had asked her to partner with her and make Southern Treasures a chain.

      She even shocked herself, at how successful she had become.  Her pack was even amazed that she had done so well.  She employed pack members to help her mass reproduce and sell them online and in Southern Treasures.  Customers came all the way from Atlanta and all over the United States to shop here in New Hope, Georgia.  Who would have thunk it?

      Quinn was also becoming pretty famous.  Clothing chains, boutiques, and other businesses wanted their latest products at Southern Treasures.  They were getting so big that Arden talked to Quinn about expanding the store and bringing in more merchandise made by shifters. This was where she thrived.  It didn’t hurt their business either with Simone’s bakery next door.

      But, today had been slow when she heard the bakery door open.  The scent of pumpkin spice drifted in tickling her nose.  The smell always made her hungry, but for some reason, it was playing havoc on her senses.  All the wolves grumbled about the scents, saying they hated when Quinn got new candles in.  It made their sense of smell go nuts.

      Leaning against the counter, she stared outside the front window.  It was a beautiful day and she longed to let her wolf out to run when the hairs on the back of her neck became electrified.  Her wolf stood on alert as she scanned the room for any trouble.  In the back of Southern Treasures, Quinn had put a table so the husbands wouldn’t bother their wives as they shopped.  This way they could play on their phones or read while their women spent their money.  It was a win—win for everyone.

      She felt the electricity when their gazes locked.  Attracted to a Death Hunter.  If anyone knew, it would cause problems and make her look like a complete fool.

      Currently, the man of her dreams sat at the husbands’ table watching her.  His green eyes glowed as they focused on her.  What was he looking at?  She didn’t think she was dressed funny.  She was wearing her favorite jeans rolled up at the bottom and a sweater.  What was so exciting about that?

      Goodness, the Death Hunter made her nervous. She knew that they were only there to help shifters, but Lennox Bartley always made her burn inside.  Her body actually quivered as his gaze bore into her.  It was as if he could see right through her.  Of course, she was staring back, and now his eyes narrowed, glaring like she had done something illegal.  Jade swallowed hard and looked away.

      This always happened; he would glare at her and she would fall apart, excuse herself, and scurry away like the chicken she was.  She was tired of always running from things that scared her.  Did she put off some type of pheromone that said This wolf can’t handle stress. She can’t handle the Death Hunter eagle-eyeing her.

      Maybe he thought she was a criminal.  No, she had never committed a crime in her life.  Reaching up, Jade ran her finger down the puckered skin.  It was hot to the touch.  Every time she’d seen this man, her face became a blazing inferno.  Especially, the scars on her back.  Her body became hot and throbbing as she thought about him.

      Questions flooded her thoughts.   Why was Lennox Bartley in the store again?  It wasn’t a place he shopped.  Quinn sold a lot of men’s products, but she had never seen him buy anything when he came in.  He just sat at the table and did his surveillance and it appeared she was his target.

      She couldn’t help but glance back at him.  Her dreams always started off with him making her a pit of goo.   She sighed, propping her head up with her hand.  It was always the same fantasy.  Unlike her nightmare, her fantasy would never come true.

      Nobody would ever understand her anyway.  Other shifters would always wonder why she acted the way she did or expect her to be like the other female pack members.

      But she was different and she liked that about herself.  She wanted to get married like the humans and have her mate’s last name, legally, of course.

      Growing up, she secluded herself to her bedroom reading romance novels where humans fell in love and got married.  The ceremony was a fantasy of hers.

      She wanted to wait to have sex on her wedding night.  Was that too much to ask?

      Jade answered her own question, yes.  She knew nobody would want her and even if by a miracle that someone did, they wouldn’t understand her weird ways.  Sometimes even she couldn’t believe herself.  She was old fashioned and always had been.

      “I see your secret admirer is back,” Quinn whispered behind her making her jump.

      Moving her jewelry around, Jade tried to play it off.  “Huh, who…what are you talking about?”

      “Oh, my sweet friend, don’t try to act coy, I see the way he looks at you.”

      “Quinn, you are such a romantic, but sadly you’re delusional too.  Have you forgotten who he is and what he does.  My pack, well, our pack, is still nervous when the Death Hunters come around.  Look at your guards.  They are locked in on him like he is a missile about to explode.  Oh, and by the way, your mate goes crazy when they are in his territory.  Have you forgotten that bit of information?  Hmm…”

      “Look, Jade, he’s not the one who killed Arden’s mom and dad.  He’s actually been pretty nice to the pack and Arden…and to show they are getting along, the Death Hunters and the Dixon pack are having dinner tonight at Get Your Grub.  They reserved the back room.”

      “What’s the meeting about?”  Jade whispered, moving closer.

      “I don’t know.  Lennox just asked if Arden and Bane could meet with them for dinner tonight.”

      “Are you going?”  Jade was eager to know what the Death Hunters wanted.  Maybe it had something to do with him being in town so much and coming into the store.  She couldn’t hide her curiosity.

      “Don’t you know it.”  Quinn put her hand on her hip and gave her the alpha look.  “If Arden thinks he’s going without me, he’s sadly mistaken.  I’m alpha, too, and if it has to do with the pack, then he can say it in front of me. That’s just how it’s going to be.”

      Jade smiled; she loved how seriously Quinn took her job. But she also knew her alpha and if he thought there might be trouble, he would keep Quinn and Simone as far from the Death Hunters as he could.

      Jade leaned in and whispered, “You’re going to call me and let me know what happened, right?”

      “If Arden says I can, then you know I will.”  Quinn stood quietly looking at her for a long moment.

      “What…why are you staring at me?”  Jade asked, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Just wondering why you’re acting so nosey all of a sudden?  You’ve never wanted to know anything about pack business before.”  Quinn glanced toward the table and motioned toward the alpha Death Hunter still watching her like a hawk.  “Or maybe it has to do with your secret admirer.”

      Pushing her on the arm, Jade muttered, “Stop it, you’re just being silly.  The Death Hunter is not interested in me and I’m not interested in him.  He scares me, anyway.”

      “You have to admit, he’s handsome,” Quinn responded, taking another peek at Lennox Bartley, Alpha of the Death Hunters.

      “I haven’t really noticed.”  Jade flicked her jewelry around in the glass case, again, trying not to look at the man.

      “Noticed!  Give me a break, Jade Cross, you can’t miss that man.  He’s fifty feet tall and wild looking.  Look how intensely he looks at you.  Oh, you’ve noticed the man and he sure has noticed you.  Just look at those eyes.  Wild like the field flowers that grow next to the house.  I bet he would eat you alive—”

      “Quinn!”  Jade squealed.

      “Ma’am, can you help me?”  a woman said, standing in front of her counter.

      “Of course,” Jade muttered, rushing away, stopping the conversation she didn’t want to have.  Her face turned to fire with all the probing her alpha’s mate dished out.  Quinn was wrong and that was reality.  She had no interest in Lennox Bartley, Death Hunter alpha and that was that.
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      After lunch Lennox had left the store, Jade cleaned her cabinet while watching her alphas whispering in the corner.  Something was up and whatever it was, Quinn had won the battle.  She smiled at the frowning alpha as he left the store.

      “You got plans for dinner?”

      Startled and grabbing her chest, Jade growled at Quinn.  “Jeez, give a girl some warning next time.  I thought you were over there talking to your mate.”

      “You’re a wolf, Jade. You should have heard me walk up.  Any hoo, you got any plans for dinner?”

      “No, why?”

      “I’m inviting you to go with me and Arden at Get Your Grub to eat.”

      “Quinn, you really like saying, Get Your Grub, don’t you?”

      Snickering, her alpha put her hand against the counter.  “It’s just funny.  I love it, don’t get me wrong.  It’s just when I hear the name.  I…I just love saying, Hey, we’re going to Get Your Grub tonight.”

      “But after a year, you would think it wasn’t funny anymore.”

      “I’m sorry.”  She held a finger up.  “Give me just a second.”  Quinn straightened, clearing her throat.  Jade watched as Quinn tried to stop smiling, but her lips curved upward and that was all she could do to keep the giggles from coming again.  Her whole body shook as she tried to stop laughing.  Unfortunately, Quinn’s giggles were contagious.

      “Stop it.”  Now she was laughing too.  Jade put her hand over her mouth, trying to stop, but customers were now staring, even the staff were starting to laugh.

      “That’s why I love coming here.  Everyone seems so happy,” an older lady said, smiling as she flipped through the clothes rack.

      “Thank you, ma’am.  We try,” Quinn said, picking up the new candle collection she was selling.  “Did you smell these.  They are divine.  Everyone who walks in your home will think you have been baking cookies all day.”

      “Is that what I’m smelling?  I thought it was the bakery next door.”

      Quinn knew how to sell that was for sure.  She escorted the lady to her new candle line while she took a break.

      Jade smiled as Quinn escorted the lady around the store.  Quinn sure knew how to sell.

      Yawning, Jade needed some fresh air.  Southern Treasures had been so busy earlier that she hadn’t had a chance to just breathe.  Taking a break, she went outside to the store’s front porch to enjoy the sunny day.  Sitting in the rocking chair was her favorite relaxation therapy. She loved this time of year, the changing of the leaves always gave her great ideas on her jewelry.

      She always sat in the same chair, tucked away in the corner in front of the store.  Nobody looked at her; the chair was in the right spot to people watch.  Plus, she hated the attention she got.  People only felt pity for her.  She could see it in their eyes as they noticed the scar.

      “You must like to people watch too.”  Jade scrambled out of her chair, flinging her arm outward almost hitting him in the face.  She had never met the man in person but knew who he was: Cosmo Fitzgerald, beta of the Death Hunters.

      “You sure are a little jumpy thing.”

      “I’m so sorry.  You scared me and I…I didn’t see you when I sat down.  I was scanning the crowd,” Jade said, trying to stop shaking.  She felt like the biggest goober.  Her face was melting as she stared upward at the Death Hunter.  The man was gigantic as she continued to look up at him.

      His eyes were black as coal, matching his hair.  The majority of the time, he had a smile on his face, but today he looked like he was inspecting her for something she did wrong.  What is it with these men?

      “You’re a wolf so I thought for sure you could smell me back here,” Cosmo said, squinting at her.

      “That’s why I’m out here.  With all the candle smells, it makes my senses go haywire,” Jade said, inhaling trying to pick up his scent, but she didn’t smell anything except dirt, asphalt, and people walking around.  She leaned in closer to Cosmo, bringing her wolf forward to see if her smell was really out of whack, but she didn’t smell anything from him.

      “You trying to get a good whiff of me?”  Cosmo asked, smiling.

      “I can’t smell anything.  How can that be?”  Jade added.  What if something was wrong with her?  She should be able to scent another shifter.

      Cosmo pulled over another rocking chair to hers and sat.  He motioned for her to take a seat too.  She didn’t want to seem rude, so did as he asked.

      “Death Hunters found a way to mask their scents, that way the rogues don’t know we’re coming.  It’s a gift, but you should hone your skills better.  Your wolf needs to be sharper.  You never know what could be lurking behind you.”

      “I know you’re right.  I guess I need to get in touch with my wolf more.  That’s what everyone says, anyway.”  Jade turned her head away from him.  Why did she have to be so honest?  He was a Death Hunter and she barely knew the man.  She was too trusting and that was a fault of hers.

      “I can teach you.”

      Her head just about popped off her neck.  Spinning around in her seat, she stared at the Death Hunter.  Surely, she misheard what he said.  Even her wolf jumped at the assumption of her spending time with a Death Hunter. She could learn how to sneak up on people without them knowing.  The man knew how to mask his scent.  That was unheard of.  She could teach the guards.  Oh jeez, who was she kidding?

      “Ding dong, tick tock, your time is about up.  One, two, two and a half…”

      “Okay!”  Jade spit out.  Her own eyes were wide, and what on earth did she agree to do?  He was a Death Hunter. A killer of killers.  These were the people who killed Arden’s parents.

      “To be honest, I can’t believe you agreed.  Not many from your pack like us.  They walk away whenever we’re around. Well, actually they run.  Why is that?  You know what we do and why?  You should be on your knees thanking us.  Instead, you all act like we are the plague.”

      Jade felt rage roll through her.  Her body became empowered as she got up and stood before him.  She couldn’t stop herself.  “Really? You think we should get on our knees and thank you.  Are you crazy?  Do you know what the leaders of the ones who came before you did to my pack?  You killed the alpha who didn’t deserve to die.  Instead, you killed him when you knew he was under a witch’s spell.  Why?  Because you hate my people.  Deep down, you are nothing but natural born killers.”

      Cosmo snorted.  “Is that what you think of us or is that what you were made to believe?  That’s not the reason he was killed.  That’s why we are here, little girl.  You can never understand why we do this job.  Life is easy for you.  We deal in the real and now.  It’s an ugly world out there, and there are quite a few shifters who would rather kill every human and start a war.  I heard why he was killed, but if he was under a witch’s spell, then he was marked in the head and his wolf would have never stopped killing.  That’s why he was killed.”

      “You don’t understand.  The spell was broken and he was okay.  He just needed some time to—”

      “To what, Jade?  Realize that he had killed his mate?  Even if he was under a witch’s spell, he would have never been right in the head once he knew he had killed his life mate.”  Jade sat down hard in her seat.  “I think you know that, but if it makes you feel better to blame someone, then I guess that’s us.  That was a long time ago and it wasn’t Lennox or me.”

      Jade’s throat tightened as she looked away.  He was right.  The alpha would have never been right after what he’d done.   He could have never gone on without his mate.  Knowing he couldn’t break the spell before he killed her would have been unbearable.

      “Do you know where Kenton Road is?”  Cosmo asked, bringing her out of her thoughts.

      “Huh, yeah, of course.”

      “Meet me there tomorrow around eight in the morning.  There is an old barn there.  We can start your training, and nobody will have to know but us.  I don’t think anyone needs to know that a Death Hunter is teaching you survival skills, right?”

      “Uh, okay.”  Jade was still reeling from what Cosmo had just said.  She needed to defend her alpha. He was such a good man.  At least he needed a chance to prove himself.  “You’re wrong—” Jade turned to tell Cosmo, but he was gone.

      Getting up, she looked around the porch. He was nowhere to be found.  The man had vanished into thin air.  She pushed her wolf forward and inhaled.  Nothing, not one damn scent from the hunter.  Tomorrow she would fight for her alpha.  She owed him that.  Even if it was just telling him off.

      Jade looked over at Get Your Grub as customers walked outside.  Tonight, she would be there with her alphas and maybe she would know why the Death Hunters were still in New Hope.  Why did they keep coming here? They didn’t live in Georgia.  They lived in Virginia. Why did Cosmo want to train her?  All these unanswered questions.  It didn’t make sense.  Turning, she walked back into the store.  Tonight, she would get answers.
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      Why was she changing clothes for the fifth time?  These weren’t her clothes to begin with.  They belonged to the store, but Quinn insisted she try on the dress.  Her alpha gave her some stupid story that she bought the dress because she thought it would look great on her, and it did. But she had never worn a dress this short or tight.  Turning in a circle, Jade smiled at her reflection.  Quinn made her put boots on, and she had to agree, they made her look different.  The dress and boots made her look pretty awesome.

      “You like?”  Quinn asked.

      “I have to say that I do, but I can’t let you pay for this, Quinn.  I will pay for it.”

      “Okay, let’s make a trade.  I love the new starburst bracelet you made and it will be equal in value.  How’s that suit you?”

      Jade ran to the counter and took her new bracelet, starburst, out of the case and put it on Quinn’s wrist.  “It will look great with your dress.”

      Holding her arm up to the light, Quinn smiled.  “Jade, you do beautiful work.  You make all the stones sparkle when you put it together with the gold beads.  How do you know which ones to use?”

      Shrugging, Jade said, “I don’t know.  I get an idea in my head and I add the stones that most resemble the piece I name.  I love color.  It makes me smile when I don’t have anything to smile about.”

      Quinn put her arm around Jade and turned her toward the mirror.  “Look at you.  You are so beautiful, Jade Cross.  We all have scars and marks, but it’s what’s inside that is considered real beauty.  You are just lucky enough to have them inside and out.”

      Jade smiled and leaned her head against Quinn.  She loved her alpha’s mate.  She knew what to say at all the right times.

      “Are you ladies ready?”  Arden, her alpha, leaned against the wall, waiting.

      “Hey, baby.”  Quinn rushed over to her mate and planted a kiss on him.  Jade blushed as she watched the couple.  They were truly in love.  She felt like a fool just staring.

      Arden glanced at her and smiled. “You look beautiful, Jade.”

      “Come on, you slow pokes.”  Simone and her brother were at the adjoining door of the bakery.  As Jade walked to the door, Bane’s eyes widened.

      “Look at you, little sister.  You look beautiful, Jade.  The dress is pretty too.”

      Her hand went to his as they stood staring at each other.  “Thank you, big brother.”  Bane always told her she was beautiful, but she saw something in his eyes tonight.  Maybe he really meant what he was saying.

      “I love that dress, Jade.  It looks perfect on you.  Quinn was right when she said she thought of you when she bought it,” Simone said.

      “Thank you.”  Jade glanced down at herself.  “I think it’s quite pretty myself.”

      “Let’s go.”  Arden motioned for everyone to walk out.

      “So, we still don’t know what Lennox wants?”  Bane asked, changing the subject.

      “Maybe he just wants to fellowship at Get Your Grub,” Quinn said.

      Jade and Simone both looked at each other.  They knew what was coming.

      “You know, maybe he needed some grub at Get Your Grub and wanted to fellowship with the best pack ever,”  Quinn added.

      “Please, please, I beg you to stop saying, Get Your Grub.”  Arden turned, pleading with his mate.

      Quinn pointed at Simone.  “I win. I told you I could get him to say it.”

      “Dang it, Arden.  I bet Simone that you wouldn’t say it and now I have to pay up,” Bane said, pulling his wallet out.

      “I can’t believe you still think the name is so funny, Quinn.  I wake up in the middle of the night and find her laughing.  When I ask what’s so funny, she just says, let’s go to Get Your Grub tomorrow to eat.  This is all the time.  You would think the amusement had worn off the name by now.”

      “Never,” Quinn said as they walked inside.

      “Welcome folks to Get Your Grub.”   Teresa Goodwin, the waitress, yelled from behind the counter.  “Your party is already in the back.”  Jade waved at Teresa as she passed.  She’d always loved T. She was a member of their pack and her babysitter when she was young.  When Bane had to work, T volunteered to take care of her.  She was fun, too, with a wicked sense of humor.

      “Thanks, T,” Arden said as they passed.

      Jade told herself to calm down.  Her stomach felt like she’d swallowed a barrel of grasshoppers.  Why was she so nervous?  She had been in the same room with the Alpha of the Death Hunters before, but for some reason this felt different and now he was always staring at her.

      As soon as they entered the room, the alpha stood.  He was taller than her brother and much bigger.

      Of course, his beta Cosmo Fitzgerald was with him.  She hoped he never said anything about their meeting today.  The least amount they knew, the better.  Plus, she wasn’t going anyway.

      But the one she wanted to see was Lennox Bartley and his beautiful black hair and green eyes.  His beard was pretty awesome too.  She liked how it was longer than most men wore it.  It wasn’t too shaggy but it wasn’t close to the skin either.  There it was again, the intense staring.

      Why did he focus on her?  Because of the scars. How stupid was she?  Of course, it was the ugly disfigurement down her face.  Why else would he be staring?  Jade wanted to kick herself.  She thought that maybe. . .no, stop it.  Lennox Bartley, Alpha of the Death Hunters, wasn’t staring at her because he liked her or thought she was pretty.  No, it was because of the scars.  Like most people, he couldn’t stop staring once he noticed them.  Now she felt like a complete idiot.
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      “Lennox.”  Arden nodded at the alpha.  It took him a minute to look away from her, which was strange.  In fact, everyone glanced in her direction.

      Clearing his throat, Lennox motioned toward the chairs across from him.  “Alpha, please sit.  I know you’re wondering why I asked you here today.”  Then he did it again, he turned and glared at her.

      “Whatever you need to tell me, you can say in front of Jade if that’s what you’re worried about,” Arden advised.

      Lennox looked away and sat.  “I’m not much on chitchat so I’ll get right to the point.  I have purchased the land to the south of you.  Mark Brantley’s land.  He sold it to me two weeks ago and I plan on moving the Death Hunters there, permanently.”

      Jade held her breath waiting for her alpha to explode, but nothing.  In fact, Arden was too quiet and her brother too.  Nobody was saying anything and that made her nervous.  She could feel the power coming off her alpha, traveling out through the link that connected all of the pack to him.

      “Why?”  Arden asked.  His voice was filled with dominance.  She grasped her hands together under the table and squeezed.  The power in her alpha’s voice had that kind of effect on her and all the pack.  In fact, she wanted to crawl to the floor and show him her obedience.  It was stifling hot as the two dominant alphas continued to stare at each other.

      “It’s time for the Death Hunters to find some land of our own and make a home for ourselves.  The pack is restless and we need some stability.  It’s been way overdue.  I got the council’s approval yesterday.”

      “Why did you choose the land next to mine?”  Arden asked.

      “I like the area and the land calls to me and the Hunters.  We all felt it when we came to your territory.  Just so you know, the council has also allowed for us to have mates,” Lennox added, looking to her again.

      “Why do you keep looking at my sister,” Bane growled.  His voice was low, but everyone heard the annoyance in his voice, including Lennox.

      “Because she is one of the reasons I chose this land.”

      “Oh shit.  Bane calm down,” Simone said, grabbing her mate’s hand.

      “What are you talking about?”  Arden asked, putting his hand on Bane’s shoulder.

      “Jade Cross, your sister, is my mate.”  Lennox’s eyes never left hers as he said her name.

      “You son of a bitch.  You can forget that.  You will never have my sister.”  Jade jumped as Bane’s chair slid across the room crashing into another table.  Her instincts told her to run, but she had to hear him say it again.  She was sure she misunderstood what he was saying.  The smell of fur brought her out of the haze.  Bane was breathing hard and his nostrils flared and she knew what that meant.  Her brother was about to lose his cool.  She had only seen it a few times, but when he blew, it took days to get him back from his wolf.

      Arden was trying to calm him down but nothing seemed to be working.  She had to do something.  Standing, Jade slammed her hand against the table.  She let her wolf give her strength, getting everyone’s attention as the table cracked in the middle.  Even Bane turned his head in her direction at the power she showed.  Then they all looked at the table.  How did she do that?

      “Jade, how—”

      “Stop it, Simone.  It was already cracked or something.  Now let’s all calm down.”  Jade put her hands out to both sides of the table.  “That includes you, brother.  Just because someone says that they’re your mate, doesn’t mean we have to accept it.  Isn’t that correct, Alpha?”

      “Yes, Jade, you’re correct, but…”

      Holding her hand in the air, Jade cut her alpha from speaking any further.  “I’m my own person and nobody will tell me what to do.”  Jade pointed at Bane.  “Brother, with all due respect, that includes you.”  Then she pointed at Lennox.  “Does everyone understand that?”

      Lennox never said a word, his lips turned upward into a smile.  He would consider this a challenge.  She saw it in that sadistic smile he was giving her.  Didn’t matter.  She was her own person.  He was mistaken and there was no sense in getting excited about something that would never happen.

      “You can’t have her.  Do you hear me?  I won’t allow it,” Bane shouted.

      “Bane, will you take me home?  I’m tired,” Jade asked.

      Pointing his finger at Lennox, Bane’s voice became dangerous. “You leave her alone.  She’s been through enough in her life and she deserves someone who will cherish her.  Not a killer like you.”

      Jade moved around Simone and grasped her brother’s hand and gently pulled, getting his attention.  “Let’s go, Bane.  Let the alpha do his job.”

      Bane hesitated but Simone helped Jade by placing herself in front of her mate’s view.  She grabbed his face and pulled it toward her.  “Look at me.”  Bane had no choice but to obey.  This was his mate.  “Now start walking, bad boy.”

      Jade glanced back and found Lennox watching her as she walked around the corner.  She never expected that.  Oh my, what will I do now?  He said I was his mate.  That can’t be true.  She wasn’t an alpha.  She didn’t like to fight, and she sure didn’t like drama.  She wanted to be happy working and having fun with her friends and family.  Lennox Bartley made a huge mistake.  Maybe he was just attracted to her.   Boy, this was such crap.  All she could think to do was run.  Yeah, big mate material.

      Nothing was said as they walked back to Southern Treasures.  This couldn’t have been real.

      “Don’t you worry, Jade.  He won’t ever touch you.  I will make sure of it,” Bane said, pacing in front of the store.

      “What?”  Jade was thinking about something else.

      “I will never let him near you.  He’s wrong.   He can’t be your mate,” Bane said.

      Jade heard her brother loud and clear.  This proved to her that her own brother had so little confidence in her.  His words hurt her more than he would ever know.  She knew he wasn’t her mate, but couldn’t he at least give her the benefit of the doubt?

      “Like you said, Bane, the alpha wouldn’t choose anyone like me.”  Jade walked toward her car.  “See you both tomorrow.”

      Bane ran over and put his hand on her arm.  “Jade, that’s not what I meant.  I didn’t mean that he wouldn’t choose you because of…”

      “What, Bane, because of this?”  Pointing at her face, Jade laughed.   “You said it right the first time.  Don’t you understand? I see what everyone else sees.  I look at myself in the mirror all the time.  It’s okay, though.  I know my place in the pack and I know that Lennox Bartley is off his rocker.  He doesn’t have to worry about me being mad or trying to make him honor what he said.”  Jade fought back the tears.  She wasn’t going to cry.  When she was alone, she would break down, but not here, not now.  She didn’t need to see the pity in her brother’s eyes, again and again.

      Jade grabbed her brother’s hand. “I won’t embarrass you.  Let’s just forget this ever happened.  Okay?”

      Bane pulled his sister to him.  She could feel the tears as they slipped down her face.

      “You, silly girl. Nobody would dare think you weren’t good enough for him.  I’m saying you are too good for him and the scars are battle wounds and anybody who says any differently, I will beat them to a pulp.  You are beautiful, don’t you see that?”

      Jade huffed out a laugh.  It sounded muffled because Bane had a death grip holding her against him.  “You have to say that.  You’re my brother and I know you love me.  But stop lying to me.  I’m all grown up now and you are supposed to tell the truth.”

      Simone put her hand on Jade’s shoulder. “Lord, girl, you are so mixed up in that head of yours.  I could beat the crap out of those girls who teased you when you were younger giving you that misguided attitude.  Boy, they did a number on you and now you are continuing the trend.

      “Stop thinking you’re not special, Jade, because you are.  And when I say special, I’m talking about how lovely you really are.”   Simone’s eyes sparkled like the sun.  Her wolf was close to the surface. “You know, Jade Cross, I’ve seen beautiful women in my life but none compare to you.

      “So, what? You have scars. That gives you character, and let’s not forget that vibrant personality you have.  Even when I don’t want to be happy, your smile always puts me in a better mood. You are beautiful in every way that counts.  I haven’t met many women who fit in every category that matters.  You’re beautiful, smart, honest, talented, hard worker, and most of all, you are loyal, Jade. Does that make sense?  I can’t tell because Bane has your face shoved against his chest.”  Simone pulled Jade away from Bane.  “Let the girl breathe, dude.”

      “Silly girl.  I love you and I will do whatever it takes to make sure you’re happy,” Bane said, looking back at the restaurant.

      “Bane, I can handle this.  Please don’t start something with the Death Hunters.  That’s all the alpha needs.  We have come so far in getting along.  For once, let me handle my own problems.  It’s time for you to step down and let me take care of my life.”

      Simone snorted, but Bane was going to be a problem.  She only hoped he didn’t do anything that would ruin the harmony.

      “That man has lost his mind if he thinks he is going to mate with you and make you the queen of his pack.  I’m sorry, baby sister, but that’s non-negotiable.  He would eat you alive.  The man is crazy and never in their history have the Death Hunters been able to take a mate.   The council knew what would happen.  These men are wilder than most shifters.  That’s why they are chosen.  Don’t you see it in his eyes?  Death and more death.  They thrive on it, Jade.  They need it to survive.”

      “Like I told you before, brother, you are not my boss.  I will make my own decisions.”

      His expression hardened as he stared back at her. Knowing that look, she knew that Bane would never let her out of his sight now.  “No, Jade.  It’s not going to happen.  I’m sorry to tell it to you like this, but I don’t want you to want something you can’t have.  Now, let’s go home,” Bane said, his mouth set in a hard line.  He opened the door for his mate then waited for her to get in her car.

      “When are you going to stop treating me like I’m ten years old? I’m a grown woman.  A grown woman.”  Jade snapped.  Before he could say anything else, Jade turned around then ran to her car and left her brother and Simone in the parking lot.  Looking in the rearview mirror, she said to herself, “And If I want him as my mate then nobody is going to stop me.  Take that.  Now, I don’t want to talk about this anymore,”  Jade said, turning up the radio.  Anger traveled through her body.  Bane wasn’t going to control her life anymore.  It was time everyone realized that.

      She needed to run.  She needed to be free.  Her wolf would calm her down.
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      “What are you doing, Lennox?  Have you lost your mind, telling me and my beta that Jade is your mate?  You have to be incorrect,” Arden said. He gritted his teeth almost to the point of breaking.

      Lennox leaned in and said, “I don’t make mistakes.  Jade Cross is my mate and there is nothing you can do about it.”

      “Woo, hold on a minute, boys.  Let’s look at this and talk about it before someone gets hurt,” Quinn said, rubbing her mate’s arm.

      “I like you.  You’re the smart one of the bunch,” Cosmo said, smiling at Quinn.

      “Lennox, how do you know Jade is your mate?”  Quinn asked.

      Lennox Bartley pulled his death stare away from her mate.  “I have scented her, and that’s not something we can change.  You know that.”

      A flush crept up her face, recognizing what he said was true.  Dear God, he was telling the truth, and from how her mate blew out a deep breath, he knew it too.

      “How long have you known?”  The color drained from her mate’s face.  This was bad.  Jade wasn’t alpha enough for this man.  He would kill her.

      “Day one arriving on your land.  I scented her before I saw her, but once I did, my bear knew and he won’t settle until she is ours.”

      “Jade is…”

      “Special!  I know what kind of person she is.  I’ve watched her and I know she’s not an alpha, but she can handle her own. I won’t let anything or anyone treat her wrong or hurt her in any way.”

      Picking up a bread stick and taking a big bite, Cosmo smiled. “That’s why he purchased the land next to yours.  That way she would always be close to family and the store.  He knows that’s important to her,” Cosmo said, winking at Quinn.

      “You can’t make that promise, Lennox.  When your enemies find out you have a mate, you will put a big bull’s-eye on her head.  You know I’m right.”

      “My pack will handle that.  I won’t ever leave her unprotected.  She can stay with her brother when I have to go out of town.  I will be with her all the other times.”

      “You don’t understand.  Jade is special, yes, but she doesn’t think like a shifter does.  She’s very traditional by human standards, not by ours.  She wants to get married like humans do, and she wants her own home to decorate and take care of.  Jade is very nurturing.  She tries to take care of everyone in the pack.  She’s one of the best people I know.  I don’t want her to get hurt.  She has to be held with kid gloves,” Quinn explained.

      “Hold on a minute,” Cosmo interrupted, “are y’all talking about a puppy or a wolf who grew up in a pack.  Did your pack not teach her anything?  I mean, you act like she’s made of porcelain.  She’s a shifter and would probably shock you at what she can do.”

      Lennox watched the alpha closely.  He was certain Arden cared deeply about Jade, but he realized that the wolf alpha wasn’t telling him everything.  “No, she isn’t a normal shifter.  That’s what I’m trying to tell you.  Jade is different.  She hated training to fight.  She couldn’t even take up for herself when other girls in the pack picked on her.  We sheltered her from anyone hurting her.  She’s not made like us. When she was attacked, it traumatized her and everyone protected her.”

      “Seems to me, you did her an injustice by sheltering her.  No wonder she never looks anyone in the eyes.  She needs to learn to take up for herself, and if that means getting put on her ass, then she will be educated from it.  When she realizes she doesn’t like it, she will adapt to what she did wrong, and find a way to correct it.  Come on, didn’t y’all teach her any kind of self-defense skills that would help her take care of herself?  I’ve seen your guards. They all seem to be squared away, but don’t your women know anything except how to—”

      Arden’s chair slammed against the wall as he shot up.  Leaning forward, he placed his hands on the table.  “Finish that statement, bear, and you will see what I’ve taught my mate.”

      “Okay, that’s enough.”  Quinn glared at Lennox.  “Is this what it’s going to be like once the pack moves in next to us?  Bar fights, pack wars, simply because your people don’t know how to play nice.  If you think for a moment that Jade will just glide on over to your land with that type of attitude, you are sadly mistaken.  She’s not desperate for a mate.

      “At the end of the year, she will be a multi-millionaire.  So, she doesn’t need your money or your support, and like I said earlier, Jade is different.  Just because you say she is your mate doesn’t mean she is just going to hike up her skirt and let you do the dirty with her.  You act like she should be thankful you chose her.”

      Quinn took in a deep breath and held up her finger to Lennox. “You’ve been out of the dating game, it looks like to me.  All I can say is if you want to win Jade Cross then you had better change your ways.  You got to give a lot more then this to win her heart.  I will say this and then we’re leaving before my mate starts drawing blood.  If you really care for Jade and she is really your mate, then it might behoove you to get to know her and what she really loves in life.  And, buddy, that includes her pack.”

      Arden was already pulling his mate out the door when she said the last word.  He watched as they both disappeared.  He sat in silence until Cosmo brought him out of his haze.  “Well, buddy, you have a lot of girl training to do.  I don’t think you made any new friends tonight.”

      Lennox turned and stared at his beta.  His bear wanted to swipe its claws right across Cosmo’s face right now.  This hadn’t gone as he had planned and now his beta was pissing him off.

      “I can tell that you want to change and rip my face off.  Don’t cha?” Cosmo asked, picking up another bread stick.  “But that’s going to have to wait.  You made me be here to find out that the woman you are choosing is a wolf and…”  Cosmo put his finger up like the female alpha did and his beta knew how angry that made him.  “Now, let me finish, not only is she a wolf but you just pissed off her whole pack.  How are you going to get the girl if you continue to piss everyone off?  I’m so hungry, can we just eat now?”

      Lennox couldn’t hold it in any longer. Thrusting out his left arm, he tried to hit Cosmo into the wall, but he was expecting it.  Cosmo laughed as he ran around the table with another bread stick in his hand.  “Come on, man, let’s eat and figure out what to do next.”

      Swallowing his growl, Lennox watched as the door to the back room opened.  The waitress walked in with different types of appetizers.  Cosmo had ordered them when they arrived.

      “Food, finally.”  Cosmo rushed over and helped the waitress unload the tray she was carrying.  She was scanning the room looking for the others.  Her scent told him that she was a wolf and probably part of Arden’s pack.

      “Did the alpha leave?”  the waitress asked, looking around the room.

      “Yep, but he told us the food was great here,” Cosmo said, pilling as much food onto his plate that he could.

      The waitress put her hand on her hip.  Usually, she was smiling, but right now she was giving him a death look and he knew that kind of look when he saw one.  “What did you do?  Now, I know you did something bad to make poor Jade leave.  She loves the special and never misses a chance to eat it.  So, what did you two do?”

      “I…did…nothing,” Cosmo said with his mouth open. Before he knew it, the waitress popped Cosmo on the back of the head.

      “Hey!”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full.  That’s rude.”

      “Now, I will ask again, what did you do?”  Teresa asked, staring at him.

      Lennox had no plans on telling a complete stranger what had happened.  It didn’t matter that she was part of the Dixon pack, he wasn’t.  Getting up, he laid down a hundred-dollar bill and walked out leaving Cosmo to answer.  He had some thinking to do and figure out how he was going to win a wolf.
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      Jade sat on her bed, shaking.  She held it all in until she could be alone.  She shifted, letting her wolf go.  No matter where it took her, it would take the pain away.  Lennox Bartley said she was his mate.  It had to be a mistake, but…”

      No, she wasn’t going to let this ruin her run.  She needed this to escape what was now a major problem for her and the pack.  Jade ran as fast as she could.  Letting the wind blow through her fur.  She didn’t stop until she made it back to her cabin.  She used her head to close the door, then shifted.

      “Knock, knock.”

      She scented Quinn at the door.  Taking a quick look in the mirror, she grabbed a robe and patted her hair down.  Taking a deep breath, she opened the door.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.”  Quinn stood there.

      “What?  Why are you staring at me again?”  Jade looked down at her robe.  “I just got back from a run.”

      “I wanted to check on you to make sure you were okay.”  Quinn moved into the room and closed the door behind her.

      “Of course.  Why wouldn’t I be?”  What a stupid thing to say.

      “Jade, it’s me, Quinn.  Come on.  One of the biggest and baddest alphas around just named you as his mate.  Oh, yeah, I’m a little concerned how you are taking that news.”

      Turning, Jade shuffled to her desk and sat on the edge.  She didn’t want Quinn to see her expression.  Every time she heard it, it sounded worse.  “I’m fine.  Doesn’t matter to me what he thinks.  I’m my own person.  I can choose who I mate with.”

      “Jade,” Quinn said, sitting on the side of the bed.  “Do you feel anything toward him.  I know you remember what you said to me about mates.  Well, it was true.  I tried my best to stay away from Arden in the beginning, but I couldn’t.  The mating pull is going to get you, girl, and you won’t be able to control it.  I’m worried about you trying to overcome the mating pull. It can do stuff to you mentally. Trust me, I tried and it made me wild. You remember how I acted.  Plus, I don’t want you to move.”

      Standing up quickly, Jade huffed. “I’m not moving anywhere.  Who said I was moving?”  Jerking around quickly, Jade whispered, “Does Arden want me to leave now?”

      Grabbing her hand, Quinn pulled her to sit by her on the bed.  “Of course not.  This is your home, but like me, when it finally clicked with me and Arden, I couldn’t stand to be without him.  Even now, I can’t stand to be without him.  If I’m at the store, I think about him,” Quinn said, nudging her in the arm.

      “What do you think we’re doing in my office all those times during the day.”  Raising her eyebrow, Quinn winked at her.  “It’s the mating pull and I’m telling you that it’s going to be difficult for you to stay here.  You will want to be with him all the time.”

      Shaking her head, she replied, “That’s not me.  I love my job and my pack.  Why should I leave.  I don’t know him, Quinn, and everything I’ve heard is bad.  We’re not even compatible.  Arden hates him and I’m not even going to say what Bane wants to do to him.  I bet my brother is camped out right now just waiting for him to cross over onto Dixon land so he can shoot him. Giving him a reason to kill him.  This is crazy!  I can’t believe this is happening to me.

      “I’m nobody, Quinn. He’s an alpha.  He scares the crap out of me.  He’s so big, and like you said, wild looking. He probably expects me to just lie down with him and I’m not like that. I want…” Jade turned, sucking back the tears.  She wouldn’t let this ruin her life.

      Quinn pulled Jade close to her.  “I’m not that kind of wolf.  I’ve never…”  Jade let the tears fall.  She couldn’t hold it in anymore.  She was scared to death.  And she knew Quinn was right, but she didn’t want to believe it.

      Quinn got up and went to her window and looked out.  “Nobody is going to make you do anything you don’t want to do.  Not even that fat head alpha.  I promise.   Try to get some sleep.  Tomorrow will be a better day and we will figure this out, together.”

      Jade nodded, knowing this wouldn’t be that easy.  “I think I will take a shower.”  She needed for Quinn to leave before she fell apart.  They all thought she was weak and if she broke down like she wanted, it would be impossible for anyone to take her seriously ever again.  She was having trouble believing in herself to make a rational decision without asking someone what they thought.  This was something she had to do for herself.

      “That sounds good.  Just relax in the tub and try not to worry about any of this.”

      Quinn winked at her before she closed her door.  This would be all she could think about.  She knew what the mating pull was.  Her brother and Simone and Arden and Quinn all fell prey to it, but right now, she didn’t feel anything like they described.

      Lennox had to be wrong.  All she felt was how scared she was.  Of course, she was attracted to him, but he had never asked her out.  He would think that was stupid and if she didn’t make this right, it could easily pull her pack apart and that was out of the question.

      She would talk to Lennox tomorrow and tell him he was wasting his time and to rethink this and she was sure he would realize he was wrong.  “He made a mistake and there is nothing else to say about it.”

      Jade walked to her bathroom.  “The alpha is wrong and I plan on telling him that tomorrow.”  Yes, that was what she was going to do.  Now she had to find the nerve to do it.
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        * * *

      

      Oh, my little wolf, you are mine and I never make mistakes.  Lennox inhaled deeply, scenting his mate through the window.  Her scent was sweet like candy apples, but he couldn’t stop thinking about what she said.  She was scared of him and she had never what? Been with a man like him or. . .no way, not at her age.

      She couldn’t be a virgin.  Nothing good had ever come of wondering what if.  No, whatever it was, he would deal with it like he dealt with anything.  She would submit to him and tell him why she was scared of him and what she meant by that little statement, but he had to be careful or she would know he was eavesdropping on her conversations.

      He scented the guard as he stood beneath his mate’s small veranda. The wolf knew something was off, but he couldn’t scent him.  That’s the way he liked it.  He needed to check in on his mate from time to time and he wasn’t going through her brother to do it.  Bane Cross had another thing coming if he thought he was keeping his mate from him.

      He couldn’t see into the bathroom window, but he could hear the water running.  More wolves were already moving in his direction.  They may not smell him, but they knew something wasn’t right.  Lennox waited until the wolf finally walked to the front of the house then dropped to the ground and ran toward his property.  The guards never even heard him.  He was good at this and had years of practice.  Surveillance was what they did best. He was good at killing too, but nobody ever got the jump on him and they never would.

      He could see his property line when something, or somebody, fell from the tree, cutting off his escape.  “I thought it was you on the veranda, and I was right.”  Quinn Dixon stood, smiling.

      How the hell. . .  He never even scented her or heard a sound.  The insects chirped away like she wasn’t even there.  “How did you do that?”

      “You’re not the only one with talents.”  Quinn held her hand up and it started glowing.

      “You’re a witch with more talents then I knew about.”

      “Yes, and a shifter.  I thought you knew that?  I thought you knew everything about the pack you are investigating.”

      “I knew you were a witch, but now I see that you are a special kind of witch.  Hmm.”  Lennox’s hand patted his beard down.  It was a thing with him when he was stumped.  “So, what do you want?”

      “Let me ask you the same question since you are on my land without permission.  I think you need to answer that first.”

      “You said you knew I was on the veranda.  How did you know?”  Lennox asked.  He knew he hadn’t made a sound that anyone could pick up, and he sure as hell knew that his scent was masked, so how did the witch know?

      “Like you, I also know how to mask my scent and to make the animals feel comfortable around me.  They don’t seem to feel threatened by me as much as you.”  She was right, there wasn’t a sound in the woods from any insect or animal.

      “They know a predator is around,” he said. “This is natural when one shows up, but you, on the other hand, are dabbling in black magic.”

      “No, I never use black magic.  Never,” Quinn spit out.  “I know some spells that my grandmother taught me.  It doesn’t last long but I got here just in time.  You should have scented me a few yards back.”

      “I did, but again it’s your property and I’m sure you check your perimeter, right?”

      Quinn snorted. She stood quietly looking, no, staring at him, but like the smart wolf, he too could play this game.  “Is Jade really your mate?”

      “I already told you.”  Lennox didn’t like to be questioned, especially by a woman.

      “Then you should know that Jade is like no other wolf that I’ve come across.  She is special—”

      “Yes, I know she is special…”

      Quinn stepped closer to him. “No, you don’t understand.  She is an innocent.  She’s never—”

      Lennox grabbed her arm. “What…what are you not telling me about my mate?”

      Quinn whispered something to herself, and he felt the heat, then BAM…Lennox fell backwards releasing her arm.  “Witch!”  he spit out.

      “Don’t you ever touch me.”

      Quinn Dixon had powerful magic.  “How did you do that?  I’ve never felt magic like that except…”

      “Yes, yes, I know, except black magic.  You have never come across my family.  My grandmother was one of the Old Ones and she taught her granddaughter well.    The older I get, the more I will learn from the Old Ones.  They only teach who they choose.  I was just chosen this year after my grandmother made her request.  They can only choose…”

      “Just one.  Yes, I know.  I didn’t see anything in your background that linked you to the Old Ones. How?”  Lennox knew about the Old Ones and their power.  They gave the Death Hunters the masking power and all the other gifts they used.  But he knew something was wrong, who was the grandmother that wasn’t in his file?

      “One day, if you treat Jade like a queen, I will tell you, but only then,” Quinn said.

      “Jade is a virgin?”  Lennox whispered.  There he said it.

      “Yes, yes, she is.  Does that matter to you that she is not experienced?  I know you are probably used to…”

      “Stop, please, don’t say another word.  You act like I’m a caveman going to throw her over my shoulder and run away.” Lennox couldn’t believe he was even having this conversation with her.  “Why am I even talking to you.  It’s none of your business.”

      Her mouth set in a hard line and he knew what was coming.  “When it comes to Jade Cross, it is my business.”

      Lennox crossed his arms over his chest, and asked, “You scared you won’t get your cut from her business.”

      He felt the magic as it cracked through the air.  Instead of throwing it at him, she stood very still, waiting.  He had to admit he deserved it.  He was being an ass.  Everything he had learned about Quinn Dixon was all good.  She had a shit head for a father, but thankfully, she didn’t get his less than desirable qualities.  Thankfully, he wasn’t on the council.

      “That was mean and untrue, and if you knew your mate, you would know that when it comes to business, Jade isn’t going to let someone take advantage of her.  I love that woman and I only want the best for her and if that means me standing out here without my mate knowing, trying to help your stupid ass. . .”  Quinn exhaled loudly.

      “I don’t like lying to my mate so I’m going to tell him that I came here trying to help Jade.  She deserves to be happy and not just because someone is willing to take her but because she is beautiful, sweet, kind hearted, and most of all, I see something in Jade that nobody has.  Magic.  I don’t know what kind, but whatever it is, it’s buried deep within her and it may never come out, but she is blessed with it, so you better treat her right, Alpha, or you will have me to deal with.”

      “You’re right. You didn’t deserve that.”  Lennox admitted.  If she had information about Jade, then he would do whatever it took to find out.  “You said magic.  What do you mean it’s buried deep within her?”

      Quinn cleared her throat. “Okay, I think Jade needs someone like you, and to be honest, you definitely need someone like Jade to help with that stellar personality of yours.  I know all you alphas are like—hey, look at me. I’m the best out there, but you’re not.  None of you are, well, maybe my mate, but any hoo.   Like I was saying, Jade has a sweet nature and she is truly a good person, but I don’t know what kind of magic it is. I just see it in her and it may never manifest itself, but it’s there.  So, I wouldn’t piss her off.

      “She tries to take care of everyone in the pack and it doesn’t matter if you are old or young.  But here is the important stuff you need to know because, let me go ahead and break it down for you, Jade isn’t going to give in on these deal breakers.”

      Lennox paused, checking the woods just to make sure nobody from his pack was watching.  He would never live down letting a wolf tell him how it was going to be.  He couldn’t smell anyone or see them, but that didn’t matter. Like him, they could mask their scent and sure as hell stay hidden.

      “First, Jade wants to get married with a white dress, flowers, the whole shebang. And she wants to wait to have sex until after she gets married—”

      “What?  Like the humans?  She’s a shifter, for fuck’s sake.  Why the hell does she want to do that?  We consummate the mating and that’s all we have to do.”

      Before he knew it, the damn wolf actually knocked on his head.  “Didn’t you hear me?  Jade isn’t like the other shifters.  She’s special.”

      Pointing his finger at her, Lennox gave a growl that would let everyone know he was there.  He could feel the don’t-go-there vein pop out in his neck. “Woman, if you do that again, I’m going to spank that little ass all the way back to your house.  Then I’m going to tell your mate exactly what you did.”

      Crossing her arms, Quinn shook her head.  “Really, do you think he is going to care.  He can’t stand you and now that I know you’re not even going to listen to what Jade wants.  Well, let’s just say you’re a typical man, no excuse me, typical alpha male.

      “You only think with one head and you don’t care how this is going to affect Jade.  You have already lost and you don’t even know it.  I feel sorry for Jade.  She has a mate who doesn’t care at all about her and what she wants in life.  It’s all about you.”

      Before he could tell this woman what he thought, the little alpha shifted and ran toward her house.  Shit, she was supposed to tell him everything.  “Jade wants to get married,” he said out loud.  Now he was talking to the trees.  He didn’t even know how to make that happen.  This was crazy.  Maybe he was mistaken about the wolf.  Maybe she wasn’t his mate.

      “So, your mate wants to get married like the humans?”  Cosmo asked, falling from the tree.

      “I knew someone was around.”  Lennox walked right past him without answering.

      “Of course, I’m your beta and I protect you and the hunters at all times.  When I heard the little wolf in the tree, I knew it was going to be good, so I waited.  I thought she was going to jump down on your back and claw you, but she doesn’t seem like the type.  She seems the kind of woman who would jump down but with an ax in her hand.  Man, she scares me.”

      He stopped and stared at his beta.  “You scare me with the stuff that comes out of your mouth.  Where do you come up with this nonsense?”

      And in Cosmo style, he gave a lopsided smile and said, “Movies, of course.  Come on, man, you’ve watched them with me, where the woman waits for the ex-lover and jumps out and kills the new girlfriend with a knife or, no, with a machete.  Except this one wasn’t your ex and she didn’t try to kill you.  However,” Lennox waited for it.  Shit, he’d seen it and he would never let him live this down.

      Clearing his throat, Cosmo broke out laughing, “When she knocked on your head, I just about fell from the tree.”

      There it was.  No matter what he did to the man, he would never stop talking about this.

      Cosmo held onto the tree holding his side, laughing.  He laughed all the way to the small cabin they had built.  Even the other members watched with smiles on their faces.  This was it, he was going to kill his beta.  Might as well, because he would tell them what happened and that would be.  He couldn’t even say it.

      Lennox grabbed hold of Cosmo and dragged him around the cabin.  “If you so much as breathe a word of this, I’m going to…”

      “What?”  Cosmo said still laughing.

      “I’m going to tell the guys you have a flower shop.”  And that did it, his brows drew together.  “Yes, Cosmo, I know you love those little white daisies and make sure the store has them on hand at all times.  Just so you can smell them.”

      “Okay,” Cosmo cleared his throat.  “Okay, I won’t say anything if you don’t.  But just so you know, everyone loves flowers and it’s a very profitable business.”

      “Deal, but we shake on it,” Lennox said, throwing his hand out.

      “Deal.”  Cosmo shook his alpha’s hand, but he could see the wheels turning in his beta’s head. “How did you know that?”

      “I know everything, Cosmo.  I know everything,” Lennox said, tapping the side of his head.

      “Well, you better know how to get married like the humans do or you won’t be consummating anything with the wolf who wants to do it like the humans do,” Cosmo said, walking off.

      Even though he hated to admit it, Cosmo was right.  He heard Jade say it.  She wanted to get married.  That meant having a ceremony and standing in front of everyone, looking at each other in the eyes.  Damn, then he was going to have to hold her hand and cut the cake together so they could take pictures.  Dear God in heaven, this was a total nightmare.

      Sliding down, Lennox had to come up with a plan.  That’s what he did, he planned, then acted.  Usually, it meant killing someone, but Jade was special and she did deserve everything she wanted in life.  Now he had to find out what kind of magic was inside her.  As if he didn’t have anything else to worry about.

      Hopefully, tomorrow would be a better day.  It had to be.
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      Jade glanced around making sure nobody was watching.  This property was off the main road, but her pack was always running through the woods.  She couldn’t believe she was even here.  “Why am I doing this?”

      “Because you want to be a bad ass.”

      Swinging her fist, Jade could feel her fingers making contact. She could feel her heart racing.  “Damn, girl, didn’t you see or hear me.”  Cosmo grabbed a hold of his nose.  “I think you’ve broken my nose.”

      Putting her hand over her mouth, Jade rushed to Cosmo’s side.  “I’m so sorry.  You scared me.  I didn’t mean to hit you, but you scared me.”

      “At least, I know you have a right hook.  We need to work on it though.  Before I’m done, I want you knocking me off my feet.  You know why?”

      “God no…why?”  Jade said, shaking her head.

      “It gives you enough time to catch the perp off guard and gives you a chance to escape or jump on him and kick his ass or kill him.  I would prefer you killed them.  Less problems.”

      Jade stepped back, placing her hand over her heart.  “I…I don’t want to kill anyone.  I could never do that.”

      Before she knew what hit her, Cosmo grabbed her, tying her hands behind her back then pushed her to the ground.  “Now what?”

      Jade froze in shock.  “What are you doing?  Let me go.”  She could feel the rush of her blood. Her voice was shaking.  Sweat rolled down her face and she had to do something.  Then the helpless feelings started coming back.  The bear was on top of her.  All she could see was the ground and the bright light.  Her face was pushed so hard against the dirt, she couldn’t breathe.  The pain.  The bear’s claw racked across her back.  It was going to eat her alive.  Just stay awake, she kept telling herself.  Fight, Jade, fight.

      “Let me go, let me go.”  Jade was in a full-on panic, screaming.  She couldn’t breathe.

      “Hey, hey.  Look at me!”  Cosmo jerked her up and pulled her chin toward his face.

      “No,” she screamed, breaking the rope and pushing him away.

      Cosmo flew through the air slamming against the wall.  The cracking noise echoed in her ears, but it wasn’t enough.  The bear was going to kill her.

      Shaking his head, Cosmo yelled, “Jade, Jade!  Stop!” He put his hands up and started walking toward her.  “Listen to me.  I’m not going to hurt you.  Okay?”

      Cosmo moved slowly.  “Hey, look at me.  I’m going to sit down.  Let’s talk about this and what just happened.”

      He held his hand up to her and helped her to the ground.  “I can’t do this.  I can’t.”  Jade jumped back up and started for the barn door.

      “That’s right, run, little wolf.  When you can’t control it, you run.  Someone will fight your battles for you.  They always have.  But you can’t run forever.  Sometimes you have to fight or you’re no use to your pack.”

      Jade stopped, leaning her head against the door she muttered, “I would never do that to my pack.”

      “Really?  That’s what it looked like to me.”

      Jade flinched.  She hated what he said.  Did everyone take up for her?  She would never run from helping her pack.  Never.  She loved every one of them.  Turning, Jade faced Cosmo.  “I don’t like being tied up.  I was mauled as a child and my hands got caught behind my back and I can’t stand it now.  But you don’t have the right to say that about me.  You don’t know me, and I love my pack.  I would never run and leave without helping any one of them.”

      “Then learn what to do when or if that happens to you again.  Your opponent wants you to panic.  They get off on it.  The more you panic, the stronger they get.  I can teach you all the tricks of the trade, Jade, but it’s not going to be easy.  I will not go easy on you.  Just because of who you are.”

      “Why are you wanting to help me?  You don’t even know me,” Jade asked.

      “Because my alpha is your mate, and one day you will submit to the mating pull and you will be my alpha’s mate.  That means you will be my alpha, and before I can support you, I have to know I can depend on you.

      “Trust is everything to the Hunters.  I trust each and every one of them.  I know what they will do and I know that I can count on them.  Think about it. When something comes at you, you need to know how to protect yourself from whatever or whomever.  If anything, ever happened to you, Jade, your mate, Lennox will die too.  He isn’t the kind to keep on living.  He already cares deeply for you now.  I’ve never seen him give up anything for anyone.”

      “What did he give up?”  Jade asked, inching toward Cosmo.  What did the alpha sacrifice for her?

      “He went to the council and told them he would give up his post as alpha over the Death Hunters if they didn’t allow him to take a mate and move to the land he had purchased for us.  Lennox was born to be an alpha and he’s good at his job.  Even the past alpha said he was the best he had ever seen.  And I know he’s the best alpha.”

      Recognition dawned on her face.  “You care for him?”

      “Of course, I do.  He’s my best friend and I want to see him happy for once.  You make him smile and I’ve never seen him smile.  When he gets so intense, it shoots through the pack and we all feel the pressure he is under, but now we feel like we can breathe.  It’s because of you, Jade.”

      Jade shook her head, glancing down at the ground.  “But he doesn’t even know me.  I’m not like the other girls.  He won’t be happy with me.  I know he won’t.  He’s more experienced.”

      “Okay, so what, you’re a virgin.  Doesn’t change anything.  Everyone had to learn during their first time.”

      Her voice hitched.  “How do you know?  Who told you?”

      Cosmo chuckled.   “Jade, I’ve been around a long time and I’ve seen a lot of women and you have it written all over you that you’re an innocent.”

      Jade gasped.  “I have it on me.  What?  How can you see that?  Oh God, do you think everyone knows?”

      Shrugging his shoulders, Cosmo answered, “Of course, they do, but there’s nothing wrong with it.”

      Now everyone knew she was a virgin.  She could never hold her head up again.  Everyone was probably laughing at her behind her back.

      “Do you know how many males would give their weight in gold to have a virgin as a mate?  They don’t have to contend with any jealously or see another male who had you before.  That will drive a man crazy dealing with that, but you, you will be perfect.  I’m sure you will run into some women from time to time that, well, you know, have been with Lennox.  But I think you can handle that.  Now, are you ready to start training because I don’t know how long I can keep Lennox from finding out.  He doesn’t need to know about this, okay?”

      She didn’t know where it came from, but her heart felt like someone had knocked her in the chest.  It made her blood boil.  What was this feeling?  She knew he was experienced, but she couldn’t control hearing about other women.

      “Other women?  What women?  Will there be women in your pack that have, you know?”

      “No, never with Lennox.  He always went outside the pack.”

      “Are you trying to make me mad.  Why are you telling me this stuff, Cosmo?”

      “I’m hoping it will piss you off so you will want to learn how to take up for yourself.  There may be women out there that don’t want to give him up.”

      “He has other girlfriends?  The man has other women that he’s sleeping with now?”  Jade wanted to throw up, but the urge to hit something was becoming overwhelming.

      “That’s what I want to see.  Your eyes are bright yellow right now.  You’re good and pissed off, aren’t you?”

      Jade couldn’t believe this.  Why was he deliberately trying to hurt her?  “You…you are. . .”

      “Mean?  Nah, not really, but I want you to understand that an alpha’s mate has to know how to defend herself and her pack if need be.  I’m not trying to hurt you, but I want you prepared.  So, Jade Cross, what’s it going to be?”

      What if her pack did believe she was a big fat chicken and would run from trouble.  She wanted them to know they could count on her.  She couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t react the way she should.  Bane practically said she couldn’t handle any kind of stress.  He wanted her to see a doctor about it.  She wanted more.  She wanted to be a bad ass like Quinn and Simone.  Someone they could depend on if trouble came knocking.  Biting her bottom lip, Jade blew out a breath and said, “I’m in.”

      “Good girl.  We have a lot to learn today, and Jade, how did you kick me so hard that I flew into the wall?”
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      Lennox carried the log to the cabin site and laid it on the ground.  This was going to be the perfect site for Jade’s new workshop.  He was still worried that it wouldn’t be good enough for her. Quinn told him she was going to be a multi-millionaire by the end of the year.   What Jade didn’t know was he, too, was a millionaire.  When his parents were killed, they left him a lot of money.  He invested wisely, and it had paid off.  Plus, not having to pay for anything while working with the council made him even richer.

      “Do you think she will like it, boss?”  Reed McDaniel asked. 

      Glancing down at the plans he had drawn out, Lennox made sure he had every detail on the paper.  “I think so. This one will be twice as big as the building she works out of now. I’ll make sure she has all the bells and whistles that she needs to make her business thrive.”

      Reed sat on the log, looking around at the land that belonged to the Death Hunters. “When are you going to tell everyone that you found your mate, Alpha?”

      “When the time is right. I don’t want to throw too much at the team.”  Lennox watched as the Death Hunters built a log cabin that would soon be their new home. Glancing at him, Lennox asked, “How do you feel about it?”

      Reed just laughed. “To be honest, I’m hoping that this will be the beginning of something new for all of us. I like having a place to call home.  I doubt I will ever find a mate.  I’m just made like that.  I like to be alone too much.”

      Lennox liked Reed, he always knew where he stood with him. If he wanted to know what he thought, all he had to do was ask.  But nobody needed to be alone.  He prayed that Reed and the other hunters would find a mate.  He wanted to see a new generation live on this land.

      “Are you looking for a mate, Reed?”

      “No, I don’t know what I’m looking for.  Like you said, Alpha. Maybe this is the beginning for all the hunters.”  Reed got up and started notching the log into place.

      If his plan worked, once the other Hunters saw him with a mate, they, too, would give in and allow a mate to come into their lives.  Lennox had a lot to accomplish before Jade became his mate. He had to go to town to pick up the equipment he had pre-ordered for Jade’s new workspace.  Now, he was waiting on Cosmo. He should have already returned from getting supplies.  That boy was always into something besides work.  Lennox sighed as he picked up another log and helped Reed nail it down.
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      Oliver Park stood at the bar watching the waitress wipe it down, again.  That’s what he liked about Harvey’s.  It was his kind of place.  Clean, but not high class. A small dance floor in the middle of the room, but hardly anyone danced. His pack could hang out and nobody bothered them. Glancing at the juke box, one of the regulars searched the song list.  If he played another love song, Oliver was going to put his fist through it.

      He had seen other shifters passing through town come inside to drink.  They even had a cross dresser who came in from time to time.

      Harvey’s was going to be his one day.  The owner just didn’t know it.  He had set up his pack here in South Carolina for a reason.  There weren’t too many shifters around and there wasn’t a lot of law enforcement to contend with.  Oh, he always paid the owner for broken chairs and tables his pack broke.  Even a window or two, but nobody said anything when they saw a claw come out.  There were scratches marking each and every table in this place.

      “Did you hear the news?” Carter ran into the bar, out of breath.  The man was nothing more than a fool.  The only reason he kept him alive was for information.  His parents worked at council headquarters and they lived in council territory.  If he needed intel, Carter could get it.

      Oliver leaned against the bar shaking his head.  “Calm yourself, wolf.  What now, UFOs landing?”

      The rest of the pack laughed as Carter pulled out a chair from the table and sat.  Oliver narrowed his eyes at the weakest link of his pack.

      Oliver’s beta, Danny kicked the chair and the stupid idiot finally got the message and got up.

      “Oh, sorry, Alpha. I didn’t know that was your chair.  I guess you haven’t heard?”  Carter smiled but it never reached his eyes.  The fool was enjoying himself too much.

      “Boy, you are trying my patience today.  Either spit it out or get up and leave.”

      “The Death Hunters have been granted the right to move away from the council.  They have purchased their own land.  And get this, they were given permission to take mates,” Carter said in a rush.

      Oliver studied the wolf closely. He couldn’t let the pack see how much that information meant to him. This might be the opportunity he had been waiting for.

      Oliver motioned for Carter to sit.  Every time he heard the Death Hunters’ name, it made him see red.  He knew there would come a day when he could seek his revenge on Lennox Bartley and the rest of the Death Hunters.

      “Where did you hear this?”  Oliver asked.

      “I still have contacts back home and I confirmed it by asking my mom.  They have already left the area,” Carter said.

      “Where did they go?”  Oliver could feel his heart pounding as the wolf continued.  This was it; the moment he had been waiting for.  He knew it.

      “Who gives a shit what those assholes are doing,” his newest member, Travis Pelt, said spiting on the floor. Travis was different from the others in his pack and the one he knew the least about.  He didn’t seem desperate.  Oh, he said he was kicked out of his pack years ago and got tired of traveling around.  Oliver decided to give him a chance and so far, he seemed okay, but the wolf didn’t know his history, and he didn’t like his tone.

      Leaning in closer, Oliver let his wolf come forward.  His wolf jumped inside him wanting to teach Travis to have more respect for him and the pain he endured because of Lennox Bartley.  Not now, he told his wolf.  Not now.  Just wait, this was the opportunity.

      Grabbing his shirt, Oliver got into the guard’s face, his voice lowered. “Because, you fool, this is the moment I’ve been waiting for.  When that bear finds his mate, I’m going to take her from him.  I want him to feel every blow to his chest when I kill her. He needs to feel that unforgivable pain just like I did.”

      Travis looked around at the other pack members, but they all knew the story.  He had hand-picked each and every one of them.  And it sure as hell wasn’t because of their morals.  They had all lost someone.  They had family members who were killed because of the Death Hunters. Everyone except Travis, but he needed members.

      “How…how are you going to do that?” Travis asked.

      Releasing his shirt, Oliver smiled and said, “By waiting for that perfect moment.  The one Lennox Bartley will never see coming.”

      “You know who the Death Hunters are, right?  What they can do?  They are protected by the council,” the guard said.

      Oliver got up from his seat before he killed Travis.  This wasn’t the location to do anything. He took his place at the end of the bar.  He liked this bar, and if he killed another member, he wouldn’t have enough.  Ever since his mate was killed, he only wanted to kill.  But he couldn’t; he had to wait.

      A man sitting at the end of the bar pulled his hoodie over his head and walked out.  He couldn’t get a good look at his face, but he knew he wasn’t a shifter.  He was something else.  Didn’t matter.  He couldn’t hear their conversation from that distance.

      Danny leaned in. “I’m only going to tell this story once, so you better listen carefully before the alpha decides to tear your throat out.”  Oliver could hear his beta even though he was whispering.  “Five years ago, the alpha had a mate. Let’s just say she had a tendency to hunt.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” the guard said, smiling.  “Hell, we all like to hunt.”

      “Unfortunately, Shelby like to hunt humans when she shifted.”

      “Shit.”

      “Exactly, the alpha tried to help her, but she couldn’t stop. She already got the taste of human blood in her and she couldn’t control it.  It became a problem, and somebody called in the Death Hunters.   Oliver tried to talk to them.  He even begged them to spare her life.  He wanted to take her far away where she couldn’t hunt any humans.   The alpha of the Death Hunters wouldn’t listen. He pulled out his sword and cut her head off. Right there in front of Oliver.  I thought we lost Oliver, but somehow, he pulled through.  I think it was revenge that let him live.”  Danny glanced at him.  “I think he’s stayed alive this long so he can get his justice.  That’s why this information is so important to him.  So, you better watch what you say or face the consequences.”

      “Look, man, when I joined this pack, I wasn’t looking for a death sentence.  I didn’t sign up for this.”

      Before he knew what hit him, Oliver reached over the table and yanked the guard from his seat, his wolf was too close now.  “You pledged your allegiance to the pack.  Do you remember that?”  The rage inside him bubbled up.

      “If you go after a Death Hunter’s mate,” the guard shook his head, “you’re going to give us all a death sentence, Alpha.”

      His voice became a growl.  Each of his fingers sprouted upward into claws.  His wolf wanted to end him now.  “You’re either with us or you’re not.  Which one are you?”

      He could feel the guard shaking.  His wolf was so close that all he needed was one wrong word, and it didn’t matter who was watching, he would rip his throat out.  His wolf continued to push against his skin wanting out.

      “I’m with you, man.  I’m with you,” the guard said, shaking.

      Releasing his shirt, Oliver smoothed Travis’s shirt down the front and backed away before he let his wolf have his way.

      “Good, good, now you go with Carter and find out where the Death Hunters have relocated.”  Oliver watched as the guard nodded, backing away from him.  He was smart to not show him his back.

      He walked back to the table watching as Travis and Carter rushed out of the bar.

      “You think he’s trouble?”  Danny asked.

      “I want him watched closely.  See if ole Travis is really loyal to the pack.”  Danny glanced at two other pack members who nodded and walked out.

      Oliver sat at the table, turning his bottle up until his beer was gone. Slamming the bottle on the table, he smiled at his beta.  “This is it.  I can feel it. I’ve been waiting for this moment for five years.  Nobody is going to take this away from me.  Nobody.”
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        * * *

      

      Jade moved her head to the left and felt the pain shooting up her back.  She had never been this sore before.  Rubbing the side of her neck, she felt how tense her muscles were.  She didn’t even know a shifter could feel like this.  Plus, she sucked at everything he threw at her.  The beta was right when he said that she would have to play catch up and learn a lot in a short amount of time.

      Cosmo made her do the drills over and over again.  It didn’t matter if she wasn’t any good.  He even had her shift and her wolf had drills too.  She didn’t know if she would be able to complete his training.  He said this was the type of training they did every day to keep in shape.

      When he made her hit the dummy and shift into her wolf, then run, she thought she would pass out.   He complained over and over that she was too slow or you hit like a girl.  Finally, she hit the dummy so hard pieces of hay flew into the air and the head detached from the body.  She was actually proud of herself, but no, Cosmo complained that she hesitated and didn’t see him behind her.

      He actually whined about her being so slow that he pulled out a fruity drink and laid on the floor with his head propped up.  He even brought a straw and put in it.

      She sat on the stool behind one of her counters, moving too quickly that she almost screamed out as a sharp pain shot up her neck.

      Maybe Cosmo was right about her.  She wasn’t a fighter.  She wasn’t even a lover, like the cliché went.  “What’s wrong?”  Quinn asked, studying her.

      “Nothing.”  Jade swallowed hard, trying to focus on the new beads in front of her.

      “You act like you’re in pain or something.”

      “Of course not.  There is a lot of stock coming in today and I need to figure out how I’m going to set this up.”  Jade opened one of her boxes.

      Narrowing her eyes, Quinn watched her, asking, “You sure everything is okay?”

      “What’s wrong?”  Simone asked, walking by with something in her hand.

      “Nothing’s wrong.  Why are y’all hovering over me like I’m about to break.  I’m fine.  I’ve got a lot to do today.  That’s all.”  Jade watched as Quinn and Simone looked at each other.  “Look, I’m fine, just hungry.  What’s in that container you’re hiding behind your back because it smells delicious?”   Jade changed the subject as fast as she could.

      Simone backed away from Jade.  “Not this one.  Come to the bakery. I’ve got fresh donuts.  The glazed ones just like you like, Jade.  But this is promised to someone else.”

      She could tell Quinn and Simone were up to something when they looked at each other again.  “Will you both stop doing that.  I promise nothing is wrong.  I can tell y’all are secretly talking to each other.  What, some type of secret language that only the two of you know, hmm?”

      Simone and Quinn both busted out laughing.  “Of course not.  Now, who is acting a little paranoid?”

      “Then stop hovering and giving those looks to each other like you know something I don’t.”  Jade announced.

      “Blow me away, woman.  Just come get some food and it will make me feel a lot better,” Simone said, moving to the side so Jade could pass.  “Come on.  These boxes can wait.”

      Jade sighed, knowing Quinn and Simone weren’t going to let up if she didn’t eat something. Right now, she didn’t have it in her to argue.  She was starving.  She had been worked hard today. Every muscle in her body hurt. The food would help her repair and the soreness would go away.  Maybe this would give her the energy to unload every box today.  She had to make sure she had stock put up and ready for the weekend.  Cosmo demanded that she arrive earlier tomorrow.  He said she would need remedial training until he felt she wouldn’t hesitate before she reacted.

      “You look tired,” Simone said, bringing a plate of donuts to their table.

      “I didn’t sleep much last night,” Jade admitted.  No need to lie about that because Simone was good at finding stuff out.

      “I’m sorry, Jade.”

      “For what?”

      “I know you weren’t expecting something like this to happen.  And I know your brother didn’t make it any easier, but you do know how much he loves you, right?”

      Jade smiled, pressing her palm against her sister-in-law’s cheek.  “Yes, I know how much he loves me and only wants the best for me, but he can’t control my life.  I…need to figure this all out.  It’s just…”

      “What…Jade, please tell me.  I won’t tell anything you say to me.”

      “I’m scared of him, and what if I start believing we are mates, but Lennox realizes what a terrible blunder he made choosing me?  He needs someone who can help run his pack.”  Jade swiped the tear away that slipped out of her eye.  “I’m not strong like that, Simone.  It would kill me if he admitted that.  Plus, I’m a wolf and I’ve never had to fight anyone.  I’m not experienced to what he’s probably used to.  I don’t want to be a disappointment for him like I’ve been for…”

      “Oh sweetheart, listen to me.”  Simone grabbed her hands, kissing the top of them.  “You are not a disappointment to anyone.”

      Jade reached up and touched the scar on her face.  It was something she did when she felt low inside.  “My brother gave up a lot by taking care of me.  He didn’t date much because he had to take care of me, Simone.  The sister who couldn’t stand to look at herself in the mirror.  So, he brushed my hair for me so I wouldn’t have to look at myself.  I could barely take care of myself, but Bane was always there.  And now he’s still watching over me.  He knows I’m no match for Lennox Bartley.  He knows I can’t be an alpha’s mate.  Why am I the only one who can see that?  You heard him.  He won’t allow it.”

      “That’s not true. Your brother thinks you are the smartest person he has ever met, and he knows how strong you are, Jade.  He tells me that all the time. And you let me handle your brother. I feel this energy around you.  It’s like the strength hidden inside waiting to get out.  We see Jade Cross for what she is and, sister, we see the alpha waiting to bust out.”

      Jade sat there staring at Simone.  Boy, was she wrong.  She wanted to laugh because that was the craziest thing anyone had ever said to her, except Lennox thinking she was his mate.  Simone hadn’t been a wolf long, so she didn’t know what a true alpha was.  She snorted.  “You are so crazy.  I almost think you believe that.”

      She waited for Simone to laugh, too, but she didn’t.  Instead they turned when the front door opened as Ben Crenshaw, Alpha of the Crenshaw Pack, walked in.  The man’s presence made you turn around and watch him.  He was a dominant predator, but he was waiting for his mate to tell him when she was ready.  He was pulling out his laptop like he did every day that his mate, Monica Hubbard, was at work.

      “Ben.”  Simone yelled out, motioning for him.

      It took the big bear a few seconds to get up, but he did and came over.  “What’s up?”

      “Got a question for you.  When you look at Jade, what do you see?  As an alpha, what do you really see?”

      Jade flinched, her eyebrows arched high, and she couldn’t believe Simone did this. “She’s just joking, Alpha.  Really, you can go back and sit down. Sorry we disturbed you.”  Ben stood staring at her then walked back to his table.  “What are you doing, Simone?  Look, don’t make the man lie.  This is a joke, right?  I get it.”

      Jade got up to head back to the store when Simone said, “If you want the truth then ask him yourself.  Look at him, Jade, Ben Crenshaw isn’t going to lie and you know that, but—”

      “What, Simone?”  Jade sighed, turning around.

      “If you are too afraid to know the truth, then yeah, don’t ask him.  Keep living in denial.”  Simone got up and walked off leaving her.

      Jade shook her head.  What was wrong with everyone?  Why all of a sudden was she front and center?  Simone was trying to cheer her up and get her to do something she wasn’t able to do.  That’s all this was, a pep talk.  She glanced at Ben before she walked into Southern Treasures.  The alpha was frowning at her.

      She quickly waved and went back to work.  She had to get something accomplished today.
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        * * *

      

      “Where have you been?”  Lennox demanded as Cosmo stopped the truck in front of him.

      “Doing my job by checking out the property and other things around town.  I do this all the time.  What’s up with the questions?”

      “Cosmo, you’ve been gone for four hours.  What the hell takes that long?”  Lennox said, nailing the last log into place.

      Getting out of the truck, Cosmo stuck his hand out.  “Well, I got my nails done and I just couldn’t take it anymore, so I got my hair cut too.  Oh, and I bought me some new pants to go with the T-shirt I had.  It was so much fun.”

      Lennox stared at his best friend.  “I believe that.  I bet you did, just so you wouldn’t have to get dirty.”

      “You’re right, my Alpha.  You know I hate getting dirty.”  Cosmo picked up another log and carried to the other side where Reed was cutting a notch into the wood.  Lennox took a good look at his beta.  Something was off, but Cosmo was a different type of shifter.  He really didn’t care what you thought about him.  He had been like that since they were kids.  He owned four flower shops, for god’s sake.  What dominate alpha male did that?  Cosmo Fitzgerald, that’s who.

      He over looked his quirkiness because Cosmo was the best at his job.  When it was time to get serious, Cosmo handled business.  But there were times when his weird ways came out, it drove him crazy.  Maybe, he was wound up because he was worried Jade wouldn’t like the log cabin he built for her.

      “Did you change your clothes?”

      “Yes, I got hair all over my shirt,” Cosmo said, turning so he could see his new T-shirt.

      “You know you’re just going to get dirty again?”

      “Yes, but this time I won’t have tiny little hairs making my back itch.  What’s the big deal?  Why are you giving me the third degree?”

      “Because I need to run some errands and you had the truck.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say so.  Here are the keys.”  Cosmo chucked the keys into the air.

      “I need your help to load the equipment I ordered, so here you drive.”  Lennox threw them back and walked around to the passenger door and got in.

      He didn’t have to tell another member of his pack to help Reed. They all knew what to do.  His team was a well-oiled machine.  Every one of his members had a special talent, but they all knew construction.  Each had some type of experience.  It was something that came back naturally.  That’s why the cabin was coming together so quickly.  Plus, he hired some of the Dixon pack to help.  They would be there after their current job finished.

      “I would like to stop by the bakery to get some deserts,” Lennox muttered.

      “You mean you want to stop and check on Jade?  I already did that for you.  She’s working today and already at the store, unloading boxes when I left,” Cosmo said nonchalantly.

      Lennox couldn’t stop staring at his best friend.  “What are you not telling me?  Because I know you and you’re up to something.”

      Cosmo sighed, shaking his head.  “Lennox, I can already see the jealousy coming out of you.  Man, she’s going to be my alpha too.  I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t check on her when you can’t.  Man, get a grip on this.  I’m your best friend and your beta.  I would never do anything to that girl.  She’s your mate so stop with the third degree today.”

      Lennox nodded and stared out the window.  “I’m sorry.  I know you wouldn’t.  It’s just…”

      “The mating pull?  I hope it’s affecting her too, but I think it may hit you the hardest.  Right now, she’s just trying to figure out where she fits in this equation.  I don’t think Jade Cross is the regular kind of shifter.  It may take some time for her to feel the pull,” Cosmo said.

      He leaned his head back and closed his eyes.  He hadn’t been sleeping well.  Jade was always popping up in his dreams.  She was running from someone and it immediately woke him.  These dreams were a gift and usually came to be.  He could see the future.  He hated and loved the talent.  Now, he had something to lose.   Her protection was important to him and he couldn’t chance that to Arden Dixon’s pack.

      “Tonight, we set up shifts to protect the Dixon property.”

      “Do you really think Arden Dixon is going to let you onto his land to protect a member of his pack?  Man, you have lost control,” Cosmo said, shaking his head.

      “I know that.  That’s why I want the property protected.”

      “Lennox, tell the hunters what’s going on.  They need to know you’ve found your mate and they need to hear it from you before someone else tells them.  That ain’t cool.  They have no clue that you’re building a place for Jade to run her business.  Right now, they think it’s for them.  Tell them.”

      “I will just as soon as we get back.”

      “Something else is bothering you.  I can see it.  What is it?”  Cosmo asked.

      “I’m having dreams again.  Jade is in them.  She’s scared and running from someone.  I could feel her fear.”  Lennox looked at his beta.  “In my dream, man.  That’s how real it was.”

      Cosmo frowned and didn’t say anything.  “I will make sure she’s protected and let the guys know about the dreams.  They deserve to know the whole truth.  Have you told Arden about the dreams?”

      “No, I want to handle this with the Death Hunters.  I don’t want him interfering in my life when it comes to my mate.”  Lennox held up his hand.  “And before you say it, I don’t care what the alpha or his beta thinks.  She’s my mate and mine to protect.”

      “Okay,” Cosmo muttered.  He didn’t offer a joke and Lennox knew he was taking this seriously and it bothered him too.  “Raven checked in.”

      Lennox glanced at Cosmo when he didn’t elaborate.  “And?”

      “The coven you told her to check on is moving constantly.”

      “Why?”  Lennox asked.

      “She doesn’t know, but they are looking for someone.  She wanted you to know they are moving a lot.  The leader, Laris Winter, is looking for someone feverishly and it’s making her nervous.  She advised that this coven is powerful and not with the good kind of magic.”

      “If Raven is worried then I’m worried.  She knows what that kind of magic can do.  Send her some help.  I want to know what they are looking for.  Contact the Old Ones and get Scarlet to come here.  I need to talk with her about another matter too,” Lennox said, staring out the window.

      “You want to know how Quinn masked her scent.  She got you, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, and I don’t like it. I want to know who is teaching her and why.  It’s not like she is going to leave her mate and live on council land with the Old Ones so why is she being taught?”

      “You got it, boss.”  Cosmo didn’t argue for once.  This had to be the worst time for him to find his mate.  He had a lot going on and now he needed to figure out why this coven was looking for someone and headed his way.
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      Jade looked closely at the beads one of her distributors was selling.  They were a beautiful orange.  If she combined them with some of the new metals she was experimenting with, they would go together wonderfully.  Breathing in, she caught a scent that made her shiver.  What was that smell?  She had smelled it before.

      Immediately, Jade glanced up and spotted him.  Lennox was standing at the door staring at her.  Again, he had that wild look to him.  Today was a slow day and nobody even noticed the giant as he slipped in.  She figured he would just sit at the coffee table, but not today.  In fact, he was coming straight toward her.  The wolf guarding the store rounded the corner, but she saw Quinn had stopped him.  Her whole body came alive as he moved. Even her wolf jumped up and took notice.

      She couldn’t stop looking at him.  He was a work of art.  His beard was too long and could use a trim, but it didn’t matter.  All she wanted was to reach out and touch it.  Was it coarse or soft to the touch?  Something told her it would feel bristly.  She would love to touch it.

      He stopped in front of her counter.  She was frozen in time; his green eyes bored into her.  She wanted to look away for fear that he would see down deep in her soul.  But she couldn’t. “Hello,” she whispered.

      His voice was deep and sexy as he responded. “Hello.”

      Still he made no attempt to say anything else.  “Can I help you with something?”

      Jade watched as Lennox glanced down at her counter.  He leaned in closer to examine her jewelry.  “It’s a work of art, you are selling.  Each piece is different, right?”

      She smiled.  “I guess you could say that.  Most just think of it as jewelry, but I like your explanation better.”

      “Do you make stuff?  I mean jewelry for men?”  Lennox asked.

      “No, but now that you mention it, I think I will try that.  Do you think anyone would buy any?”

      “Yes, I would if you made it. Yes.”

      Jade cleared her throat, the man’s scent and the way he looked at her made her legs weak.  She had to grip the side of her counter in case they gave out.  Her wolf was jumping up and down inside her.  She liked what she saw too.  He wasn’t good looking or even considered gorgeous, but he was sexy and rugged.  The mountain man type. She never thought she would like a man like that, but Lennox Bartley demanded attention when he walked into a room, and like a dog in heat, she gave it to him.  “I like to find out what the person wearing the jewelry likes.  Maybe your favorite colors.”

      “You promise you won’t laugh?”

      Jade half smiled and shook her head.

      “I have always loved orange, blue, and black.  I know it seems like stupid colors to put together, but I’ve always liked them.  What are your favorite colors?”

      “Hmm, mine, well, I love orange too.  In fact, I just got this new bead in and I love it.”  Jade held the beads up where Lennox could see them.

      He reached down and grabbed one and held it up to the light.  “I like it.  Especially when the light hits it.”

      “Good, then I will incorporate these with a piece for you.  Do you like metal too?  I mean, are you allergic to metals?”

      Lennox smiled. He studied her for a few seconds then said, “No, I’m not allergic to anything.  Most of our kind isn’t, but you knew that.  Are you quizzing me?”

      She felt stupid. Of course, he wasn’t allergic to anything.  Jade could see the smile on his face and knew he was just teasing her.  “That’s the only way to get to know someone.  Ask a lot of questions, even the strange ones can get the other person to start talking.”  Tilting her head to the side, Jade narrowed her eyes and said, “It’s never failed me, but you may be a little harder to get information out of.  I doubt you break easy.”

      Lennox licked his lips and reached toward her face.  From instinct, she jerked away.  His hand remained still in the air, and slowly, she relaxed and leaned forward.  His fingers grazed the side of her face, moving hair that had fallen into her eyes.  It was just a sweet gesture, but it meant something to her.  His fingers were rough and callused, but to her, it was the softest touch she had ever felt.

      “I like your hair,” Lennox whispered.

      She could feel her face get hot as fire.  She couldn’t hold his gaze lowering her eyes.  “Thank you.”  She glanced back up and whispered, “I like yours too.”

      Lennox’s smile widened.  “Do you want to go out to dinner and quiz each other?”

      “Okay.”  Jade heard a loud thump. She jerked on reflex, but Lennox never moved or looked worried.  She leaned to the side looking around him and saw her brother standing at the door.  His hands were on his hips staring at Lennox.  “Maybe, it’s not such a great idea.”

      “I’ll pick you up at seven at your cabin.  I’ll call Arden and let him know.  See you in a few.”  Lennox didn’t wait for her to answer. He just turned and walked toward the door.  She held her breath waiting for the two giants to collide.  Please, please, Bane, don’t do this here.  Please let me handle my own life.

      “Bane, I need you.”  Simone stood at the bakery door.  Her brother sneered at Lennox as he passed but he didn’t do anything else.  Thankfully, Simone saved the day.  She had created enough diversion that Bane couldn’t stop himself from going toward his mate.  He did however, give the man guarding the store a nasty look.  Jase didn’t back down though.  His alpha gave him an order and not even Bane could overstep Quinn.  She was a force to be reckoned with.

      Her brother left through the bakery door.  Oh, she knew he would be back demanding she not talk to Lennox, but she was a big girl and she would have to tell her brother no for the first time in her life.  At least, she thought she could.  Her confidence wasn’t even a smidgen compared to Quinn and Simone.  She wished she had that.

      Sighing, Jade looked down at the orange bead in her hand.  It was unique and now she knew exactly what she was going to do with it.  These beads were not circular like most she used for bracelets, but more of a flatter design.  It would be perfect for what she needed to make.

      Reaching under the cabinet, she pulled out her kit.  When the store was slow, she got a lot of inspiration daydreaming, but today she had a lot to dream about.  Jade loved working with metal, especially with alcohol ink.  It made the best designs and color.  The beads would enhance the scheme she was going to make.  This would be her first piece for a man.  She would call it Call from the Wild.
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        * * *

      

      “How’d it go?  I saw big bad brother stomping out of his truck looking for a fight.”  Cosmo asked, his ankles were crossed and he had the seat pushed back with his eyes closed.

      “Well, if I needed your help, you wouldn’t be any good to me all leaned back relaxing.”

      “Oh, Captain, my Captain, I knew you could handle it.  So…are you going to make me beg? Or are you going to tell me what happened?”

      “Went in and asked her to dinner, the big bad wolf huffed in and tried to blow the house down but didn’t succeed.  His mate called him to the bakery before anything could happen.”

      The corner of Cosmo’s mouth quirked up.  “Well…did she say yes?”

      “Of course, she said yes,” Lennox said, backing the truck out of the parking lot.  “I guess she said yes, but she didn’t say no, so that counts.”  Silence filled the truck.  Glancing at his best friend, Lennox asked, “Shit, what do you think?”

      Cosmo was going to get himself knocked out of the truck if he laughed.  Lennox wouldn’t even stop to do it.  “I guess we will find out when you go to get her.”  He opened one eye. “You are picking her up, right?”

      “Of course, I am.  Jade deserves all the special treatment.  You think Arden will let me on his land?”

      “Yeah, but he’ll bitch and gripe, but he will finally give in.  It’s his job, as you know, to give you shit,” Cosmo said, closing his eye. “I wouldn’t make any fast gestures or you may get attacked by the whole pack, but I think he will let you in and then the courting will begin.  This is just like a movie I saw where the man and woman can’t touch each other and they have to sit on opposite sides of the horse drawn carriage.  You know since you can’t…Man, this is great.”

      Lennox glanced at him smiling.  “You don’t think they would make us do that, do you?”  Hell, now Lennox was contemplating it and listening to Cosmo’s crazy movie stories.  “This is crazy. I sound like you now.”

      The steering wheel creaked as he tightened his hand. “What if Jade expected that?”

      Cosmo started laughing.  “Man, you need to get a grip. That is the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.  Of course, that isn’t going to happen.  Stop worrying about this. I’m hungry.”

      “We don’t have time to eat.  I’ve got to pick these supplies up and then get ready.  I need to call Arden and at least give him a heads up.  I don’t want to cause any problems for Jade.  I want this to be a stress-free night for her.”

      Cosmo snorted.  “Yeah, I see that happening.”

      Lennox growled and before he could knock his beta out the door, he had already jumped out at their destination.  “You are getting on my last nerve, bear.”

      Cosmo laughed all the way inside.

      Lennox glanced down the road wondering about his girl.  What if she expected something proper like that?  He wasn’t proper at all.  In fact, he would be considered a brute, a mountain man. He wasn’t anything she deserved.
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      Jade listened as her brother said every cuss word in the book.  If there was a book for such a thing.  But she knew what was coming next.  “No, Arden.  You can’t allow this.  She’s innocent and not like him and he will hurt her.  Do you hear what I’m saying?  He will eat her up and spit her out.  Then what?  She won’t be nothing but a shell.  Just like before. Don’t you remember that?  Please, I’m begging you.”

      “Bane?”  Jade stood at the door to Arden’s office.  She didn’t know what possessed her to confront him, but she couldn’t stay behind the door any longer and listen.  They were discussing her life and she should be here to give her own opinion.

      “Jade, please listen to me.  You can’t go out with him. He’s not the guy for you.  I promise you will find someone who will treat you the way you should be treated.  But not him.”

      “You must really think I’m not capable of handling anything.  I guess I never noticed it.  Maybe I did and just let it go.  I tend to do that when I’m around you,” Jade said, glaring at her brother.

      “No, you are very capable.  Look at what you’ve created.  An empire.  My baby sister is CEO of her own company and she knows how to support herself and others.  Look at all the jobs you’ve brought to the pack.  You’re talented beyond my wildest dreams.”

      “Then let me do this.  I’m not saying anything except, I want to at least try and go on a date.  I’ve never been on one and I would like to do that.  If I don’t like it, I’ll make the alpha bring me home, but you should trust me.  You say that I’m talented and own my own company.  You trust me to be in charge of twenty pack members, but you won’t trust me to go on a date and know when to say no.”

      Bane walked over to her and cupped her face with his hands.  “Oh, Jade, please believe me when I say this, but it’s not you I worry about.”

      “No harm will come to your sister.  I will make sure she is safe and brought home safely.”  Lennox stood at the door with Quinn.

      “You better or so help me God, I’m going to kill you,” Bane said through gritted teeth.

      “I wouldn’t expect any different.”  Lennox looked at her.  He stared at her from head to toe.  She was wearing a skirt and a fitted T-shirt.  Quinn said it made her look hot.  Right now, he was making her rethink this date.  “Are you ready?”

      Jade looked at her brother and waited. She didn’t know why, but she needed his permission.  She needed Bane to say yes.

      “You have your phone?”  Bane asked, walking to her.

      Smiling, she nodded. She moved to the door where Lennox was standing.  His hand brushed her lower back as they walked out the door.  She couldn’t help to take in his appearance as he walked ahead of her to open his truck door.  He was wearing dark blue jeans and a long-sleeve button-up shirt.  The shirt was green like his eyes.  Opening the door, she inhaled deeply to take his scent in, and boy, what a scent it was.  Intoxicating was the only word that came to her mind when she took another sniff.

      “Thank you,” Jade said, smiling.

      “You’re welcome.”  Lennox made sure her feet were in and closed the door.  She glanced back at the pack house and Bane was standing on the front porch watching.  She smiled and waved at her brother.

      She could see other pack members frowning at her as they pulled away from the house.  Apparently, the gossip mill had already started and some were standing on their porches as they passed by.  Now everyone knew, and by the look on their faces, they were not happy with her going on a date with the alpha of the Death Hunters.

      “You look beautiful,” Lennox said, bringing her out of her thoughts.

      “Oh, thank you.  I like your blue jeans.”  Jade could crawl under the seat.  She liked his blue jeans.  Her face was getting hot as fire.  She was stupid.  She didn’t know how to act on a date.

      Lennox laughed.  “Thanks.”

      Clearing her throat, she said, “I mean.  I just never seen you in anything like this.  Date clothes, I mean.”  She was tanking this evening already.  She couldn’t even tell the man he looked good in his clothes.

      Jade clenched her hands together staring out the window.  She couldn’t even look at him.  Too embarrassed now.  He probably realized she wasn’t mate material and would just take her back home.

      “Jade?”  His hand gripped hers.

      Now she had no choice but to look at him.  “Let’s start over, okay?”

      Jade nodded, but she felt the heat coming off his hand as it laid across hers.  “Okay.”

      “I like the skirt you’re wearing and the shirt too,” he said. “I like how it fits your body.  You look hot.”

      Jade laughed.  “I like you in blue jeans and the green button-down shirt.  It matches your eyes.  You look pretty hot too.”

      “Now we decided that we both look hot and that’s good to start the date off with that bit of news.  Here’s the big question of the night, do you mind if we eat at the diner in town?  That’s the only place to eat and hopefully the next date, I can cook for you.  I’m a pretty good cook.  My house should be completed by then.”

      “I like to cook too.  We take turns at the pack house preparing meals.  I had to learn early on how to cook.  I make a mean lasagna,” Jade said, laughing.

      Smiling, Lennox glanced at her.  “I love to hear you laugh.  You always seem so happy.”

      “Not always, but it helps the customers.  They don’t stare as much.”  Jade couldn’t take her eyes off her hands.  He still had his on top of hers.  She closed her eyes because no man had ever touched her like this.  She felt alive for the first time in forever.

      “What?”  Letting go of her hand, Lennox’s gripped her chin and pulled her gaze to his.  “What do you mean it helps the customers?”

      Swallowing hard, Jade had no choice but to answer.  His voice was hard and it demanded an answer.  “People stare when they see my face and it helps them relax and to not feel so sorry for me when I smile at them.”

      “No, sweetheart, they stare because you are so beautiful, kind, and they can’t help to be drawn to you,” Lennox answered.

      Leaning her head to the side, she asked, “Did you read that somewhere?”

      “No, of course not, why?”  Lennox snorted, looking back at her.

      Shaking her head, she couldn’t believe her own ears.  That had to be the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her.  Did he really mean it?  At least, tonight she could dream that he meant every word.

      “Baby, you better get used to hearing that a lot,” Lennox said, glancing back at the road.

      Baby?  He called her baby?  Jade sat in silence as they drove back to town.  A smile was plastered to her face.  She didn’t care if he told her later that he had made a bad call with her.  She would remember that one word and fantasize that he was telling the truth.  She could go years on that word alone.

      When they walked into Get Your Grub, the room fell silent.  Many of her pack members and the Crenshaw pack were eating.  She wanted to run back to the truck, but Lennox grabbed her hand and slowly escorted her to the only vacant table.

      Of course, it was in the middle of the room.  Now everyone could stare and hear their conversation.  Lennox pulled out her chair, she heard someone whisper, “Traitor.”

      Lennox must have heard it too.  He glared at everyone around the room waiting for someone to say it again.  She could feel all eyes on her when he finally sat.

      She leaned in and whispered, “Maybe we should just leave.”

      “No.  That’s what they would expect from you,” Lennox muttered.  She didn’t expect his words to hurt her, but they did.

      “Does everyone think I’m weak?”

      Lennox stared at her for a moment then leaned forward. “Do you want the truth?”

      “Yes, that’s why I asked.”

      “Yes.”  Jade sat there.  Swallowing hard, she wanted to cry. She never wanted anyone to think she was weak.  “But I think you’ve got it in you to be so much more and you need to start using it.  Jade Cross, the woman who started a multi-million-dollar business from nothing.  Only a few bracelets and purses.  No, ma’am, that’s not weak.  You want to know how to change your perception?”

      Looking up at him, she nodded.

      “Always, and I mean always, look them in the eyes.  Never let them see that they have upset you.  If you do that, Jade, nobody will ever think that about you again.”

      “But I’m not an alpha and it’s hard to look you in the eyes.  Especially how dominant you are.  I’m a submissive wolf, Lennox. I’m not made like you.”

      “That’s not what I see.  I see the fire in your eyes when I say something that you don’t like. I saw how you spoke to your brother.  You can make the most dominant shifter look away if you do it right.  No more excuses, okay?”

      Jade snorted and leaned forward again and whispered, “Yeah, well, I’ve never seen that happen before.”

      “Well, baby, today is your lucky day.  You want to practice?  I can teach you, but you have to want to succeed.  You’ve got to want it really bad.  Do you want it, Jade Cross?”

      “Yes.”  Who was this girl saying stupid things like that?  For some reason, she couldn’t tell the man no.  Now he wanted her to stare at people to get them to look away.

      “What does it prove anyway?  What if I get them to turn away?  Then what?”  Jade asked.

      “Self-confidence for one.  Don’t look now, but the people sitting directly across from you.  The woman staring a hole through you, shaking her head, like you took her man from her.  When I lean back, look up at her and just stare at her.  Don’t smile just stare.  But look at the top of her forehead and whatever you do, don’t look away.  Got it?”

      “Got it.  I think.”  At least, she hoped she could do this.  Oh god, the woman was Nicky Temple.  She was such a gossip and always made her feel like she was the dog poop under her feet, but what if she couldn’t do it?

      “Jade?  Don’t think about it and doubt yourself from succeeding before you even try.  Look up at her, now.”

      She couldn’t say no to the man.  Taking a deep breath, Jade looked up and made eye contact with the gossiper before she lost her nerve.  Her heart was pounding so fast, she was going to pass out.  But she did exactly as Lennox said and stared at Nicky.  When she thought she was going to look away, she found a spot on her forehead and leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest.  She knew people were watching them, but she was too far into the game to stop.

      This was a game to him, but she had to face these people tomorrow.

      She was just on the verge of looking away when Nicky did something she never thought she would do and that was to lower her eyes and look away from her.

      “Hey, Jade.  What you two having tonight?”  Teresa asked.  She glanced at Lennox who winked at her and smiled.  She couldn’t stop smiling to even answer her.  She just had a stare down with Nicky the smarty pants, gossip, and bully.  She was a bad ass.

      “Can you give us a minute,” Lennox asked still smiling at her.

      “Sure can.”  Teresa laid down the menus and walked away.

      Leaning in, she whispered, “I can’t believe that worked…for me.  She actually lowered her eyes and looked away, first.”

      No one had ever lowered their eyes toward her.  Nobody, ever.  “How did I do that?”  Jade asked.

      “Confidence.”

      “Confidence?  That’s all it takes?  There are lots of people in our pack with confidence and they never made Nicky lower her eyes.  It can’t be just confidence.”

      “It was the way you were looking at her too.  Your look said I’m going to whip your ass.  And it looks like she saw something in you that made her believe you could do it.  I don’t know what it is, but there is something in you, Jade.  I believe that you can do it.”

      “You believe in me?”  She was smiling like a little kid, but she felt like she could do anything with Lennox.

      “Yes, baby, I believe in you.”

      “Ready to order?”  Teresa asked.

      “I want the special, T,” Jade announced.  She was giddy, making T smile.

      “And for you, sir?”

      “I’ll take the same but double it,” Lennox said.

      “You got it and just because you made my girl smile, I’ve got some appetizers here for you to try, on the house, of course.”

      “Thanks, Teresa, that’s really sweet of you to do that, but please don’t get in trouble for me,” Jade said, putting her hand on her friend.

      “You beat all I ever seen, girl.  You don’t know this, Alpha, but I was Jade’s babysitter for a very long time as she grew up.  But even then, she was so sweet and generous to everyone including those who didn’t deserve it.  I wish you could have seen her then.  She hasn’t changed a bit,” Teresa said, patting her on the hand.

      “I wish I could have seen her then too.”  Lennox never took his eyes off her.  She felt special around him.  Maybe he was just being nice, but whatever the reason, she was going to savor this moment, whatever this was, until it ended.

      “Looks like we have some pack members in here that don’t take kindly to you two being together.  They see it as a slap in our alpha’s face, but I know you, little girl, and if Arden didn’t want you to be with him then you wouldn’t.  So that’s all I need to know.”  Teresa said it loud enough before she walked off.

      Jade glanced around the room and saw people who she had known all her life looking at her like she was scum.  Some had the smarts to look down ashamed, hearing T’s comment.  “They don’t even know you, but they are judging both of us.”

      “They will get over it.  I don’t care what they think. I care about what you think.”  She knew and loved all these people and now they sat here treating her like she had done something wrong.

      “I can’t believe they are acting like this,” Jade whispered.  “I’ve never done anything to any of them.”

      “Jade?”  Lennox’s voice became softer as he spoke.  “We can leave if it would make you feel better.”

      She sat staring down at her hands.  Why was she such a wuss?  Damn it to hell. She wasn’t leaving her first date.  No, she was going to tough it out.

      “No, but I will have some of the cheese sticks Teresa brought us.”  Jade smiled then frowned then smiled again.  This made the alpha smile and chuckle out loud.  She had never heard him laugh.  He barely smiled, so this was a pretty good start for tonight.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to start the quizzing,” Lennox said, piling half the cheese sticks on her plate.

      “Whoa, big boy, if I eat all that, I won’t eat my special and I love the special.  Spaghetti and double meat sauce, garlic bread, and salad.  Nothing gets in the way of me eating the special”

      “That’s the special?  You eat bunny food?”  Lennox asked, taking back four cheese sticks and placing them on his plate.

      “Yes, I like bunny food.  Is that a problem?”  Jade asked frowning, but she couldn’t hold it long, until she had to smile again.

      “No, but you’re a wolf shifter and we crave meat and lots of it.  Do you eat meat?”

      Snorting, Jade coughed.  She about choked on the cheese stick.  “Of course, you big goofy.  I love meat, but I have always loved salad.  I know it’s strange.  I guess I’m strange to someone like you?  Most shifters don’t eat rabbit food.”

      “You’re just different.  That’s all,” Lennox said. “And there is nothing wrong with being different.”

      Blowing out a deep breath, Jade muttered, “You know everyone keeps pointing that out to me, but…is it wrong to be different?  I never wanted to be like everyone else.  Me and my friends have always felt out of place in the pack because we didn’t like the same stuff the other pack members liked.  I love to read and make things.  My friends love to read and work on computers. They are even in college now.  Not many shifters can say they have done that.  I guess you could say I’m a nerd.  I bet you never thought you would be sitting here eating dinner with a big fat nerd, did ya?”

      “I don’t think your fat and I don’t mind that you’re a nerd.  It doesn’t matter to me.  I just want you happy.”

      Jade studied this man, an alpha for the Death Hunters, and here he sat being nothing but nice to her.  He never pressured her or made her feel uncomfortable.  In fact, he had been the complete opposite.  Encouraging her even.

      “You’re nothing like I imagined either,” Jade whispered.

      “And you’re nothing like I imagined, but I like what I’m seeing.”

      Her heart skittered around inside her.  Was this man for real?  “Why are you being so nice to me?”  She was afraid to hear what he said.  Her every muscle tensed as she waited for him to answer.

      “What’s not to like.  You are beautiful, sweet, and you make me laugh.”  Lennox looked away from her.  “And nobody has made me do that in a long time.  Cosmo does, but I don’t let him see me smile because it only encourages him to keep up the crazy shit he does.  But you…you make me smile, Jade Cross.”

      Oh my, her heart nearly stopped with that admission.  She wasn’t expecting him to be so poetic and she really liked him.

      “You make me smile too.”  Before she could go on, Teresa brought their food to the table.  She giggled when T placed the biggest plate she had ever seen in front of him.  It looked like a volcano but this was topped with pasta and meat sauce dripping down the sides.

      He looked up at her when she giggled.  “Looks like a volcano, doesn’t it?”

      Jade nodded, picked up her fork, and twisted the pasta around the meat and took a big bite.  This was the best date ever.
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      Arden, Quinn, Bane, and Simone stood at the edge of the building watching.  Actually, they were stalking Jade and Lennox.  Bane wouldn’t stop until he knew his sister was okay. He kept saying that Arden should have forbidden Jade from going with the Death Hunter.

      Quinn smiled as she watched Jade and Lennox laughing at something she said.  “I’ve never seen Jade so happy.”

      “I have,” Bane answered.  But even he couldn’t deny how happy his sister was.

      “I think he really does like her,” Simone said, crossing her arms over her chest.  She wasn’t going to let her mate make this into something it wasn’t.  She had already concocted a plan.  A mating plan and Bane nor Arden would stop them.

      “This is only one night, Simone.  One night.  I’ve seen what the Death Hunters can do, and he isn’t going to destroy my sister when he figures out that he made a dumb move.”

      “You should be ashamed of yourself, Bane Cross.  Look at her.”  Simone pulled her mate’s face toward the window.  “Look at that smile and look at his.  I’ve never seen that man smile, ever.  But your sister made him.  Give it some time.”

      “What happens when his enemies find out that he has a mate?  Hmm, you didn’t think of that, my beautiful mate, but you should.  We all should.  Because they will hunt her down and kill her and I’m not going to let that happen.”

      “Bane has a point, ladies.  Lennox has a lot of enemies who would love nothing more than to see what he loves taken from him.  That’s why the Death Hunters were never allowed to mate.  This isn’t good, and I can’t believe I allowed this.”  Arden expressed bowing his head.

      “Look, let’s all just see what happens.  Arden, you and Bane can put more guards on Jade just in case.  I think she is safe at the store, and let’s be honest, she spends more time there than anywhere else.  Don’t ruin this for her.  Please. I don’t think she would forgive any of us if you did. Plus, you know you can’t stop this,” Quinn pleaded.

      Her mate never answered, he just stared in the window at Jade and Lennox laughing.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, I didn’t know how tonight was going to go, but I’m having a good time,” Jade said.  She had hoped, but she had heard only horror stories involving Lennox.

      “Me too,” Lennox leaned forward and whispered, “but you’re not ready to go home, yet, are you?”

      Leaning forward, Jade smiled. “No.”

      “Good.”

      “They have great desserts here too.  Can I get a chocolate milkshake?”

      “Baby, you can have whatever you want.”  Lennox motioned for Teresa.

      Jade couldn’t stop the smile spreading across her lips.  She really was having a good time and she liked it when he called her baby.  She even got Lennox to talk more.  Now that most of the diners had left, she relaxed and opened up telling him about her business.  Stuff she wouldn’t tell anyone.

      “Lennox, do you have any brothers or sisters?”  She watched as the good time they were having blew out the door.   His whole demeanor changed.  She had hit a nerve.  He didn’t answer but looked away.  “I’m sorry.  That’s really none of my business.  I shouldn’t have—”

      “No, it’s just something I don’t like talking about, but I feel like I can tell you anything.”

      “What else can I get for you folks?”  Teresa asked, standing in front of their table.

      “The beautiful lady here needs a chocolate milkshake and I’ll have pecan pie.”

      “You got it.” As Teresa walked off, she patiently waited for Lennox to continue.  She wasn’t going to push him.  Her heart broke for him.  She could see the pain in his eyes.

      “When I was young, there was a rogue pack.  I was away when they came, but they killed my parents and little brother and sister.  They must have dragged my little sister away because her body was never found.  So, to answer your question, no.  I don’t have anyone except my pack.  They are my family now.”

      Jade held her hand over her mouth.  She wanted to cry but she couldn’t do that to Lennox.  He had probably told her more in one night then he had ever told anyone, except maybe Cosmo.  Her heart was beating so fast, he could probably hear it breaking for him.

      Pulling her hand down, Lennox searched her eyes.  “Don’t cry for me, little wolf.  It was a long time ago.”

      “But…”  Jade had to look away before she cried.

      “It was a long time ago and it’s the reason I joined the Death Hunters.  I needed something to…”

      “Here we go.”  Teresa set the milkshake down in front of her and placed a whole pecan pie in front of Lennox.  She couldn’t help the smile.  It wasn’t the first time she had seen a shifter male eat an entire pie, but she needed her date to relax like before she brought up the topic of his family.  “I put extra cherries in yours, Jade.  I know how you like them.”

      “Thank you, T. You’re the best.  You know how I love them?”

      “Yes, I do, sweet girl.”  Teresa put her hand on her shoulders and then looked at Lennox.  “You need anything else or will this be enough.  I’ve got apple pie too.”

      “I think this will do it.  Thank you,” Lennox said, giving T a half smile.

      “Wow, I didn’t think you could smile.  Some things never cease to amaze me,” T said before she walked off.

      Jade covered her mouth and snorted.  She tried to stop the giggling. But she couldn’t and it continued.  She even looked away so she couldn’t see him, but nothing was working as the giggling became full-on laughing.  She couldn’t stop as she leaned over holding her side.

      “I do smile, sometimes,” Lennox said, smiling.

      “Oh yeah, when?”  Jade said, laughing.  “When you’re asleep?  Maybe when you think nobody is looking.”  Oh, no she couldn’t believe she was saying all of this.  She was actually teasing the alpha.  The man she feared.

      “Didn’t think you were cruel,” Lennox said then picked up a knife and cut his pie into pieces.

      Immediately, Jade stopped.  “I’m so sorry.”  Putting her hand on his, Jade shook her head.  “That was very insensitive of me.  I…I don’t know where that came from.  Please, forgive me.”

      Lennox continued to cut his pie, but his lips turned upward.  He put a piece of pie on a plate and slid it across the table to her.  She couldn’t take her eyes off it.  “You just got me, didn’t you?”

      “Yep, you looked like you were about to fall out of the chair laughing.  I had to do something.  It was the first thing that came to mind.  Pecan is my favorite and I wanted you to enjoy your milkshake.  It looked like you could laugh forever.

      “I must admit, we come here sometimes at night just for the pies.  Cosmo likes apple, but we usually get one pie a piece and we share it.  That way we can have a piece from all of them.  If the whole pack comes, we wipe them out of desserts.  I guess we are good for your sister-in-law’s business.”

      Jade laughed.  “You’re kind of funny when you want to be.”

      “Yeah, that’s me.  A big ball of laughs.”

      Jade put her hand on his and squeezed.  “I’m having a great time, just so you know.  I like to laugh and that’s all I have done tonight with you.”

      Lennox reached over and pushed her hair behind her ear.  “I’m having a wonderful time too.  Thank you for going out with me.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I would like for you to see something.  Would you ride with me somewhere? I think you will like it.  Well, I hope you will.”  Jade couldn’t think clearly.  He wanted her to go with him. She was shocked that he would want her opinion on whatever it was.

      “Sure, of course.”

      Jade looked up him and took another drink. Tonight, was their first date and then he would be gone again, but for how long?  What was she thinking?  Of course, he would go back to his job.  She just thought that he would be staying for a while.  Just have fun.  Stop worrying about tomorrow.

      She pushed her straw around the glass.  She felt sick to her stomach.  Now all she could think about was Lennox leaving town.

      “You okay?  Is the milkshake not good?”

      “Oh, yeah, yes, it is.  I…never mind.”

      Lennox got up.  She watched as the giant man pulled his chair beside her and then sat back.  “I need to be closer.  You don’t mind, do you?”

      Shaking her head, she said, “No.”

      “What do you want to say but didn’t?”

      “Really, it’s nothing.  Eat your pie before it gets cold.  It’s not important.”

      “Jade…everything about you is important to me.”

      She stared into his green eyes, searching for any clue to show he was playing her.  But she didn’t find anything but the truth.  “Do you really feel that way?”

      Cupping her face, Lennox rubbed his nose against hers.  There were still some people in the restaurant but she didn’t know them.  The women were smiling as this mammoth of a man gently touched his nose against hers.  He was being so tender as he held her.  Her heart was beating out of her chest.  He had to hear it.  She was such a dummy, not knowing what to do or how to act.  Her wolf rubbed against her inside.

      “I don’t want to ruin this moment, but will you tell me about your family?  If it’s too hard, then don’t, but I would like to know more about you.”  Jade asked.

      His brows furrowed together as he cut a piece of the pie and stuck it in his mouth.  Finally, he looked up at her. “My parents were good people and my little brother and sister were pretty awesome too.  My sister was like my shadow.  Everywhere I went, Haven was with me.  She wanted to go with me and Cosmo the night the rogues came to our house, but I told her to get lost.”  Jade watched as Lennox swallowed hard.   “Cosmo’s family and my family lived farther out on the edge of clan land.  The pack knew what they were doing when they attacked.  They didn’t make enough noise to alert my clan when they killed my family and Cosmo’s family.  Haven’s body was never found.  I’ve searched for that pack for a long time.  I have their scent memorized.  One day, I will find it.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lennox.  I shouldn’t have even asked.  I know this is hard for you.  I’m sorry for making you talk about it.”

      “It was a long time ago and I like talking about Haven.  She had the prettiest black hair and hazel eyes.  She would have been a true beauty.  If only she would have—”

      Jade reached out, putting her hand on his.  Her eyes were tearing up. “Let’s not talk about this.  I can see how much this pains you, but Lennox, if you ever need to talk, I’m here to listen.  And you can ask me anything.”

      Lennox’s eyes were almost glowing as he looked at her.  “How did I get so damn lucky?”

      When she didn’t say anything, he grabbed her hand holding it up to his nose.  Then he did something she had never had done to her.  He turned her hand around and inhaled deeply closing his eyes.  His tongue softly touched the inside of her wrist.  Ahh, she shivered as he kissed up her arm.  Squeezing her legs together, Jade almost growled at the way he was affecting her.

      “You taste so good.”  His voice was low and making her feel things in places she had never felt.  Only read about.

      “So, do you two need anything else?”  T said, smiling at her as Lennox inhaled deeply.

      “Uhmm…no, I think we’re done,” Jade answered.  Her voice was shaky as she watched him.  When he opened his eyes, he slid her a glance that was pure sinful.  His look was almost feral as he studied her.  There was no way she would be able to handle this massive man.  She wouldn’t even know where to begin.  He only kissed her wrist and it changed her into a big ball of goo.

      “Here is your check and it has been a pleasure to serve you both.  Now go have some fun,” T said before walking to another table.

      He was still holding her hand when he used his other and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill and left it on the table.  Wow, he was a good tipper.  The meal was only thirty-five dollars.  She liked that in a man.  Someone who understood how hard a waitress worked.

      “I want to show you something,” Lennox said still holding her hand as they left the restaurant.

      “Okay.”

      After he opened the truck door, Jade waited to get in because he still had a hold of her hand.  When she glanced down at it and then back up at him, he blinked hard realizing that he hadn’t let go. When he released it, she immediately felt the cold breeze outside hit her body.  He waited and when she got in the truck, he leaned in staring into her eyes, and for a moment, she thought he was going to kiss her, but he didn’t.  Instead, he pulled the seat belt over her and locked her in.

      “I want to take you to my land and show you what we have built already.”  He was so close that she could feel his breath. She wanted to be bold and kiss him first, but she chickened out. Pulling away, he stepped back and closed the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wow, you’ve been busy,” Jade said as the guard waved them through the front gate.  “You have your fence up, already.”

      “Yep, and we have one cabin built.  Actually, it’s my cabin, but that’s not what I want you to see.  I really want you to see it, but there is something else to see first.”

      As they rounded the curve, she could see bright lights with people walking around.  They were still working this late.  They even had lights hanging from the trees.  She swallowed hard as shifters stopped working and focused on them in the truck.

      “Don’t be afraid.  Nobody here is going to hurt you,” Lennox said, putting his hand on her arm.

      For some reason she trusted him, but she didn’t know anyone except Cosmo.  They were all so big.  Every one of them were huge.  Arden, Bane, Finley, all the guards were big men, but these shifters looked larger.  They had to be, she guessed, for the job they had to do.

      Jade jumped when her door opened.  Cosmo was standing there waiting.  “Did you not know I was here?”

      She frowned knowing a speech was coming, of course. “I was too busy looking at everything.”

      “Leave her alone, Cosmo,” Lennox said, pushing him out of the way so he could help her out of the truck.

      “Don’t worry, boss. I wasn’t trying to steal your girl or anything,” Cosmo said, walking back to the log cabin.  Her eyes focused on how large the cabin was. This was probably the pack house. All of them could stay in there.   She noticed another smaller cabin off to the side.  It was so pretty.  Even had two floors.  She bet the porch wrapped around the whole place.

      Lennox held her hand as he led her around to the front of the big cabin.

      “This will be the pack house?” Jade asked.

      “No,” Lennox said, staring at the front of it.

      “Oh okay, it’s just so large. I just thought that it was.”

      “This is your building.”

      Goose bumps flew across her body.  She stared at him and then back at the building.  “What?”

      “This will be your workshop once we’re mated.  I’ve already got a lot of the equipment you use and the rest is coming, but I wanted you to see it and then let me know what else you need.”  Lennox said, smiling.

      “But…I already have a shop,” Jade whispered.

      “I know but when we mate, you will be here.”

      He had her whole life planned for her.  He was making decisions without her even knowing or agreeing to them.  He was treating her just like Bane had.  Nobody trusted her to even run her own business and where the headquarters should be.  She couldn’t breathe.  She backed up until she hit something hard.

      When she turned, her instincts told her to run.  But she couldn’t, she was stuck staring at the largest man, well, shifter she had ever seen.  He had a patch over one eye.  There was a long scar that stretched down his face.  Grizzly bear did that, just like her.

      “Jade.  What’s wrong?”  Lennox was beside her as she stared up at the shifter.  He never smiled, he just watched her, like a predator.  She could smell the fur, he was close to changing.

      “This is Leo.”

      She couldn’t utter one word.  Her vocal chords were mute.  All she could do was stare at the scar down his face and his missing eye.

      “Grizzly,” Jade muttered.

      The giant of the man just nodded then pointed at her face and whispered, “Grizzly.”

      Jade nodded.  Leo didn’t scare her anymore.  She couldn’t explain it, but he seemed less scary now.

      “When Leo was young.  A bear stormed their camp.  He hadn’t even changed for the first time when his family was attacked by a grizzly.  If it hadn’t been for his sister, he wouldn’t have survived.  His sister Raven saved him, but she took some licks too.  She’s also a Death Hunter.  She’s not here yet. She is out on assignment.  You will meet her soon.”

      Leo walked off leaving her alone with Lennox.  She had to think. She already had a shop and now he was trying to take over her life.  Tell her what to do.  Well, he was sadly mistaken if her mate was going to dictate how her business was run.

      “I’m ready to leave.”  Jade walked past him, heading for the truck.  The excitement she was feeling before was gone.  She couldn’t explain what she was feeling but it sure wasn’t excitement.  Nobody was going to tell her what to do with her own business.  She built it and she already had people from her pack working in her shop.  It was a well-oiled machine and now he was trying to take that away.

      Then he would tell her that she needed to see a doctor too.  No, no, no.  No more.

      She opened the door and got in.  Cosmo and other pack members were watching her but she didn’t care.  She wanted to leave.  Home.  She knew everyone and she knew where she belonged.

      Lennox finally got in the truck and started the engine.  All of his men had stopped working and glared at her. Now she felt uncomfortable.  When this happened, she shut down.

      “Did Leo scare you?”

      “I just want to go home,” Jade whispered.  Her voice was so low, she thought he might not have heard her because the truck wasn’t moving.

      She didn’t dare look up for fear he was going to be mad, then Lennox put the truck in reverse.  She glanced up as he sped out of the gate and back onto the road.  Dixon land wasn’t too far away; their land would always be beside each other.

      The silence gave her more time to think. And the more she thought about it, the madder she got. The tension was so thick in the truck, she almost told him to pull over.  She was having a hard time breathing.  It wasn’t much farther now as Lennox turned off the road onto the dirt lane that led to the front gate.  She watched as Tate Dixon motioned for the gate to open as they passed.  Tate knew something was wrong and would call her brother immediately.  She didn’t need this right now.  All she wanted was to think this through.  Lennox was expecting her to comply with what he wanted, but what about what she wanted?

      As soon as they pulled up, Bane, Arden, and even Finley were waiting on the front porch.  “I had a good time,” Jade whispered and started to open the door when Lennox pushed the lock button.

      Jade pulled on the door handle but the door was locked. “What are you doing?”

      “I want to know what’s going on, Jade.  We were having a good time until you saw your new shop, now your acting like a child.” Lennox motioned with his hand toward her.

      “Like a child?  Like a child?”  Jade saw red.  He actually said she was acting like a child.  “You want to know what it is.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not a child, Alpha, and furthermore, you’re not my alpha.” Lennox’s eyes watched her like a hawk.  “You can’t make decisions without my consent.  I have a business and I take care of a lot of my pack with jobs.  They depend on me and you just want me to leave them and start a new one in your, your—”

      “Pack.  And, yes, I want you to be in my pack. That’s what mates do, they live together, not separate.  What’s the big deal?”

      “What’s the big deal?  I can’t believe you just said that.  I can’t talk to you.  I’m not living here, so you can forget it.”  Jade pulled on the door handle.  “Open the door!”

      Lennox popped the switch.  Before she closed the door, she heard, “We will see about that.”

      Jade pulled the door open and shouted, “No, we won’t.  This is one decision you won’t be making without my consent.” Then she slammed the truck door and rushed up the steps.

      “Jade, what did he do?”  Bane asked as she rushed past him.

      “Nothing.  Stay out of this.”  Jade had never spoken to anyone like that, much less her big brother. This had turned into a disaster of a night.

      “Leave her alone, Bane,” Simone said as Jade ran to her room and locked the door.  What would she do now?  Bane would go ballistic when she told him what Lennox and his pack were building for her.  But how could she hide it?  It was almost finished.  What was she going to do? She felt like a child, not knowing how to handle one’s mate.  The night was wonderful.  She was having the best time of her life and then he threw this on her.  He had to have ordered the equipment months ago, which told her he had already planned out her life.

      She wasn’t his mate.  She wasn’t his child that he had to control.  Tell her how it was going to be instead of talking to her.  No sir, Lennox was in for a big surprise if he thought he was going to control her.
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        * * *

      

      Oliver Park listened as Carter gave him the details.  He needed to know exactly what was going on with the Death Hunters.  He knew what the outcome would be, now he needed to plan out how they would kidnap the mate.  He listened further as the wolf explained.

      “Apparently, he’s found his mate.  A wolf with the Dixon pack somewhere in Georgia.  They’ve bought the land next to her pack.  That’s all I know so far.  Nobody seems to know much and they’re not talking much about it either.  I know that Stetson Trammell is unhappy about the Death Hunters leaving, but he was out voted.  He said that the men and women that were hunters did not need a mate.  If my mom hears anything else, she is going to call me,” Carter said.

      “Stay on it.  I want to know everything that is going on with the Death Hunters.”  Oliver Park said, getting up, staring out the window.  Right now, they were living out of an old motel.  The owner was happy to sell it to him and he gave him an offer he couldn’t turn down.  They had fixed up most of the rooms, but they still had a lot to do.

      He knew how to build and renovate. That’s what he had done all his life.  His room had been renovated first.  He combined two rooms into one and it looked pretty cool.  Each member of his pack had their own room.  Soon he would be adding more members, but right now, he needed to get his revenge.  He made a promise to Shelby when she lay in his arms, dead.

      “Danny, I want you and Travis to find out where the Dixon pack is located.  I want to know where they are and how many members they have.  Stay near them and let me know what is going on.  Find the girl, Danny.  Just find the girl and she will lead us to the alpha.”

      “You got it, Alpha.”  He watched as Travis got up.  He was acting funny like he wanted to say something but instead nodded and walked away.  He was acting too suspicious, making his wolf take notice. Each member had to give an oath that they would do whatever he told them.  Together they could conquer the world, but if Travis wasn’t, he needed to get rid of him and fast.  He was going to let them get on the road and have someone else follow ole Travis.

      Oliver watched as one of his wolves threw another shot down his throat. His pack was restless. They needed something to do or they would get into trouble and bring unwanted attention on him.  He didn’t need anything to mess up his plans with Lennox Bartley.

      “Mark!”  Oliver shouted over the music playing.

      “Yeah, boss.”  Mark jumped up and ran to him.  His wolf was close, he could see it reflected in his eyes.

      “I have a job for you.  I need you to follow and watch someone.  It’s imperative that he doesn’t know you are watching him, understand?”

      “Sure, boss. Who you want me to follow?”

      “Travis.”  Mark took a double take then nodded.  At least the shifter knew not to question him.  “They are leaving now.”

      Mark didn’t waste any time. He ran out the door, never looking back.  This was what Mark did.  He was a tracker for his last pack before they threw him out.  That’s why he had a pack full of misfits, but one day, they would have it all.

      First, he had to make the alpha pay for what he did to his mate.  When he cut the throat of Lennox Bartley’s mate, he would make the man watch as she bled out, then he would know the pain he had caused.
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      Jade closed her eyes when she heard her door open in her room. She regulated her breathing so he would think she was asleep.   It was Bane again, but when he saw she was still in bed, thankfully, he didn’t disturb her.  She didn’t want to talk to him right now.  She didn’t want to talk to anyone.

      He would want an explanation and she couldn’t bear to tell him that he was right.  This whole building situation made her sick to her stomach.  Bane would definitely think she wouldn’t be able to handle this. She had nobody to talk to and that scared her the most.  She could always run ideas through Quinn and Simone.  Even Bane from time to time, but not this.

      All night long, she had stared at the ceiling, crying.  She covered her mouth hoping nobody would hear her.  She couldn’t take any more looks of pity from the pack.  They had always had it in their eyes when they looked upon her. Word had to have spread about her date with Lennox.  Most likely they would be mad at her, thinking she didn’t care about her alpha’s feelings, but she did.

      Quinn and Simone would ask a million question on what happened and what would she tell them?  It was just five in the morning, but Jade couldn’t lay in the bed any longer.  She needed to cut her ties with Lennox.  She would tell Cosmo that she couldn’t take any more lessons from him.  There wasn’t a reason to anymore.

      She figured Cosmo wouldn’t mind.  He would have less to worry about when she was out of the picture.

      After she rushed and got ready. She tiptoed out the door and jumped in her car.  She didn’t want to be around once the questions started.  Pack members would be the worst, if they couldn’t get the truth then they would make it up. She needed time to think.  Southern Treasures would allow her to be alone for a while and just think.

      She drove to the front gate, and luckily, Tate wasn’t on duty.  She smiled at Ross as he walked up to her car.

      “Early morning?”

      “Yeah, I have a lot of stock coming in and I have to be there to sign for a big order.”  Ross smiled and opened the gate for her.  Thankfully, Bane hadn’t put guards on her, but that was the plan.  No need now.  She wasn’t going to mate with anyone, especially an egotistical alpha male who got off on control.

      Driving down the road, she couldn’t understand what made Lennox think she would just move her business.  If he knew anything about her, he would know how much her pack and business meant to her.  She employed over thirty pack members.  Not all the time but when she got really busy with orders, they all pitched in to help her.  She paid them a great salary and once her orders grew, their pay would also grow.  Some of these people had been looking for jobs for a while and desperately needed the money.

      Dang it, she pulled up to the old barn, hoping to beat Cosmo.  She was trying to figure out what to say.  She sat in the car a few minutes getting her thoughts together when her phone rang.  She didn’t know the number and thought it might be a distributor so she answered.

      “Are you going to get out of the car?  I brought an egg and sausage sandwich for you to eat before we got started,” Cosmo said on the phone.  “Come on, we can talk first.”

      Jade hung up and walked inside, and just like he said, Cosmo held up a bag for her.  “I love these and that T lady makes the best ones.”

      “T is a great cook.  She taught me a lot growing up.”

      “You can cook this, just like this?”  Cosmo asked, removing the top part of the bread, showing her.

      Nodding, Jade smiled.  “That was the first thing she taught me how to cook.  It’s not regular loaf bread she uses.  It’s what they use for garlic bread.  She loads up both sides with butter and then toasts the bun.  Then she adds something that she calls her secret sauce.  She makes everything taste good.”

      “Thank God, you can do this.  I won’t have to leave to go and get them.”

      “Cosmo, I can’t—”

      “I can already tell that you are going to try and get out of this, but you need to listen to what I have to say.”  Cosmo pulled her over to the side of the barn and sat.  He patted the ground beside him and she plopped down, legs out in front of her.  “I don’t know what happened last night but when you pulled up, Lennox looked like he was flying through the air. The whole pack felt the change in him and we could tell he was excited to bring you to our land, but none of us know what happened.  Did you not like your building?”

      “That’s why I left.  He made a decision about my business without discussing it with me.  I employ a lot of my pack and he thought I was going to just pick up and move it all there without even asking me, about anything?  My pack means the world to me and he just figured I was going to leave them without a job?  Well, I’m not cold hearted like that.  I love those people.”

      “Jade, he wasn’t expecting you to just leave your pack.  He purchased the land next to you so you would always be close to your work and to him.  In fact, so close that all you have to do is change and run out your back door and you are on Dixon pack land.  Furthermore, he wasn’t trying to get you to leave the pack members behind, he just wanted you to have a place on your own land.  Everyone would be welcomed on your land.  He spent a lot of money to buy every piece of equipment your workers would need to reproduce your products.  All of you.  He wanted everything to be right where you lived.  He was doing it all for you.”

      Jade sat in silence listening to how Lennox was doing all of this to make her life easier and wasn’t trying to stop her pack from working.  But why didn’t he tell her this?

      “Why would he do that?”

      “The man is crazy about you.  He brags about all of your products.  Do you know he knows every piece of jewelry you have made?  Star bright, sunlight, midnight, or whatever you call them.  Lennox has studied them all.  He bought a sign that goes across the building too.  Jade Cross, Inc.  That’s a man so much in love that he would give it all up for you.”

      Jade looked away as the tear fell from her eye.  “I thought—”

      “Yeah, I thought that might be it.  He wouldn’t talk to anyone when he got home last night. He shifted and ran off into the woods.  Before he went, though, his bear charged right through one of the walls we built yesterday.  He’ll regret that today when he sees what he’s done, but we all understand how upset he was.  We all felt it.  I’ve checked on him but he won’t change back right now.  He needs to figure it out in his head first.  He wasn’t trying to run your life, he wanted to make everything simple for you.”

      “But if he would have asked me first, I would have told him that I could just go to Dixon land to oversee production.  I don’t have to go but a couple days a week, just to show them my new designs and the rest they do.  He didn’t need to build me a new building,” Jade said, putting the bag of food down.

      “Well…he’s an alpha, Jade.  A strong one at that and he’s never done anything like this for anyone.  Not anyone.  When he told the pack, he had found his mate, he was like a kid on Christmas morning.  Everyone could see and feel the excitement inside him.  I know since he never smiles, but he’s different now and the guys like it.  We’ve been wondering too long and now everyone feels grounded and we know that’s because of you.”

      Jade pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them.  “Cosmo, you are giving me too much credit.  I’m not going to make it with him.  You have to see that. This is just too much for me to handle.  I can’t stand to see the disappointment in his eyes when he realizes what a bad mistake he’s made.  Don’t you see that? Look, I don’t like confrontation. I don’t like for people to be mad at me, and I do let people run over me sometimes.  I don’t mean to, but…”

      “I know you don’t like confrontation.  That’s your problem, Jade.  If you don’t stand up for yourself, somebody one day is going to come along and take it all from you.”

      “What, my business?  That’s my company.  I designed, I’ve put my whole soul into it and look at it now.  I’m a multi-millionaire and I employ thirty of my pack members.  Nobody will take that away from me.”

      “There is a loophole in everything.  You can’t see it now, but one day someone will find that gap and try to take your company.  They will make your life miserable.  And you know why?”

      “Why?”

      “Because they don’t like you and they will find out what your weaknesses are and use them against you.  They will run over you like a Mack truck running over a pinto.  You won’t be able to be the CEO of your company anymore and you won’t put up a big fight because you don’t like confrontation.  You don’t want them to be mad at you and just like that you, not anyone else, Jade, but you will allow all of this to happen.

      “Sticking your head in the sand doesn’t get you a breath of fresh air.  We have to always be on guard hoping that nobody finds out that we are shifters, but someone will one day, and we will be pushed out into the open.  How’re you going to hide that multi-million-dollar business then?  Shifter rights to own a business will be stripped.  All of this could happen.”

      Jade was shaking her head, but Cosmo turned to her and said, “Yes, it could, but I will be prepared to fight for what is mine, but you…you will run and hide.”

      Cosmo sat staring at her.  She couldn’t help wondering if he was telling the truth.  She had heard of stories about this happening.  There were tons of lifetime movies about it.

      Jade leaned her head back and closed her eyes when Cosmo said, “I don’t know what it is, but you seem different.  Because I sense something in you and I just can’t put my finger on it yet.  You’re different…”

      “Different?  I’m the same scared wolf you saw before.  I’m not different.  Please stop trying to make me believe something that I’m not.”  Jade pushed off the side of the barn to get up.  The wood cracked and broke off when she pushed back.  Jade and Cosmo both stared at the broken piece of wood.

      “It must be old,” she said. “This place is falling apart and has been here forever.  Look, I’ve got to go. I just wanted to tell you in person that I can’t do this.”

      Cosmo was still staring at the wood then he looked back at her.  “Listen, before you make such a big decision like giving up your life mate, let’s continue with the training because it can’t hurt.  If he or you decide that you can’t be mates then no harm no foul, okay?”

      Jade blew out a deep breath and walked over to the middle of the barn.  “Okay, what are we doing today?”

      “That a girl.  Today I’m going to show you some defensive moves. You need to know how to fight dirty.  You can’t always count on your wolf to get you out of trouble.  Sometimes you need to fight in your human form, but you need to learn how to look for someone’s weakness and use it against them.”

      “Oh yeah, sounds like fun,” Jade said, holding up her fists.
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        * * *

      

      “We found them in a small town in Georgia.  It’s outside of Atlanta, called New Hope.  There is only one restaurant in town and not much else.  No malls or anything like that, but I saw some of the Death Hunters walking around,” Danny said into the phone.

      “Make sure they don’t see you two.  I don’t want them suspicious in any way that we’re coming.  I want this to be a surprise attack,” Oliver answered.

      “Now, how is our boy doing?”

      “I think we will need to get rid of him.  He’s asking too many questions.  I don’t understand it.  He was outcasted by his pack, and now he’s like, why do we have to kill her.  We don’t need to kill any innocents and bring too much attention to us.  I told him to shut it or I would kill him.”

      “Good, watch him, Danny.  I don’t trust him.  I’ve sent Mark to you.  If it gets to the point where you think he’s going to turn us in, well, you know what to do.”

      “You got it, Alpha.  I know how much this means to you.”

      “Yes, it does, and I will kill whomever gets in my way.  I’ve waited a long time for this chance.  Lennox Bartley is going to hurt like I did.  Then I’m going to kill him for what he’s done to me and mine.”
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      Jade limped to her car.  She could barely move.  Cosmo flipped and turned her so many times that she thought she could try out for the Olympic teams.  She didn’t know she could feel this much pain as a shifter.  Now she knew what the new guards felt after she watched them limping back from training.  If they did half of what she went through, she would never laugh at them again.  Never!

      “Eat, Jade.  That will help with the soreness.  Remember to play those moves over and over in your head.  Once you continue to do that, you won’t hesitate whenever someone tries to hurt you. Practice the moves.  Understand?”

      Rubbing the back of her neck, Jade nodded.  “I didn’t know training could hurt this bad.”

      “That’s because I’m not going easy on you and I’m incorporating a lot of training in a short amount of time.  I need for you to pick this up quickly.  I want you to be ready at all times.  Listen,” Cosmo walked up to Jade and patted her on the back.  “There may not be someone there for you all the time.  Guards from the Dixon pack or from the Hunters.  We never know what the future holds for us.  Remember your training, Jade.  Your life may depend on it one day.”

      Jade watched as Cosmo got into his truck and pulled off.  She never thought of it like that.  She never had to.  He was right, she needed to be ready at all times.  Her pack might need her one day or even Bane.  Anyone of her family may need her and she was determined to prove to her brother and pack members that they could depend on her, to fight if need be.

      Pulling up at the store, she noted Bane sat in one of the rocking chairs.  He watched her as she gathered her things and exited her car.  He never said anything to her when she sat beside him.  They sat in silence as the cool morning breeze blew across her face.

      Closing her eyes, she loved moments like this, but she knew her brother wanted to talk.  He needed answers, but she wasn’t prepared to give them to him yet.  She still needed to think about what Cosmo said and find out if what Lennox built for her was such a terrible thing.

      “Before you say anything, I just want you to listen to me first.  I’ve always listened to you, Bane, even before mom and dad were killed.  I wanted to question some of the decisions you have made throughout the years, but I knew you had information that I didn’t, and I let it go.  It was easier.

      “But this is different.  I feel the mating bond, Bane.  I have been ignoring it and ignoring it, but I can’t anymore.  I don’t even know how to respond to these feelings, but I remember when Simone came to town and how you acted, and I know you tried to stay away from her.  I also know you couldn’t.”  Jade finally glanced at her brother who was watching her.  She turned in the chair and grabbed his hands and held them up to her face.  “I’m scared, Bane.  I’m scared I’m not good enough to be his mate.  He’s an alpha and I’m not.”

      “Don’t ever let me hear you say that again. You’re better.  You always have been.  Stronger than anyone I know, and you don’t have to be an alpha to be his mate.  But I…I—”

      She watched as her brother looked down toward the ground.  “What is it, Bane?”

      “I’ve never seen you like this—standing up to me.  I can’t say that I like, but it’s time you run your own life.  You’ve got to have some patience with me, Jade.  This isn’t easy standing off to the side and letting you go with the alpha of the Death Hunters.

      “For so long, we have hated them. Sure, the shifter society needs them, but we couldn’t forgive them.  And now, it still hurts. The pain went through the pack and for the longest time we didn’t know if the Dixon pack was going to survive.   I know that it wasn’t Lennox who was there when it happened.  But he is a Death Hunter and with that comes years of enemies that will be waiting for a moment to take you out.

      “I know this isn’t something you want to hear, but as your big brother and beta, I have to make sure you understand what your life will be like with him.  I’m scared for you, and I know he can’t help who he is fated to be with, but dammit, why did it have to be my little sister.”

      Jade squeezed Bane’s hand.  “It was a shock to me, too, but I don’t know how to get out of it.  Unless he doesn’t want anything to do with me anymore.”

      “Of course, he would.  Why would you even say that? You’re his mate.”  After a long moment of silence, Bane exhaled and asked, “What happened last night, Jade?  You looked happy at the restaurant, happier than I’ve ever seen you.”

      Jade smiled. “How would you know how I looked?”

      Bane leaned back in the rocking chair. His mouth twitched before he told her what she already knew.  “I needed to know that he was being nice to you and treating you with the respect you deserve.  We…might have stalked you at the restaurant together.  I won’t apologize for watching out for you.  Even if you decide to mate with the bear.”

      “Well, you might not have to worry about that now.”

      “Why, what did he do?”  Bane asked.

      Jade swallowed hard.  “He built me a building on his land to run my business out of.  I got mad and told him I wanted to go home.  You should have seen it, Bane, it was beautiful, bigger than the one I’m using now.  I told him that I employed members of my pack and that he expected me to just drop them simply because I was mating with him.  I should have handled it different, but I got mad and stopped talking to him.  If he would have discussed it with me first.”

      It shocked her that Bane didn’t make any comments.  She would have expected at least a four-letter word or two.  But he just sat there looking off and never said anything.  “Well, are you going to say anything?  This should be your moment to say what you have always said would happen.”

      “This time, I think you overreacted a tiny bit.  Maybe you should have told him that you both needed to talk about it.”

      “Maybe.”  Jade’s face hardened.  “I felt controlled.  He never asked me if I wanted to move my business.  I could easily walk through the woods to meet with everyone.  He didn’t have to make me a building.”

      “But he wanted to do this for you.  To make life easier for you.”

      “I acted like a child, didn’t I?”  Jade asked.

      “Maybe.”  Her brother sighed as he leaned back in the chair closing his eyes.  “You’ve changed.  While I wasn’t looking, my baby sister went and grew up.” Bane smiled, looking at her.  “I even watched you stare down Nicky Temple.  When you’re around him, you act different.”

      “Different, how?”

      “Confident, happy…he made you smile and you make the alpha of the Death Hunters smile.  I’ve never seen that bear smile.  Never.  You’ve buried parts of you when you got attacked, but now it’s coming out.  I don’t know. It could be all the training you have been doing.”

      “What?”  Jade jumped up.  “How…how could you know that?”

      Bane smiled. “Because I’m the beta of the Dixon pack. You don’t think I would know if one of my members was wondering off early in the morning.  Especially, my baby sister.”

      “I wanted to tell you, but…”

      “But you were scared to?  Look, Jade, you’ve changed and I…well, I guess I don’t want to lose you but watching him with you last night at the restaurant, well, I could see that he does care about you.”

      “I can’t believe you were spying on me.”

      Bane arched his eyebrows high and pointed at himself.  “Big brother here.  I won’t apologize for watching out for you, Jade.  Never will I apologize for that.  I love you and I will protect you forever.  No matter who your mate is.  And I think you understand that.”

      She did understand.  She would always forgive Bane for anything he did.  She stopped rocking and leaned toward her brother. “You said that you saw something inside me.  What exactly do you see?”

      “Simone said something to me last night, and when you both pulled up, I can’t explain it, but your aura has changed. My wolf sees it, but I don’t know what it is.  I think you’re finally coming into your own.  Maybe you suppressed who you are.  Since the bear attack, you have been so introverted, I was afraid you wouldn’t talk again, but slowly you did.  You never wanted to train.  I let it go because I felt you had been through enough.”

      Jade held her brother’s hand and they sat for a few minutes in silence.  “So, what’s the crazy beta teaching you?”

      Jade smiled.  “Everything.”

      “Good, but you know, I can help train you.”

      “I know, but it’s different with Cosmo.  He doesn’t treat me like you or any of the pack do.  He doesn’t look at me the same way.”

      “How does he look at you?”  Bane asked, narrowing his eyes.

      Jade swallowed hard and faced her brother.  “He doesn’t have pity in his eyes when he looks at me.  He doesn’t have any mercy on me because of what happened to me when I was a child.  He looks at me like you look at everyone else you train.”

      Grabbing her hands, Bane pulled her into his lap holding her close.  “I’m so sorry, Jade.  I don’t…”

      “It’s okay, Bane.  Really, I guess in a way, I wanted to be petted and treated like a child. It was hard enough to look in the mirror and I think I even felt sorry for myself for such a long time that I allowed people to feel pity for me.  It was easier that way.  I didn’t have to talk to them or deal with them.  I brought all of it on myself.  You didn’t, I did.  So, stop feeling like you let me down.  I let myself down, but now I want to change that and the way everyone looks at me.  Do you think I can do that?”

      Nuzzling her face, Bane whispered, “You already have.”
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        * * *

      

      Lennox watched as Cosmo came out of the bathroom.  He had taken another shower.  He already had one before he left this morning.  “Why are you showering so much?”

      “What are you, the shower police?”

      Narrowing his eyes, Lennox knew something was up with his best friend. He wasn’t telling him something.  Maybe he was with a girl.

      “I’m glad that you shifted back.  We need to fix the wall you busted through last night,” Cosmo said, pushing his feet up on his desk.

      “I already did while you were out.”  Lennox was still angry and he hoped Cosmo treaded lightly or he would take it out on him.

      “Good.  Saw your mate this morning going into work.  I made sure she made it and, yes, her brother was parked waiting on her.  She looked fine.”

      Sitting up in his seat, he asked, “Did she wave at you?  Say anything?”

      “Uh, no, didn’t even look my way,” Cosmo said, grinning.

      Lennox tried to read the report lying on his desk, but all he could think about was Jade.  He hated her being mad.  He couldn’t stand it.

      “Maybe you need to go into town and talk with her. I bet she has calmed down by now.” What could he do to make this right?

      “Lennox?”  Cosmo stood in front of his desk waving his hands in front of his face.

      “What?”

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      “No, what?  And why are you waving your hands around like an idiot?”

      “Because you are in la la land.  I said I bet she has calmed down by now and maybe you need to go into town and talk to her.”

      “You think?”

      “Yes, I think.  Look, girls want to be chased.  Especially, the ones with four legs.  You get it, four legs?”  Lennox watched as Cosmo started laughing.

      “You’re so stupid.  I’m going into town.”  Walking to the door, he glanced back as Cosmo bent over laughing at his own stupid joke.   “You coming or what?”

      Holding up his finger, Cosmo was about to fall over he was laughing so hard.  Dumb idiot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade could see the girls whispering to each other and then looking back at her. It was a slow day, so she decided to go out front and work on the bracelet she promised Lennox.  She did say she was going to make him one and she always kept her promise.

      Anyway, she wanted to start a men’s line.  Starting with the bracelet and then use the new leather she just got in.  She liked how durable it was.  Every bead and ink she had chosen reminded her of him.

      She glanced up when Finley walked out of the bakery and made his way to her.  Finley was a gem and she really liked him.  His mate Alex was in the store doing the books, she was now keeping the books for her company too.  She liked how Alex explained everything in terms she could understand.

      “Hey, Fin.”

      “We haven’t had time to talk lately.  How you been?” Fin sat in the rocking chair beside her.

      “Good, how’s it going for you and Alex?”

      “Excellent, if everyone felt like this, they would find their mate sooner.  If they could.  I know some may never find them.”

      “That’s good, Fin.”  He was never silent but today he sat beside her without saying one word.  She could see he was watching her.  “You have something to ask me?”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Laughing, Jade leaned back and rocked.  She knew he wouldn’t be able to stand it much longer.  She figured she was the talk of the pack.  Every busy body would be headed to each other’s houses and she would be the ripe juicy gossip.

      “You going to tell me?” Fin said, looking at her.

      “Tell you what, Fin?”

      “Come on, Jade, you’ve met your mate.  This is exciting news.  I would have thought you would have told at least me.”  Fin was smiling, rocking her chair back and forth.  “This isn’t exciting news, is it?”

      Jade took a deep breath and shook her head.  “Not really.  I’ve already made a mess of everything.”

      “Jade, you couldn’t make a mess of anything.”

      “He built me a building and I told him I didn’t want it.”

      “A building?”

      “A new building to make my products.  He purchased all new equipment.”

      “Wow, that’s convenient and kinda nice.”

      “See, I made a mess of it.  I should have said something, but instead I crawled off shutting down like I always do.  I…just don’t want to be controlled, Fin.  And you know what else?”

      “What, hun?”

      “I’m fucking tired of feeling like that and…I’m tired of being the one people stare at all the time and feel pity for me.  I’m sick of taking shit from everyone.  I’m…well I’m not going to take it anymore.  You hear me?  If that alpha wants me, he better get ready to fight for my heart.  It’s not free.  I don’t care if we’re mates.  I want to be treated with respect by my brother and…and everyone.  You hear me?”

      Fin looked around and Simone, Quinn, and Alex came out of the store.  Some pack members were even crossing the street and heard her.  “Yeah, sweetheart, I hear ya.  I think everyone did.”

      Jade blinked hard then looked behind her and the girls watching her.  Simone and Quinn gave her thumbs up and Alex just looked like she was shocked.  Of course, she was. Jade had never raised her voice at anyone.  Especially, not her mate.  All six foot four, two hundred sixty pounds of him.

      “I’m proud of you.”

      Jade glanced back at Fin.  “You’re so weird.”

      “Now keep it up.  I don’t know where this is coming from, but I like the new Jade Cross.”  Fin stood and kissed her on top of her head and moved to where his mate stood and planted a kiss that would knock any other woman to her knees, but not Alex.  She gave it right back.  They were so cute together.

      Jade went back in the store.  She was going to leave early today.  Her wolf needed out.  She was becoming more and more aggressive.  That’s all she needed, a wolf with an attitude.
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        * * *

      

      “What are they doing?”  Lennox asked Cosmo.  They watched as the guard Fin took a rifle from the police chief.

      “I think that’s his dad,” Cosmo answered.  He knew something was up when Fin took off toward Southern Treasures.  That was all Lennox needed to see. He jumped out of the truck and ran toward the store.  All he knew was that the guard carried a rifle and he was going into the store where his mate was at.

      When he opened the door, Fin was at Jade’s counter.  He could see the smile fall from her face.  He didn’t care if she was mad at him.  Something was wrong, and it had to do with her.

      “What’s wrong?”  Lennox asked.

      Fin and Jade both looked up.  “My dad said there is a white bear on the loose scaring hikers.  They said it didn’t try to hurt anyone but was running this way and I remember that the bear that attacked Jade was—”

      “White.”  Lennox finished the sentence for him.

      “I’m going and don’t you try to stop me.”  Jade announced narrowing her eyes at him daring him to say she couldn’t go.

      “I wouldn’t dare, but you’re riding with me.”

      “Fine.”

      “Where is everyone going?”  Quinn asked.  “Why?”  She narrowed her eyes at Fin when she saw him with the gun.

      “There has been a white bear sighting on the trails,” Fin answered.  “My dad said he has never seen a white bear.  It has to be the one.”

      “Let’s go,” Jade said, walking toward the door.

      “I’ll call Arden and Bane,” Quinn answered, running to her office.

      Lennox ran after his mate. Outside, they found Cosmo talking with the chief.  “I’ll drive,” Lennox said, catching the keys that his beta flung into the air.

      Jade didn’t wait for him to open the door. She jumped in the front seat and slammed the door.  Cosmo climbed into the cargo bed of the truck.

      “Jade, it’s probably not the same bear.  It’s been fifteen years.”

      “The chief said the bear was bigger than most and the tourist reported that it had markings on its back and neck. Just like the bear that attacked me,” Jade said.

      Cosmo pulled the rear window to the side and leaned in.  “The chief said the bear was running toward town and that doesn’t sound like a bear.  He’s afraid it will attack someone and he will have to put it down.”

      Jade and Lennox didn’t say anything so Cosmo pulled his head back out.  They rode in silence until he couldn’t take it anymore.  “I’m sorry.”

      When Jade glanced at him, he wasn’t looking at her.  He kept his eyes glued to the road.

      “About what?”  Man, this was going to be tough.  She was going to make him grovel, but it didn’t matter.  He would.

      “About the building.  Since it’s such a big place, we can turn it into a pack house.  Maybe it’s best with all the hunters under one roof, but they all get their own room.  You should have seen them today when I told them.  And believe it or not, Leo wants to put up wallpaper, said it was going to be an accent wall or something.”

      Jade snorted. Covering her mouth, she glanced at Lennox.

      “Yeah, we all got some good laughs about that one.  He said you would understand what he was doing.  Don’t ever cover your face when you laugh. I love to hear you.  It’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard,” Lennox said, smiling at her.

      His nostrils flared as she gave him the first sign of hope.  He affected her.  Her pheromones surrounded him.

      Pounding on the top of the truck made her jump and look toward the roadway.  Lennox stopped the truck in the middle of the road.  Nobody got out. This wasn’t any ordinary bear.

      This was the one that hurt Jade.  The bear stared at her. Even when the chief got out with his rifle, she didn’t move a muscle.  The bear continued to watch Jade.  Why didn’t the stupid bear run?

      Then she felt a sharp pain piercing her body.  She screamed, grabbing at her chest.  The pain was so powerful, she almost lost conscience.  She couldn’t breathe.  Jade panicked pushing the door handle, falling out of the truck.  “I can’t…breathe—”

      “Jade, Jade.”  Lennox was kneeling beside her in a blink. He turned her over but all she could do was stare at the bear who was watching as she gasped for air.  Just like before, the pain crippled her mind and soul.

      “Kill the fucking bear,” Lennox yelled out.

      “No, no, no.”  Her throat felt like sandpaper. She knew this had something to do with the bear.  They couldn’t kill it.  Jade pulled Lennox by the neck to stare into his eyes.  “Don’t let him kill the bear, promise me.”

      “Okay, baby.  Okay.  Just breathe,” Lennox pleaded.

      When she glanced toward the bear, it was wobbling just like her own vision and then everything went black.
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      “Are you telling me a fucking shifter did this to my sister?  A fucking bear shifter.  Kill the fucking bitch.  She deserves to die for what she did to Jade.  If you won’t, then I will.”  Jade heard her brother yelling and she knew he meant it.

      “No…”  Jade tried to scream out, but she couldn’t.  Her voice was so low she doubted anyone could hear her.

      “Thank God,” Lennox said.  Her head was in his lap.  She glanced around and they were in her bedroom at the pack house.

      “Yes, thank God.  That would please me,” Jade whispered.

      “Jade, what were you thinking?”  Bane grabbed her hand and held it to his face. Tears pooled in his eyes as he tried to talk. “I won’t lose you too.  Do you understand me?  Don’t ever do anything like that again.  You could have been killed.”

      Jade watched as Bane lowered his head onto her stomach.

      “I’m okay and you could never lose me.”  Jade pushed her brother’s hair back, smoothing it out like she always did when they watched TV together.  He always fell asleep as she played with his hair.

      Bane took in a deep breath and exhaled. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. It was like she was inside me.  The bear was inside me somehow.  I know it sounds strange, but I could feel her and she kept saying over and over that they’re coming, they’re coming.  I couldn’t breathe and the pain in my chest.  I thought my chest was being ripped apart.  What happened to her?”

      Jade tried to get up but wobbled backward.  Lennox picked her up, placing her in his lap.  “Easy now.”

      “Did you kill her?”

      “No, but I plan on it,” Bane growled.

      “You can’t, Bane.”  Jade sounded crazy even to herself, but she wasn’t wrong about this.

      “She’s a mage,” Quinn said, walking over to her.  “Damn it, why didn’t I see it before?”

      “A mage?  There haven’t been any mages around in a long time,” Arden said to his mate.

      “That’s because of the stigma they get.  I told you about my grandmother, right?”

      “She’s one of the Old Ones,” Arden answered.

      Quinn continued. “Yes, but what you don’t know, and I just found out myself, is that the Old Ones are all mages, but the good ones.  They are here to protect the shifters and magic users from the bad ones.  Most mages have been killed for practicing black magic and using it on people or they scattered in fear of being found.  But there are a few still around, from what my grandmother told me.

      “She also told me about a girl name Greer O’Neill who came from Ireland around ninety years ago.  Both her parents came from a long line of mages, and when Greer was born, she possessed certain marks on her back and chest.  This girl had more powerful magic than anyone they knew, but the word got out about the marks and her magic.  It became such a problem that there were several attempts to kidnap her.

      “Whoever got to Greer first would steal the magic.  Now, I don’t know if that is even possible, but that’s what I was told.  And to protect her, they made up a story that she died, even went so far as to put another child who died in a casket and had a funeral.  I know, I know this sounds crazy, but hear me out.

      “My grandmother also said that Greer had an aunt who lived in America.  So, Greer was transported to America and was never heard of again.  But soon after Greer arrived, a whole coven of witches came here from Ireland to hunt her down.  Apparently, they found out Greer wasn’t dead and now on the run.  Nobody knows what happened to them or if they found Greer.

      “Grandmother said Greer was so powerful that she needed a mate to help contain her power and keep her calm or else she would go into these fits of rage.  What if that woman shifter is Greer?”  Quinn pointed into the other room.

      “Quinn, what would she be doing here?  Assuming you’re right?”  Finley said.  “No offense.”

      Quinn smiled and said, “None taken, but I think I’m on to something.”

      “We keep her under lock and key until we find out who she is and what she’s doing here.  I don’t want anyone to open that door.  We don’t know what we’re dealing with right now, and I’m not taking any chances on her waking up and using her power or shifting and hurting someone else.  Understand?”  Arden was staring at Bane who looked pissed, but he wouldn’t go against Arden.

      “Are you sure she can’t get out of the room?”  Cosmo asked.

      Arden smiled. “Yes, not this room.  We reinforced three rooms with steel from ceiling to floor.  The walls are concrete and steel.  No way she’s getting out of there.”

      “How do you feel, Jade?  Are you still in any pain?”  Simone asked, sitting on the bed beside Lennox who still had her in his lap holding her close to his chest.

      “I don’t feel any pain.”

      Simone glanced at Lennox and snorted.  “I bet not.”

      “Har har,” Jade whispered, rolling her eyes.

      She could feel Lennox nuzzling his face against her hair.  His arms wrapped around her tighter and all she could feel was the warmth radiating off his body.

      “Why don’t we let Jade rest right now,” Quinn said, motioning for everyone to leave.  When Bane stood, she didn’t know what to say as Lennox continued to nuzzle her neck and hair.  It was the most passionate experience she had ever had.  And all of it was in front of her brother.  Awkward!

      “Come on, big brother.  Let them be for now.”  Simone pulled her mate until he finally walked over to the door closing it behind him. She couldn’t help it, but her wolf started rubbing against her skin.  The damn wolf was purring like a cat.  Yes, yes, I know you like him, Jade thought.

      “Uh, Lennox?”  Jade asked.

      “Hmm…”  This was all she got.  She actually heard him growling.

      “Can I get up for a minute.  I can’t concentrate like this.”  Jade waited until he finally released her.  She slowly got up and put some distance between them.  When she looked at him, he was staring at her like he was going to attack.  She had all these strange feelings inside her.  A string pulled on her from the inside.  Pulling her toward Lennox.

      No, no, get that thought out of your head right now.  They had a lot to discuss and she wanted to see the bear.  Who was now a lady.  A shifter?  Why, why would a shifter do this to her?

      The low growling jerked her attention back to Lennox.  Jeez, he looked feral as he stared at her.  His body was bent forward almost like he was going to pounce on her.

      “Are you all right?”

      Blinking hard, Lennox shook his head back and forth.  His eyes were so bright, she could barely see the color.  Staggering as he got onto his feet, she ran to hold him up.  “Lennox, what is it?  What’s wrong?  Tell me.”  Jade thought his weight would topple them over, but the strangest thing happened. She eased his heavy frame forward.   No way she could have done that a week ago.  What was it with this unknown strength coming out of her?

      Sitting him down, Jade stood in front of him.

      “It’s the mating pull.  It’s getting harder and harder for me to fight.  I’m sorry, baby.”  Lennox rubbed his face, but the expression was impossible to miss.  He was in pain.

      “Are you in pain?”

      Lennox opened his eyes and the smile was more than flirtatious.  It was something she had only seen on Arden and Quinn’s face and even her brother and Simone, but never for her.  Until now.

      “Let’s just say, the hard on I’ve got isn’t helping.”

      Jade’s eyes lowered, about popping out of her head. “Oh, oh…”

      “It’s okay, Jade, I’m not pushing you into anything, but you have that effect on me and I can’t hide it anymore.  You’re my mate and I know you’re having a difficult time realizing that my bear and the man want you.  Stop looking at the scars on the outside and look at the woman on the inside.  Because she is both beautiful inside and out.  I don’t lie, so don’t even say that.  I can see you shaking your head, but you don’t see what I see.”  Lennox walked to her and turned her around to face the mirror.  Pulling her hair away from her shoulders, he kissed the side of her neck as she melted against him.  “This is all beautiful.”

      Jade watched him in the mirror and finally she couldn’t help but smile and in return that made him smile too.  “Now let’s see what is going on with the bear.  It seems you two are connected in some way. I’ve never seen anything like this before and I’ve seen a lot of strange shit in my life.”

      “Like what?”  Jade asked.

      “It was like she was pulling you out of the truck and then you screamed out in pain.  Did you feel anything similar to that?”

      Turning around quickly, Jade put her hands-on Lennox’s arms.

      “That’s exactly how I felt but it was so painful.  Why?  What does she want with me?”

      “Let’s find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Jade and Lennox peered into the small window from the hallway.  Inside the reinforced room, Arden, Bane, Tate, and Finley stood against the walls.  Lying on the couch was a woman with long blonde hair.  Her skin was a beautiful pale color.  She had never seen anyone so pale.  Her eyes were closed but Jade could see the battle within her at this distance.

      “Look at her eyes.”  Jade pointed out.

      “She’s struggling in her dreams.”

      “She’s running from someone” Jade said.

      Lennox turned to face her.  “Jade, how do you know that?”

      “I feel it inside here.”  Pointing at her heart, Jade had to look away to take a deep breath.  Would anyone believe her?  It sounded crazy to her too.

      “This isn’t right.  How is that possible?  Come over here and sit down.”  Lennox pulled a chair away from the door.  “Look, you need to tell me exactly how you’re feeling.”

      “I can’t explain it, but I know she’s running from someone and she’s scared.”

      Lennox looked in the window and motioned for Arden to come out of the locked room.

      “Jade, are you feeling better?”  Arden asked, followed by her brother and the others.

      “She’s running from someone and she’s scared,” Jade announced.

      “Good!”  Bane said, putting his hands on his hips.  “I don’t care.  There is no way I will forgive that.”

      “Bane.  I know you’re upset but there had to be a good reason for the attack,” Jade responded.  She never knew how much pain her brother was in.  She realized how selfish she had been.  Only thinking of her pain and not Bane’s.  He had felt helpless when he couldn’t protect her nor find the bear that did it.

      “I can’t believe you are not in a rage.  She’s here, Jade.  We finally have her in our grasp and you act like you feel sorry for her.”

      “I can’t explain it, but I feel she had to do what she did, and we finally get to find out what that reason is.  Don’t you want to know?  Where she’s been all these years?”

      “No!  I had hoped she was ripped to shreds,” Bane answered, throwing his hand out to the side.  Turning around, Bane leaned his head against the wall.  “I can’t just let this go.  She caused too much pain for my family.”

      Jade moved toward her brother and pushed her arms around him and hugged him tightly.  “I can.  I feel the biggest weight being lifted off me. I don’t know why.  I should be angry but I’m not and I pray that you will let this go too.  Like you have always told me…This has made me a stronger person and I can handle anything.  If you really meant that, Bane, then forgive her.  Let’s get our answers and then go on with our lives.  It’s taken too much away from us and it’s time to finally be free from the pain.”

      Bane turned and hugged his sister.  “Look at my sister, the redeemer.  Always finding the good in everyone, even the ones who don’t deserve her forgiveness.  I don’t understand it, Jade, but I’ll try.  That’s all I can do.”

      “Tate, you have the first watch.  We wait until she wakes up,” Arden said, pointing at the guard.

      She watched as Tate nodded and positioned himself in front of the door.  Something told her that it would be a while before the woman woke.  She sat in the chair.  Emotions ran through her making her wolf anxious. What if questions plagued her.  She wanted answers and she wasn’t going to get them any time soon.

      “Your wolf is restless?”  Lennox asked, watching her.

      Jade nodded.  She needed to run, to do something to take her mind off the woman.

      “Let’s go run.  I think we both need it and I want to check to see what the guys have gotten done.”

      Smiling, she got up and followed Lennox to the front door. She could hear Arden and Bane in his office talking.  They wanted answers just like her.

      Picking up the small bag, Jade followed Lennox to the path that would lead to the Death Hunters land.  “You ready?”  Lennox asked taking his shirt off.  All she could do was stare at his chest.  “Jade?”

      She looked away, embarrassed now.  He was built like the statues she read about in Rome.  He was beautiful.  Not an ounce of fat on him.  Each part of him was finely sculpted.  Just like a work of art.

      “Don’t look away from me.”

      “I just never...”  Jade couldn’t form a sentence.  This was her mate.  She was going to see him without clothes in a few minutes and he was going to see her.

      “You’ve shifted in front of your pack, right?”

      “Yeah, but I’ve never been attracted to any of them, but you’re different.  I…”  Jade turned around as he started taking off his jeans.  “Shit.”

      Chuckling, Lennox pulled her body up against his.  “Soon, this will all be yours.  I want to lick every inch of you, Jade Cross.  You will be mine and I will be yours.  Never will you look away from me again.  I will give you this moment, but soon we will mate and I will be the one taking your clothes off.”

      She could feel every inch of him as his arms pulled her in tightly against him.  “Okay,” she squeaked.

      Lennox laughed again, then he pulled away.  She felt a nudge against her leg. When she turned around, the biggest black bear was behind her. She froze remembering the attack.  But this was Lennox and he would never hurt her.  She swallowed hard and slowly reached out to touch him.  The bear never moved even as her hand shook, the bear just watched.

      Taking a deep breath, Jade moved closer until her fingers slipped through his fur.  He closed his eyes as she moved her hand up and down between his eyes.  She giggled when he flopped down on the ground.  His eyes were still closed as she continued to run her fingers through his coarse fur.

      He was a magnificent animal.  Larger than any bear she had ever seen.  She smiled as Lennox rolled to the ground. He probably wanted her to rub all over him, but her wolf was eager to run and if she continued to scratch the big beast, she would never release some of this anxiety.

      Instead, she shifted.  Her clothes dropped on top of his head as she jumped over him. She didn’t waste any time; Lennox’s bear would be fast and would easily catch up to her.  But that was the fun part, the chase.  She missed this.  With everything going on at the store, she hadn’t joined any of the pack runs and she regretted that now.  Her wolf needed this and so did she.

      The wind felt wonderful as she ran as fast as she could, but she could hear him closing in on her.  The nip at her tail let her know he was right behind her and doing exactly what she wanted, to play.  He was fast, but she could jump over logs and that was the only way she would stay ahead of him.

      At least that was what she thought.  She watched, jaw handing down, as Lennox’s bear leaped through the air landing in front of her.  Now he was in front.  Okay, so he wanted to play hard ball. Jade did too.  She jumped as hard as she could and landed on top of him.  She figured he would stop, but no, he continued to run and all she could do was dig her claws in and hold on.

      Her wolf loved it and apparently Lennox’s bear did too.  When they came to the property line, he slowed, letting her easily jump off.  She couldn’t remember having this much fun.  She stayed beside him as someone jumped down from a tree in their path.  It was a young woman with long black hair.  She held a bow in her hand as she glared at her.

      Who was this woman?  Lennox acted like he knew her because he didn’t seem offended that she blocked their path.   Whoever, she was, she was beautiful and Jade felt the uncertainty rush through her.  Those feelings that she wasn’t good enough or pretty enough for someone like the Alpha of the Death Hunters.

      Lennox shifted and stopped in front of the woman.  “Welcome back.” Jade immediately felt betrayed when he hugged the woman.  She stepped backwards watching but the woman was watching her too and the looks she was giving her told her that she didn’t like her either.

      “Raven, this is my mate, Jade Cross.”  Raven never acknowledged her, never even nodded her head at her.  The bitch.  Who was this woman?

      “I lost them.  They knew they had a tail on them.  I don’t know how they did it, but they ditched me in Atlanta,”  Raven said smiling at Lennox.

      “Wow, you, you got caught.  Never thought I would hear that.  They will turn back up and I’ll send you some help.”

      Raven put her hand on Lennox’s arm and Jade started growling.  They both turned and stared at her.  If she didn’t get her hand off her mate, she was going to lose that arm.  “Raven, stop it.  She’s going to be your alpha’s mate soon, don’t start off on the wrong foot.”

      “Sorry, Alpha, she may be your mate, but she’s got some proving to do.  I’ve heard that she’s submissive.  Never thought you would get one like that.”  Raven smirked, turning her back on Jade and walked back into the woods.

      Jade dove toward Raven ready to give chase, but Lennox caught her, holding her back.  She nipped his arms trying to get away.  She didn’t want to hurt her mate, but she wasn’t going to let that go.  “Jade, enough!  Another day, baby.” Blood dripped down his arm as he held on.  “Raven needs to cool down.  She didn’t mean it.”

      Shifting in his arms, Jade screamed, “Let me go.”

      Lennox dropped her on the ground.  Her butt hit hard which made her even madder. “Now, calm down.  Raven isn’t the one to mess with, especially right now.”  Lennox held his hand down to her, but she wasn’t having any of it.  Not this time.  He didn’t even take up for her or dress Raven down to size.

      “Calm down?  Did you hear how she talked about me.  You didn’t do anything.  You just let her treat me like a piece of dog crap.”

      “Jade, baby, if I take up for you every time someone says something you don’t like, they will never have respect for you,” Lennox said.

      “Then you should have let me go after her and teach her a few lessons.”

      Lennox laughed.  “Look, baby, Raven is a Death Hunter.  She kills people for a living.  She’s a tracker and she has gone after and handled male shifters that would tear you apart.  She’s trained for battle and she knows how to take care of herself.  You would have gotten hurt and I’m not going to let that happen.  Now shake it off and let’s go—”

      “What was I thinking?  You’re going to protect me, right?”

      “Yes, Jade, if necessary, even from yourself.  Like I said before, you would have gotten hurt attacking Raven or worse.”

      Shaking her head, Jade could feel something inside of her growing.  Rage like she had never felt before shot out through her.  Throwing her hand out, Jade punched the tree.  She watched as the tree cracked and split making her and Lennox jump away from it.

      “What the hell was that?”  Lennox’s eyes widened.  He was looking back and forth from her to the tree.  “How did you do that?”

      Jade didn’t know.  All she knew was she wasn’t going to be with a mate who didn’t believe in her.  Protect her, her ass.  “Go ask your precious Death Hunter. Maybe she can tell you just how submissive I am.”  Jade pointed. “And you, you can kiss my butt.”

      

      Having enough, she shifted and ran as hard as she could back to Dixon pack land leaving Lennox standing there inspecting the tree.  When she got back to the porch she jerked her shirt back on then her pants.

      “What’s wrong?”  Bane asked, coming out the back door.

      “Nothing.”  Jade started to walk off, but she’d had enough of everyone thinking she was a weak pitiful wolf.  “Hey, yeah, let me ask you a question.  I want you to be honest with me.  I will know if you’re lying.”

      “Cross my heart,” Bane said, smiling. His grin faded, when he seen how upset she was.

      “Do you think I’m weak and can’t take care of myself?”  Jade waited and when her brother never said anything, that made her even madder.  “You do.”

      “I didn’t say that, Jade.  I think you need more self-defense classes.  For so long, we protected you and never made you learn anything.  Now, I can see that was a bad mistake.”

      Shaking her head, all she wanted to do was cry.  That’s how mad she was and disappointed not with her brother, but with herself.  She needed to drive.  Clear her head and then call Cosmo for more classes.  Maybe they could meet in the morning and then in the evening.  But she wasn’t ready to forgive Lennox.  Not yet.

      “Where are you going?”  Bane asked.

      “Away.  I need to be alone.”

      “Let me get someone to go with you,” Bane said.

      “No, Bane.  I just need to be alone.  I will stay in the car and I have my phone.  I just want to drive. I won’t go far.  I promise, but I need to clear my head.  Okay?”

      She watched as Bane struggled inside.  He didn’t want her going anywhere alone.  “Damnit, Jade.  What if someone knows about you mating with the Death Hunter?  They could be waiting for you.”

      “Really, how would anyone know that.  We haven’t mated and nobody knows.  Don’t you think the guards would have seen someone lurking around.  Come on.”

      Bane let out a long sigh, shaking his head.  “If you’re not back in one hour, I’m sending everyone after you.  Understand?”

      “Yeah, I do.”  Jade kissed her brother’s cheek and then ran to her car.  She needed to head down Potter’s Road and think about everything.  Rolling down her window, she let the air blow through her hair.  This was exactly what she needed.
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      Oliver turned and looked at his beta.  “Did we just go through the whole town?”

      Danny snorted.  “Unfortunately, now you see why it’s so hard to stay hidden in this area.  The good thing is those are the only two stores besides the furniture store.  One is called Southern Treasures and the other is something gooey, whatever, it’s a bakery.  Great actually.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Oliver said, “I hope you are making a point.”

      “Oh, yeah.  Well, the alpha’s mate is huge in this town.  She sells jewelry and purses.  Some kind of shit like that.  I looked her up and she is very popular online.  Her name is Jade Cross.”

      “Turn back around.  Let’s sit in the diner parking lot.  Nobody would think anything about that.”  Oliver pointed at a dirt driveway.  “Have you seen her yet?”

      “Yeah, one time but she was with him.  They looked like they were after something.  The police chief and a few other men had guns.  Looked like they were hunting.  The store closed shortly after that.  This is the only place open right now.”

      “Then you will recognize her?”

      “Oh yeah, if you see her once, you will never forget that face.”

      “Pretty?”

      “She has a scar from here to here.  No way to miss her,” Danny said.

      “Interesting.  Wonder if he did that to her.”

      “Nah, on her website it said she was attacked when she was ten years old by a bear. The bear scarred her face and back.”

      “Doesn’t matter.  When I get done, she will have another one to add, one right across her neck.”

      “Look,” one of his guys yelled out from the back seat.  “That’s her.”  They watched as a red car stopped at the one and only red light in town.

      “Holy shit, that is her.  She’s going behind the store,” Danny said, starting the car.

      “Go, go, this is our chance,” Oliver said beating on the dash.  “You have a place to take her,” he glanced at his beta, “right?”

      “Yeah, yeah, we found it yesterday.  Looked like nobody had been there in a long time.”

      Oliver squeezed his eyes shut, trying to keep himself calm.  He had waited a long time for this.  This is it, Shelby.  I will finally get our revenge, baby.
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        * * *

      

      Jade drove until she hit the city limits. It was already starting to get dark as she passed through downtown.  The bakery and Southern Treasures were beautifully decorated for fall.  She especially loved twilight.  The stores had closed, and all the twinkling lights were on.  Quinn had planted the fall flowers in the pots outside and placed the pumpkins and decorations.  It was magical.

      There were already ten stores that wanted the vacant lot next to Southern Treasures and Gooey Goodness Bakery.  Everything was decorated and appealed to passersby.  It was perfect.  Jade drove around back and sat in the car staring up at the apartment. How was she going to fix this?

      Jade got out of the car and sat on the bottom step.  Her heart was breaking into a million pieces. She had fallen for the Death Hunter.  She wasn’t strong enough to fight her own battles and it showed today.  He even admitted it.  Gasping for breath, she leaned forward dropping to her knees.  She couldn’t lose him.

      “You are such a fool.  You wasted so much time,” Jade cried out.  “But what if he doesn’t want you.”

      “I’m banking on him wanting you.”

      Jade jumped as she stared at the men standing beside her car.

      “What…I’m…”   Jade wiped her face and stood.  “Sorry, but you can’t be behind the store.  We are closed.”    Her wolf was clawing at her to run.  This…these men were bad men.

      “Well, not to worry, we won’t be here but a few minutes.  I found exactly what I’m looking for.”  The man smiled, but she could see the wolf inside him.  His teeth elongated and she knew she had to get out of there.

      Slowly, Jade stepped up the stairs putting herself as far away from the men as she could.  All she needed was to get into the apartment.  It had an alarm in it.

      “Look, my brother and mate will be here in a few minutes, so you need to go and come back tomorrow when the store is open.”  Jade continued to move backward up the stairs.

      “You see, my nose tells me something different.”  The man smiled.  “I can smell a lie.  You’re alone, and remember, nobody wants you.”  He clapped his hands together. “This couldn’t have gone better if I had planned it.  I thought I would have to go through all kinds of hoops to get you alone, but here you are.”

      Jade wanted to panic.  That’s what she would have done in the past, but Cosmo had trained her. At least they had a couple lessons before it ended, and it was all about what to do in situations like this.  She would have to rely on that because this wasn’t going to end well if she panicked.  Do not panic, Jade.

      “That’s where you are wrong.  I’m very wanted and my mate is the Alpha of the Death Hunters.  He is on his way along with my brother who is the beta of the Dixon pack.  You are so fucked.”

      Jade continued up the stairs until she heard the thump and behind her at the top of the stairs was another man.

      “Ah, now you see, you have nowhere to go.  Be a good little girl and come back down the stairs or we can do this the hard way.”  The man smiled as seven other males started walking toward the stairs.  The other man was close and she had to fight him if she was going to get to the alarm.

      She reached down inside herself. Energy coursed through her lower extremities and the urge to jump as high as she could consumed her. With her back still to the man, she sprang up and flipped over the man’s head, kicking him forward when she landed behind him.  Dang, that was straight out of a kung fu movie. The guy sailed through the air, then hit each stair on his way down.

      She only had a few seconds to get into the apartment and hit the alarm.  No time for keys, Jade kicked the door as hard as she could, but it didn’t come open.  She glanced behind her. The men were wrestling to get over the fallen man.  “Come on, wolf.”  Jade kicked again, and this time it cracked.  She continued to kick until the door flew open.  Jade ran in and hit the alarm before she was slammed hard against the wall.

      “Get her.”

      Jade felt something crack in her shoulder and head, then the pain echoed throughout her body.  She couldn’t stop now even as blood dripped down the side of her face.  Suck it up buttercup, she thought to herself.  It’s time girl.  She shifted calling her wolf into action just like Cosmo taught her.  And for the first time, she let her wolf take over.

      The first man who tried to grab her lost badly. Jade bit into his hand and used it like a chew toy.  She did exactly what Cosmo told her; she jerked him around tearing the skin until finally she bit down hard enough and the man’s hand came off.  His screams were all she could hear.  She let the sound of his pain wash over her.  It was what she needed, giving her more strength to fight them off.  Spitting the man’s hand to the floor, Jade went for the next male.

      The others looked shocked and didn’t expect her small wolf to do this much damage and that gave her time to run for the bedroom.  That’s what Cosmo told her to do, bite and get them off their game, then run.

      Her paws chewed up the hardwood floor as she tried to get traction. “Get her, now.”

      Before she could slam the door with her nose, all the men jumped on top of her.  She tried to claw at them, but she couldn’t breathe.  All she could feel was pressure as each of the men tried to wrap their arms around her.  Subduing her was what they were trying to do.  Gasping, her wolf was going crazy as they squeezed harder.  It felt like when the bear had jumped on top of her.  She couldn’t suck in a breath. Clawing her way from under the men, blood and screams erupted as Jade did everything that Cosmo taught her.  She had almost made it as her head broke free and that’s when she watched the man pick up a lamp.  Jade’s wolf froze in terror as the man slammed it against her head and everything went black.
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      “Fuck!”  Lennox slammed his hand against the porch steps.

      “She won’t answer?”  Cosmo asked concerned.

      “No.  I’ve called at least fifteen times now.  I know she’s mad but to let me call that many times.  She’s just trying to torture me now.”

      “You deserve it,” Cosmo said, staring at the pack house.

      “What?”  Lennox glared at his best friend.

      “First, you should have let her attack Raven.  She deserved it.”

      “Raven would have killed her.”

      “I think you don’t give your mate enough credit.  She may have lost, but I guarantee, Raven would have more respect for her, instead, you picked her up and held her in your arms. Shielding her from danger. Instead of letting her fight her own battles.”  Cosmo said shaking his finger back and forth.  “Second, you just let her run off, pissed, I might add. Now you have a raging wolf who knows how to destroy trees.”

      “How do you think she did that?”  Lennox asked, thinking back at how Jade punched the tree and split it open enough that it fell to the ground.  “It was a big tree, Cosmo.”

      “You know they have always said not to piss off a woman.  And look at you, you have really pissed this one off.  She’s mad, mad, mad.”

      “I hate you right now.”

      “I know, but deep down you really love me.  Plus, without me, what would you do?”

      Shaking his head, Lennox sat on the edge of the porch.

      Lennox glanced at Cosmo’s phone when it beeped.  “Is it Jade?”

      “Why would Jade be calling me?  It’s Bane Cross.”

      “What does he want?”

      “Probably telling you he is going to kill you because you pissed off his sister.”  Cosmo answered the phone.  “Hello, Death Hunters hotline.”

      Something didn’t feel right.  His bear was uneasy, panting hard inside him.  What was this feeling and where was it coming from? Was it because of Jade?

      Lennox looked up as Cosmo put his phone in his pocket.

      “What’s going on?”  Lennox asked, rubbing the middle of his chest.

      “Jade left an hour ago to drive around.  Bane said she was upset and needed time to clear her head.  But now he can’t get in touch with her on the phone.  I’m sure it’s nothing.  You know how protective he is of her.”

      Lennox jumped down and ran for the truck.  Holding his chest, he fell against the door.  Cosmo put his hand on his shoulder.  “Are you okay?”

      “Just drive.  It’s Jade.  She’s in trouble.”  Lennox opened the truck door and got in.  “She would have answered her phone for Bane.”

      “Can you feel her link?”

      “Yes, it has to be her.  I’ve never felt this with anyone.  Even when one of you were hurt, it didn’t feel like this.”  Lennox leaned forward as Cosmo drove down the road.  He could breathe better, but he couldn’t feel her anymore.

      “What?”  Cosmo asked.

      “Nothing.”  Lennox closed his eyes, letting his bear search outward trying to pick up any signal on his mate.  If she was dead, he would know, but it was almost like she was asleep.

      “Is she alive?”  Cosmo asked louder, looking at him.

      “Yes, but…”

      “But what?”

      “There isn’t any more pain…It’s like she’s asleep or—”

      “Knocked out,” they both said at the same time.

      “Where would she go?”  Lennox asked, rubbing his hand against his chest, praying he would feel her again.

      “She was mad…I should have gone after her and made it right, but I was…She’s not equipped to defend herself.”

      Cosmo blew out a deep breath.  “Look, she’s going to be okay, Lennox. She knows more than you think.”

      “No…no, you’re wrong.  She told me herself that she had no training, none.”

      “Well…that was before—” Cosmo cringed, scratching the side of his beard.

      “What did you do?”

      “She wanted to learn how to fight and I taught her some things.  Just enough to help her if something happened.  We didn’t get many lessons in, but she learns quickly.  She’s pretty damn good and once we have more lessons she will be pretty bad ass,” Cosmo said, smiling until he glanced at him.

      Clearing his throat, Cosmo muttered, “We thought it best not to tell you right now.  Knowing how you would take it, but you should be proud of her.  That’s why I know she’s going to be okay.”

      “We’ll talk about that later.  Step on it.  She may not have much time.”  Lennox couldn’t stop the pressure in his chest.  It was back, not as bad but he knew she was hurt.

      Cosmo picked up his phone and dialed a number, “Get everyone activated.  I don’t know, it’s Jade.  She’s missing.  Get Leo and Raven to town.  We may need them too.”  Cosmo hung up his phone as they approached the gate.  It was open as the guards waved them into the Dixon pack land.  Lennox didn’t see Jade’s vehicle anywhere.  He had hoped she had returned before they got there.

      Arden, Quinn, and the whole pack were waiting outside.  He jumped out before Cosmo could stop the vehicle.

      “Where did she go?”

      “She was upset.  Asking if I thought she was weak.  I just figured she would drive around a few minutes then come back but she hasn’t.  That’s not like her.  She would have come home,” Bane explained.

      “She’s in trouble.”

      “Why do you think something is wrong?”  Arden demanded.

      “I could feel her pain.  Something is wrong.  She couldn’t breathe.  We have to find her,” Lennox demanded.

      “We have called her, but she hasn’t answered.  We’re tracking her car,” Arden said as a guard ran outside.

      “Alpha, she’s at the store apartment.”

      “Let’s go.”  Lennox and Cosmo jumped back into the truck and pulled out.  The Dixon pack was right behind them.

      “See, she’s at the store.  People are still in town. I’m sure she’s just mad and that’s what you’re feeling.  That’s it.”  Cosmo said, but Lennox heard it in his voice.  He wasn’t sure, and neither was Cosmo.  She would have answered someone.  She loved her pack and she would have answered.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, wake up.”

      Jade could barely open her eyes.  Then the pain seared the side of her head.  Clenching her eyes together, Jade felt dizzy.

      “I said open your eyes.  I know you’re awake.”  Jade felt another pain as someone hit her in the back.

      Opening her eyes, she glanced up as her body swayed back and forth above the ground.  Her arms were tied above her head, dangling from a tree limb.

      Then she remembered. . .the men at the store, the fight, and then the lamp smashed over her head.  All the pain came crashing down on top of her as she gasped for air.

      “Calm down, little wolf, before you hyperventilate.  I would have thought that you, being the alpha’s mate…”  the man gave her a dismissive wave of his hand, “you could handle this kind of stuff.  Huh, guess I was wrong.”

      “What do you want?”  Jade gritted her teeth trying to calm herself.  Her wolf was quiet for some reason.  Not even in protection mode.  Traitor.

      “Well…let’s see…I want your mate’s head on a stick, but before I do that, I’m going to make him suffer.”

      “He’s stronger than you.  It won’t work,” Jade said, smiling.

      The man laughed.  “One would think that, but you see, I have the one thing that will bring Superman to his knees.”

      Jade wanted to throw up.  He was using her as bait, but it wouldn’t work.  He knew all these tricks and wouldn’t allow himself to be used.  “Obviously, you didn’t hear me earlier when I said he doesn’t want me.  I’m not his mate. He made a mistake and you will realize that when he doesn’t show up.”  Her head started to throb, spots swimming back and forth across her eyes.  She tried to say something but her voice sounded funny even to her.  Then her head dropped forward as she blacked out.
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      “Shit…wake up,” Oliver shouted.  “I need you to be awake when I call him.  He won’t come if you don’t talk to him.  Fuck!”  Oliver shoved her body as it swung back and forth.

      Danny, his beta watched from a tree.  “You hit her too hard in the head.  She may die before he even gets here.”

      “I don’t care if she dies.  Just as long as she speaks to him and he hears her voice.  Then he will do exactly what I say or she dies,” Oliver said, pacing.  “I’ve waited to get Lennox Bartley right where I want him.  I can’t afford for something to go wrong now.”

      “Something doesn’t feel right, man.  We’re not in our territory and if someone knows we’re here.  We won’t have another shot because we all will be dead.”

      “Are you questioning my decision?”  Oliver got right in his face.  No one questioned him.  This was for Shelby.  This was for his mate who was taken from him.

      “No, Alpha…This is what you have been waiting for.  I just don’t want them to get suspicious of her missing and start a hunt to find her.  We’re out numbered.”

      “Doesn’t matter.  We have something they all want and as long as we have her…they can’t touch us.”  Oliver walked back to the girl and tried to wake her, but she was still out.  He would give her a few minutes then try to wake her again.  Then it didn’t matter if she died.  She was dead anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Lennox felt relief when he saw Jade’s vehicle parked behind the store.  He raced up the steps and froze when he saw the door had been kicked open.  He could see the struggle with chairs turned over in the room.

      Panicking, Lennox yelled out, “Jade. Jade?”

      “Where is she?”  Arden demanded.

      Lennox held up his hand for everyone to stop.  He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, letting his bear pick up several different scents.  He could smell the wolves and fear.  It was Jade’s scent.  There was one scent that he recognized before.  He moved across the room, letting his bear tell him what had happened.  Searching his mind, Lennox remembered.

      Turning around, he looked up at Arden.  “I’m going to kill that wolf.”

      “Who? What’s going on?”

      “Oliver Park, Alpha of the Park wolves.  I had to put his mate down after she started hunting humans,” Lennox explained.

      “God, please no.”  Arden closed his eyes and exhaled deeply.  “He wants to kill Jade for revenge?”

      “Yes, I believe so.  He always said he would get me back.  I never worried about it before.”  Lennox leaned his head against the wall.  “I didn’t have a mate or expected to find one.”

      “Do you feel a connection to her?  Look at me, Lennox, dig deep, and find her.  Find your mate.” Arden turned to Tate and the other members of the Dixon pack. “Check with everybody in town. Somebody had to have seen someone new lurking around.  Check with Milton to see if his camera system outside is still working.  Call in everyone and Ben Crenshaw.  They’re close by.  They wouldn’t have left town.”  Arden put his hand on Lennox’s shoulder. “He will contact you soon.  We have to be prepared when he does.  He will want you to come alone.”

      “I know.  We have to find them first.  I don’t want Jade to be hurt, but I feel her pain.  She’s hurting, but she’s alive,” Lennox said, opening his eyes, staring at the bedroom floor.  Cosmo kneeled, picking up a lamp off the floor, sniffing it.

      “She put up one hell of a fight.”  Walking over to the side of the bed, Cosmo picked up a hand covered in blood.  “From what it looks like, Jade was giving them hell.”

      “Is that a hand?”  Arden asked, rushing over.

      “It’s not hers.  But she did exactly what I taught her.  Looks like she was holding them off until—” Cosmo pointed to the lamp lying on the floor.  “Someone slammed the lamp against her head.”

      “What do you mean, taught her?”  Arden demanded.

      “It means that Jade is better at fighting than you thought.  I gave her a few lessons before this happened.  She catches on quickly.  So, I know she will try to find a way to escape,” Cosmo said, placing the hand in a plastic bag.  “We need this when tracking.”

      “Then you have point.  They have her somewhere secluded, but she’s close by.  Let’s do this before they make the call to Lennox.”  Arden turned to him and said,” Dig deep, you can find her.  This is your mate.  Let the bear loose and find your mate.”

      Lennox sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands talking to his bear. We have to find her, find her, but Leo and Raven are better.

      “Our trackers are here. Now we find our alpha’s mate,” Cosmo said, smiling as Raven and Leo walked into the room.

      “You sure you want to do this?”  Lennox asked Raven. She said she would never follow Jade as her alpha.

      “You’re my alpha,” Raven answered.

      “And she’s my mate.  Your alpha’s mate, and that makes her rank the same as mine,” Lennox growled.  He was growing tired of Raven’s tantrums.  This was his mate and if she didn’t like it, she would leave the Death Hunters because he wasn’t going to have her causing problems with the team.

      “I understand, Alpha.”  Raven inhaled deeply.  “I have it.”

      Lennox watched as Raven’s eyes turned white.  She was a tracker and she smelled blood. She pointed to Cosmo.  “You have something?  Give it to me now.  Let’s go get her, brother.”

      Cosmo pulled the hand out of the bag and threw it on the floor.  Leo and Raven both made a beeline for it.  Lennox never got tired of watching his lead trackers in action.  Both dropped to their knees and shifted.  Bones cracking as the bears ripped out of them.  Both black as night and larger than any bear shifter he had seen except him and Cosmo.  The majority of his team were bigger than other shifters and that made them so deadly.  Tonight, he would kill the man who took his mate. End it and never worry about him again.

      The Dixon pack parted as the twins caught the scent and rushed out the door.  “The hunt is on,” Cosmo yelled.

      They wouldn’t take vehicles in case they were watching the roads.  This would have to be a surprise attack, and nobody could do it better than him. Get ready Oliver Park.  You took something that didn’t belong to you.
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      Jade tried to move her head, but she couldn’t.  All she wanted to do was sleep.  “I said wake up.”  Opening her eyes, a snarl rattled out of her throat.  Her wolf was awaking now, clawing, wanting out.  Then she focused on the man in front of her and it all came back.

      “Stay awake.”  She watched as the man pulled her phone out of his pocket.

      “I want my phone back,” Jade hissed as she spoke too loudly.

      The man only laughed and continued swiping across her phone.

      He cleared his throat then smiled again.  “Well, hello, stranger.”

      Jade could hear his voice.  She wanted to yell and tell him not to come.  It was a trap, but a hand slapped across her mouth before she could yell out.

      “If I were you, little wolf, I would stay quiet.  He will come, but not alone.  Keep the alpha talking and we might all make it out of here alive,” a voice said into her ear.

      Jade tried to see who the man was but he stayed directly behind her.

      “I have something of yours.”  The man continued taunting Lennox and she knew that no matter what happened to her, he would make this man pay.

      “What are you doing?”  another voice asked behind her.  If she could only twist around, but someone had their hand on the rope.

      “Just watching the fireworks up close and personal.”

      “Leave the bait alone.  Get back to your post before the alpha decides he can go to war without you.”

      “You got it, boss,” the man said and then the rope started moving again.  Jade twisted her legs just enough to see the man walking away.  She couldn’t see his face.  What did he mean keep him talking?  How was she going to do that?  Who was this guy?

      “Sure, I’ll give you proof of life, but like I said, if you don’t come alone, I will gut her before you even touch me.”  Jade watched as the man started toward her again, but this time she was going to give him something to remember her.   Before she could pull her legs back far enough to kick, someone grabbed her by the hair, jerking her head back.

      “Oww,” she screamed.

      “You’re a feisty one.  We might have a little fun with you before we kill you.”  Jade couldn’t move her head, she was helpless and she hated this feeling.

      “Tell your, mate, little wolf, hello,” the man said, holding the phone out to her.

      “It’s a trap!” Jade yelled, and before she could tell Lennox where she was, a fist hit her so hard in the head that she blacked out again.
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        * * *

      

      Lennox and the others were all listening, even the trackers had stopped. His claws scraped against the tree as he heard his mate scream.  He couldn’t think about what they were doing to Jade.  They had to find her quickly before it was too late.

      Oliver Park continued. “Go to the store and someone will pick you up.  And, Lennox, don’t be stupid either.  I will kill her and you know it.”  The phone went dead.

      The bastard hung up.  Now he would have to trust the others to find her.  His bear scraped against him wanting out.  It was his mate and he wanted to find her.  Now wasn’t the time to lose it. He needed to keep his cool.

      “Alpha, they’re on the trail.  We will meet you there.  Don’t worry, Lennox, we got this,” Cosmo said, pointing toward town.  “Now run!”

      Lennox looked at Arden and the others then turned and hightailed it.

      He broke out of the woods as a blue truck pulled up and two wolves got out.  His bear wanted to hunt. Find our mate.  He wanted Oliver to bleed.  One of the wolves jumped out smiling, swinging a pair of handcuffs.  They wouldn’t contain him and they had to know that.

      “Give me your hands.”  Lennox lifted his arms and the cuffs were clipped over his wrists.  “Just do as I say and hopefully we will live through this.”  His eyes narrowed as he stared at the man.  There was something about this wolf. He knew him, but from where?

      “If you hurt my mate, you will not be able to contain the wrath I deliver to you and your pack,” Lennox growled.  Before he knew what was happening, the wolf pulled out a gun and shot the other man.  He broke out of the cuffs and had his hands on the man’s throat.  “Pull that trigger again and you die.”

      “I don’t plan on killing you, Alpha.  My name is Travis Pelt and I freelance for the council.  They received a tip that the Park pack had plans to kill your mate.  I’ve been with these lunatics for three months and let me tell you it’s been the longest three months of my life.”

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      “Call council member Mitch Andrews.  He’s the one who hired me to infiltrate Oliver Park’s pack,” Travis advised.

      Lennox flipped his phone open and called Mitch.  He should have told him. What if he had killed the wolf by mistake.

      “Mitch, do you know a Travis Pelt?”  Lennox didn’t have time for pleasantries.

      “Why?”

      “Because I just about killed him.”  Lennox glanced at Travis who was putting the body in the back of the truck.  He jerked his head up and stared at him.  “You should have told me, Mitch.  I can’t talk now, I’m about to wipe out the Park pack.  They have my mate.”

      “What?” Mitch replied on his side of the conversation.  “Yes.  Then you need Travis.  He’s on your side, so don’t kill him.  I will call in help.  I will get on the plane and head that way.”

      “Mitch, I have two packs helping me already including the Death Hunters.  I think we can handle this, but death is coming to that man and his wolves for what they did.  Talk to you in a few.  I’ve got a wolf to see.”  Lennox ended the call and turned his phone off.  He didn’t need anyone calling while he was doing this.

      Looking at the wolf, he asked, “What are the plans?”

      “Your mate is tied up by her hands hanging from a tree.  She was hit pretty hard in the head, but she will make it.  I suppose these friends of yours are looking for them now.  It’s about five miles down the road.  We turned down a dirt road and there’s an old barn.

      “Oliver’s recruited loners from different packs that were either kicked out or left before they were killed.  They have no idea what they’re doing.  Oliver and his beta Danny are the ones who are dangerous.  Someone will be guarding your mate with a knife to her throat.  I have a plan, but you’re not going to like it.”

      Lennox stared at the wolf.  Of course, he wasn’t going to like it.  “What is it?”
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      Cosmo and the others stopped before they got within fifty feet from the lookouts.  They were downwind from the guards, but it didn’t matter.  The Death Hunters knew how to mask their scent.

      “You have to hold back until we take them out.  They will smell your scent but they won’t ours.”  Arden narrowed his eyes at him.  Of course, the alpha would want to know how they did that.  Nobody in the Dixon pack could.  The alpha just nodded while Raven and Leo snuck up on the two guards.

      Apparently, it wasn’t a big pack with only two guards being used as a lookout.  What idiots to take the mate of a Death Hunter.  Raven and Leo were trained assassins and with ease took out both shifters and dragged the bodies to a grassy area, covering them.

      They allowed Raven to go farther into the woods to scout the area.  She was the smallest of all the Death Hunters and her skill was to seek out her enemies and never be seen.  It didn’t take her long to get back.  She shifted and whispered, “There are only seven wolves and Jade.  She’s tied to a tree.  She looks pretty beaten up.  The alpha is going to go ape shit when he sees her.  I can take out two of them pretty fast with the bow, but I need to concentrate on the ones closet to Jade.  Eliminate the threat then let you guys take out the rest.”

      Cosmo nodded and handed her the bow.  He laid out the plan for the others.  He knew exactly what his team would do, but he hadn’t been around the Dixon pack enough to know how they would react.  He prayed they had enough common sense to follow the plan.  They didn’t need any lone rangers at this point.
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        * * *

      

      “I hope your team is set up,” Travis said, turning onto the dirt road.  Lennox’s hands were behind his back, bound in another set of cuffs.  He hoped he could follow the plan when he saw his mate.  His bear may take matters into his own hands and everyone would die, that was for sure.  He had to stay calm for Jade.  His team would be there.  He knew it.

      He smiled as he caught the scent.  The Dixon pack was close.  Where ever they were at, they had plenty of trees to cover them. Raven and Leo would be in a tree somewhere.

      “They will be.  You just do your part and let the team take care of the rest.  Jade is most important,” Lennox muttered.  Jade was everything.

      “Hmm.  That’s funny, the guards are gone,” Travis said.

      “Like I said, let the team do their job.  I will let them know you’re a friendly.”

      “Yeah, please do.  I don’t want to be collateral damage after this is over,” Travis muttered.  “Okay, we’re here, get ready.”

      Lennox listened as Travis got out of the truck.  “Have any problems?”  Gritting his teeth, he recognized that voice and soon he would regret he was alive.

      “Yeah, the alpha killed Paul.  I had to hit him in the back of the head.  He’s out cold.”

      The truck door opened, and Lennox felt Oliver’s eyes watching him.  He kept his breathing slow.  “Get him out and on the ground.  Did you put the cuffs on him?”

      “Yes, Alpha.  He tried to kill me, too, thankfully they were cleaning out the flower beds in town and someone left a shovel.  Just for me.”

      “Did anyone see you?”

      “No, nobody was in town. Like you said, it’s a ghost town at night.”  Lennox allowed Travis to pull him out and drop him on the ground hard.  Damn wolf was enjoying this.

      “Pull him right in front of her.  I want him to get a full view when I cut her throat.  I want him to have the best view in the house.”  Again, Lennox was hauled across the ground then dropped.  His team had to be quick.  The son of a bitch was going to cut her throat.

      “Pour this over his head, all of it,” Oliver shouted.

      “Lennox, Lennox, wake up.  If you hurt him, I will kill you,” Jade shouted.  Lennox felt better knowing she was awake.

      “Look who’s here?  And right on time too.  Now stop your struggling.  You want to look your best for this.”  Oliver snickered.

      Cold water ran down his face and now the acting would begin.  He opened his eyes and stared up at the man who he thought he would never see again.  “Well, well, well.”  Lennox watched as Oliver sneered as he stared at him.  “It’s been five long years, Lennox Bartley.  I should say I’ve waited for this day.  I’ve dreamed of this moment and what I would exactly say to you.  But now that I’m here, I find that I want to hear your last words before I show you how it felt to watch as your mate’s life was taken from you.  Today, I will give every shifter that has had to endure what you took from them.  They will talk about this forever. The day the big bad alpha of the Death Hunters finally got what was coming to him.”

      Lennox slowly rose to his knees.

      “Lennox.”  Her voice was shallow and in pain.  When Oliver moved to the side, he got to see why.  Blood was caked down her face and hair.

      “I’m here.  It’s going to be all right, baby.  I promise.”

      “Ha!  Tell her the truth. It will never be all right again,” Oliver shouted.  His eyes flashed back and forth from his wolf to his human side.  Then he pulled out the sword.  “Look familiar?”

      “Oliver, I will say this one time, give up and I will make your death quick, but if you—”

      “Quick?”  Oliver laughed, looking at all his pack members.  “You really think you are going to make it out of here alive.”  Oliver rubbed his finger across the sheath of the sword. Blood dripped as he nicked his finger.  It looked just like the Death Hunters’.  “I had this made, just for you.  I had to pay extra to make sure all the markings would be the same.  Because only the best for you, Alpha.  And of course, for your mate.  Looks like someone already took a knife to her face though.  Doesn’t matter because I will make it quick for her, but you, oh no, no, no.  I want you to suffer like I did.  I want you to feel the pain of losing your mate physically and mentally.”

      “Touch her and die.”  Lennox stood.  He saw Raven by a tree waiting for the cue, bow pulled back.

      “Then let’s see what you got.”  Oliver smiled.  He was crazy as he skipped toward Jade.  He didn’t have to do anything knowing that Raven would take Oliver out.  Lennox bobbed his head once and Raven let it fly. The arrow hit Oliver in the chest, but she missed his heart.  He went down but was still alive and holding the sword.

      Lennox jerked and the cuffs broke free.  He had to get to Jade.  Travis jumped on Danny and was now in a battle trying to keep the beta from getting near Jade. Before he could get to him, Oliver was up, grabbing Jade swinging her around.  Raven wouldn’t take the shot, afraid she would hit Jade.

      “I knew you wouldn’t come alone, but that’s okay.  I may die, but she will too.  The pain of losing your mate will take you over and that will be end for you.  Back up, now!”  Oliver screamed.  He had his arm around Jade and moving so Raven couldn’t get a clear shot.  Lennox held his hand up to her.

      “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have overreacted earlier.  But it wasn’t on purpose.  I need for you to know that,” Jade rushed out.

      “I know, baby.  I know.  It’s going to be okay.  Trust me.”

      “I do, but I need to tell you that I love you.  I really do love you.”

      Lennox stopped dead in his tracks, he couldn’t focus.  He hadn’t heard those words used toward him in a long time.  He didn’t deserve her, but he loved her too.

      “Remember that, just in case,” Jade said, smiling, then she rammed her head backward into Oliver’s making him drop to the ground.  She about knocked him out with that move.  Shifting into her wolf, Jade’s front legs slipped from the rope, falling to the ground.  Her wolf was beautiful and enraged.

      He watched in awe as Jade jumped onto Oliver going for the kill. She latched onto his neck.  Once she had clenched her jaws, she jerked back until his throat ripped out.  He never had a shot after she head butted him.  Nothing could save Oliver from his mate.  She didn’t stop there and ran toward the next one.

      “Shit.  No, Jade, not that one,” Lennox yelled, running to Travis’s aid.  Jade had him cornered.  Travis had enough sense to know to run when a female shifter lost control. He jumped into the tree thinking he was safe, but his little hellion was climbing up after him.  She wasn’t climbing like a wolf; this was a cat of some kind.  He had second-guessed Jade’s ability.  He reached her before she could grab onto his ankle.  Pulling her, she was fighting all the way down.  Biting his hand, he held them up to her. “It’s me, baby.”

      Jade’s wolf snarled turning her head sideways. Blood dripped from her muzzle.  Even the hair on her back was raised so high, she looked almost like a bear.  She was ready for battle and she handled it like an alpha would. She was so hot right now.  He couldn’t have been prouder.

      “Hey, get her.  I’m not with them, little wolf.”  Travis yelled down from the tree.  “Remember me.”

      “She went right for the kill.  Just like I taught her.  Told you she was better than all of you thought,” Cosmo said, smiling at Arden and Lennox.

      “You did great, Jade.”  Arden bent down in front of her and Jade lay down while he petted her.

      “Hey!”  Lennox said, “that’s my mate, you just remember that.  Oh, and by the way, I plan on marrying her too.  The whole deal with a dress and all.  Just like she wants.”

      Jade shifted into her human form staring up at him.  A tear slipped from her eye as she asked, “Do you mean it?”

      Arden moved away as Lennox leaned down in front of her.  “Jade Cross, I’m in love with you and I would marry you anywhere, any time.  You just name the place.  All I want is you, however I can get you.”

      He fell backward when Jade jumped into his arms, kissing him all over his face.  “I love you, I love you, I love you,” Jade said between kissing.

      “Please, tell me this isn’t what it’s going to be like.”  Raven groaned.

      “You missed your mark, Rav,” Lennox said holding his mate.

      “By an inch. He was moving too.  I didn’t have time to take a better shot because he was too close to your mate.”

      “That’s your alpha’s mate too,” Jade said, staring up at her.  They both stared at each other, but he couldn’t have been prouder of his little hellion.  She was giving Raven the old stare down just like an alpha should do.  He could say more to his team without saying a word, just with one look.  He couldn’t help but watch the others as they didn’t move a muscle, waiting for the cat fight to begin.

      “Okay, I can deal with that.”  Raven said then walked off.

      “Do you think she likes me?”  Jade asked as they watched Raven walk away unaware of the unmated men taking note of her beauty.

      “Hey, she didn’t rip your face off, so that’s a good sign,” Cosmo said, giving her a thumbs up.

      “Baby, if you keep rubbing on me like that, I don’t know if I can wait until we’re married.  It’s going to have to be quick wedding because I can’t wait a long time.  I’m going nuts now.”

      Jade glanced down at herself and realized she was naked.  “Oh, oh, I’m sorry.  Did I hurt you?”

      Everyone laughed and walked away leaving them alone.  “Let’s just say I might need you to walk in front of me for a while.”

      Jade pulled back and glanced down at Lennox’s pants.

      “Oh…”  Jumping off him, Jade put her hand over her breasts and turned around.  “Could you lend me your shirt? Mine is toast.”

      “Jade, you realize I’m used to seeing women naked.  We’re shifters, baby.”

      “Yeah, but you haven’t seen me naked.”  Jade held her hand out.  “And what women?”

      “Jade, we’re shifters.  Your pack shifts in front of each other, don’t they?” Lennox asked confused.

      “Sure, but I’m not in love with any of them.”

      Lennox grabbed her smashing her to his chest.  “Say it again.”

      She had the sweetest smile on her face when she said, “I love you, Lennox Bartley.”

      “Uh…I hate to interrupt this little love fest, but can I come down now.  You two are starting to freak me out.”  Lennox and Jade both looked up into the tree at Travis.

      “Are you sure we can trust him?”  Jade asked, narrowing her eyes up at the man.

      “Yeah, he was sent by the council to infiltrate the pack,” Lennox said, pulling Jade away from the tree as Travis jumped to the ground.

      “You’re not a wolf?”  Lennox asked.

      “Nope, never said I was.”

      Jade moved in closer and sniffed.  “You’re a kitty.”

      “I’m a little bigger than a kitty, little Alpha,” Travis said, walking off shaking his head.

      “I love kitty cats,” Jade said, smiling.

      “Baby, he’s not a pet.”

      “Can we keep him?” Jade asked, slipping his shirt over her head.

      “I’ll talk to him.  All you want to do is pet him, don’t you?”  Lennox asked.

      “Well, he is a cat of some kind and I just love to rub my hands over their fur.”

      “If I catch you rubbing anything on that cat…I will—”

      “What?”  Jade asked, smiling.  “Spank me.  Won’t feed me for a week?  What are you going to do, Alpha?”

      “Run, my little wolf, or I will tan that hide of yours,” Lennox said, laughing as Jade started to run but he grabbed her by the collar and dragged her back into his arms.  “Just let me hold you for a while.”

      “Okay, I can live with that.”  Jade smiled as Lennox picked her up and carried her to the truck.
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      Jade sat on the porch swing thinking about Lennox.  He had to speak to the council about Oliver Park and something else he couldn’t tell her about.  She didn’t mind.  All she cared about was him hurrying back.  It had only been one day, but she missed him something fierce.  She had heard about the mating pull, but she never believed it would make her pine over someone.

      Her body ached and she couldn’t think properly.  She took off work just to plan her wedding, but couldn’t concentrate on it.  The woman locked in the room was still passed out.  Arden believed it was her body’s way of healing itself.  She had scrapes all over her, but with her accelerated healing, they were all gone now.  Still she felt the need to stay close by in case she woke up.

      Lennox made her promise not to go near the woman unless he was with her.  He was acting like Bane, trying to protect her.  Whoever this woman was, she didn’t mean her any harm.  She couldn’t explain it, but she knew this.

      She inhaled as a familiar scent blew across her face.  Smiling, she glanced behind her, but he wasn’t there.  Where was he?  Or was she dreaming?  Then she got up and walked to the edge of the porch and looked out into the night.  “Lennox,” she whispered.

      She felt foolish until she turned and her mate was sitting on the swing watching her.  Smiling, she ran and jumped into his arms.  He meant everything to her.

      “Hey, baby.”  Lennox nuzzled her neck, inhaling her scent.

      “I missed you.”

      “I missed you more.”

      “Impossible.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you back.”

      “What did you do today?”  Lennox asked, licking the side of her neck.

      “Pined away waiting for you.”  Jade pulled away smiling.

      “That so.  Well, let’s get married tomorrow then?”

      “My dress isn’t ready yet.  But it will be here Friday.  So, how about Saturday evening, here in the backyard?”

      Lennox sighed.  “Really?  You’re not playing games, are you?”

      “No, it will give you time to invite your friend Mitch if that’s what you want.”

      “Baby, you have made me a very happy man.”

      “Here.”  Jade placed a box in his hand.

      “What is it?”

      “Just open it silly.”  Jade said smiling.

      Lennox opened the box and pulled the bracelet out.  “Jade, baby, this is awesome.  I’ve never seen metal look like this before.  The wolf is beautiful.  Looks like your wolf.”

      “I wanted to give you something to remember me.  You know when you have to go to work.  Do you really like it?”

      “Like it…I love it.”  Lennox put the bracelet on.  It looked good against his tanned skin.  “I love you.”  Pulling her against him, he kissed her lips.

      “Okay, okay.  Jade pulled away smiling.  “One week, just one more week.  It will be perfect.”  Jade sat up abruptly, gasping.

      “Jade, what’s wrong?”

      “She’s awake.  The woman.  She’s awake.”

      

      
        
        The End!

        Stay tuned for The Hunter’s Awakening.
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